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Hypothesis: All is Leaf.

—J. W. Goethe

Surveying the changes that had been wrought on the German book market 
over the previous forty years, the writer Wolfgang Menzel observed in 1828: 
“If a citizen of the next century were to look back at the current moment in 
German history, he would say that we had slept and dreamt in books.”1 On 
one level, Menzel was offering a familiar critique about how Germans had 
failed to participate in the political upheavals that had emerged in France 
at the close of the eighteenth century. While the French were modernizing 
their political system, the Germans had been busy reading.2 On another 
level, however, Menzel was making an acute argument about the new power 
of books that had arisen alongside other historic changes such as the French 
Revolution. For Menzel the idea of a reading revolution was a very palpable 
one. Books were not only endowed with the capacity to put individuals to 
sleep—to draw their attention away from reality—they also had the power 
to shape their dreams, to structure their thoughts and their imaginations. 
Menzel had signifi cantly titled his essay “The Mass of Literature,” and what 
seemed to lend the book both its soporifi c and supplementary force was 
precisely its looming ubiquity. It was the massness of the book in Menzel’s 
view that had transformed it into both a problem and an enormously pow-
erful medium that had the capacity to shape one’s dreams.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Bibliographic Subjects
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Menzel’s alignment of dreaming and books would of course go on to 
become one of the most commonly promoted identities of romantic lit-
erature.3 Never before had so many writers written about people dreaming 
while reading books. To dream in books, however, was not only to dream 
while reading, to engage in a kind of hallucinatory reading experience in 
which the book itself was forgotten. To dream in books also meant to dream 
in the shape of the book as well. It was precisely the materiality of the book 
that provided the contours to such imagining, indeed to the imagination 
itself. Menzel’s observation suggested the extraordinary degree to which in-
dividuals and the culture at large by the turn of the nineteenth century were 
becoming bookish.

In both his conviction and anxiety about the growing bookishness of 
Germans, Menzel was not alone. One can fi nd numerous statements from 
this period in which commentators from a variety of regions worried over, 
but also celebrated, the importance of the book as a medium of cultural 
communication. As Thomas Carlyle intoned in Sartor Resartus, the book had 
become a “City of the mind, a Temple and Seminary, and Prophetic Mount, 
whereto all kindreds of the earth will pilgrim,”4 a statement matched only 
by Victor Hugo’s famous pronouncement in Notre- Dame de Paris that “this 
[the book] will kill that [the church].”5 In Novalis’s unfi nished novel and 
updated medieval romance, Heinrich von Ofterdingen, it was the book that 
would be the fi rst key destination for the title character’s underworld jour-
ney, inverting Dante’s use of the book as an image not of the underworldly 
inferno but of the heavenly paradiso. Stephan Schütze would write an ode 
to “The Origin of the Book,” commemorating the book’s emergence from 
the tree of nature, while Leigh Hunt lovingly turned over the word “book” 
in essays like “Old Books and Bookshops,” using it nine times in the fi rst 
paragraph alone.6 Friedrich Schlegel simply called it “the age of books.”7

If the book for these writers simultaneously marked the end and the 
rebirth of the sacred, for others, such as Honoré de Balzac, the book was 
as profane as ever because of its overwhelming proliferation. Writing in 
1830 in an essay entitled “De l’état actuel de la librairie,” Balzac observed, 
“Reading has become a necessity. The European imagination feeds on the 
sensations that it demands from literature like the Turk demands dreams of 
opium.”8 Reading books was the new European addiction. As the murder-
ous narrator of Edgar Allen Poe’s “Berenice” would say about his family 
library, “In that chamber was I born.”9 Or as Karl Immermann recounted 
in his memoirs of  growing- up in Magdeburg in the early 1800s, “The sheer 
sight of a book would set the affl icted child in a kind of quivering curios-
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ity. . . . The young creature lived and breathed only in print; . . . evenings 
were incapable of bringing sleep to those  letter- hungry eyes.”10

As Immermann’s vocabulary of agitated attention suggested,11 the pro-
cess of adapting to a world saturated by printed books was neither simple 
nor smooth. Whether asleep, inebriated, or nervously attentive, a common 
element that belonged to romantic bibliographic experiences was most of-
ten one of “possession”—not simply an overwhelming desire to possess 
books, as in Leigh Hunt’s formulation about being “wedded to books,”12 
or Isaac D’Israeli’s or Charles Nodier’s diagnoses of the new bibliomania.13 
There was a sense of being possessed by them as well.14 As Goethe wrote in 
1811 at the opening of his autobiography about his initiation as a young 
boy into this new bookish space, the media aftershocks that followed the 
geological aftershocks of the Lisbon earthquake were understood as an ini-
tiatory personal Erschütterung or shock. “In vain,” Goethe would write, “the 
young boy tried to maintain himself against these impressions,” where his 
choice of the word “impressions” (Eindrücke) crucially drew attention to 
the media conditions—the press and its proliferating products—that con-
tributed to the fracturing of the young boy’s sense of self.15 The pilgrimages, 
addictions, marriages, and aftershocks that books provoked in the early 
nineteenth century not only captured the deeply intense and personal ways 
that books were increasingly imagined to mark us as individuals. They also 
highlighted how diffi cult and contested this process of becoming bookish 
truly was.16 Adapting to books—becoming bibliographic subjects—was not 
something that just happened. It necessitated signifi cant reorganizations of 
both social and individual identities.

This book is about the process of how we became bookish at the turn of 
the nineteenth century. It asks what we did with books and what books did 
to us when there were suddenly too many books. As historians of the book 
have shown, the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries witnessed a 
dramatic expansion in the number and circulation of printed books across 
Europe and North America.17 It was a period that saw the rise of a variety 
of social practices and spaces centered around the organization of books, 
whether it was the emergence of the public lending library, the private fam-
ily library, the reading club, or the expansion of gift- giving rituals involving 
books.18 At the same time, one could also observe the rising social promi-
nence of a number of bibliographically oriented individuals: not just au-
thors, but also editors, translators, booksellers, printers, librarians, critics, 
and bibliographers all assumed an elevated professional status. Booksell-
ers in particular would become some of the most powerful fi nancial actors 
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in European and American societies by 1800, with extraordinary capital 
investments and elaborate international networks of trading partners. To 
take but one example, by 1824 the Vieweg Verlag in Braunschweig had 236 
trading partners in 112 European cities and a 6,500 square meter printing 
complex.19 It was a period, in short, that witnessed a remarkable social in-
vestment in books, both materially and imaginatively.

In exploring the different ways that the new rules and the new realities of 
bibliographic communication were being worked out in Europe and North 
America between the years 1790 and 1840, Dreaming in Books approaches 
this problem as much from the inside of books as from their outside. It 
argues that one of the fundamental ways through which western cultures 
became bibliographic cultures was through reading literature. As books 
streamed in ever greater numbers from publishing houses in London, Phila-
delphia, Paris, Stuttgart, and Berlin, romantic writing and romantic writers 
played a crucial role in facilitating readers’ adaptation to this increasingly 
international and overfl owing bookish environment. Learning how to read 
books and how to want books did not simply occur through the technologi-
cal, commercial, or legal conditions that made the growing proliferation of 
books possible. The making of such bibliographic fantasies was also impor-
tantly a product of the very narratives and symbolic operations contained 
within books as well. It was through romantic literature where individuals 
came to understand their books, and it was through their books where they 
came to understand themselves. This book is about this complex process of 
how literature shaped and lent meaning to such a new media reality.

Books: Past, Present, and Future

In revisiting the book’s rise through the prism of romantic literature, Dream-
ing in Books attempts to revise our assumptions about romantic literature, 
the medium of the printed book, and ultimately, the future of the book. 
Despite the annual barrage of narratives prophesying the “end of the book” 
today, we continue to invest enormous social resources, whether fi nancial 
or educational, in ensuring the circulation, consumption, preservation, and 
mastery of the book. Americans spent  twenty- fi ve billion dollars on books 
last year, twice as much as on any other form of media, including mov-
ies, music, or video games.20 Europeans spent over  thirty- two billion euros 
on books, or  forty- eight billion dollars, which is a little under twice what 
they spent on music, the next largest cultural expenditure.21 There are an 
estimated 117,341 libraries nationwide in the U.S., and between the major 
public and academic libraries (roughly 13,000), another fourteen billion 
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dollars a year is spent housing and making books available to the public.22 
In the face of such numbers, to say that the book is dead seems absurd. At 
the same time that books continue to enjoy an enormously broad public 
appeal, they have also retained an important ritualistic private function. 
Whether for birthdays, schooldays, holidays, or tenure, we still count time 
with books. We are, in this sense, still very much a bibliographic “culture.” In 
writing a history of the bibliographic imagination in the romantic age, I am 
interested in understanding the communicative foundations upon which 
our contemporary culture is based and to which my own book is integrally 
related. In self- refl exive terms, it is the attempt to ask why we continue to 
feel such urgency, whether personally or institutionally, to write books.

But this book is not just concerned with the emergence during the ro-
mantic period of a set of values that continue to surround how we use and 
think about books today. It also attempts to recover very different imagi-
naries of how books worked and what books did in the past. It not only 
engages narratives of the book’s end but also those of the book’s “rise” or 
“coming” as well. Despite much of the triumphalism and universalism that 
surrounds rise- of- the- book narratives—that all bibliographic cultures and 
ages are the same—one of the aims of this book is to follow the work of 
recent book historians such as Robert Darnton, Adrian Johns, Stephan Füs-
sel, Reinhart Wittmann, and Roger Chartier to help us see how the printed 
book was a far more richly imagined and far more diversely used media 
object than we have traditionally assumed. Our understanding of the book 
has undergone a tremendous narrowing over time that this book hopes to 
correct. As media historian Jonathan Sterne has written, “To study tech-
nologies in any meaningful sense requires a rich sense of their connection 
with human practice, habitat, and habit. It requires attention to the fi elds of 
combined cultural, social, and physical activity—what other authors have 
called networks or assemblages—from which technologies emerge and of 
which they are part.”23

While books had by the turn of the nineteenth century been a constant 
of Western cultural life for over 1,500 years,24 what was new around 1800 
was the imminent sense of too- muchness that surrounded the printed book. 
It was precisely this notion of the surplus of books that lent the book its 
cosmological identity in the romantic age—that it was both everywhere and 
could contain everything—and simultaneously made a unifi ed response to 
such a problem increasingly diffi cult.25 The book, like the society it helped 
refl ect back to itself, was increasingly marked by a key element of hetero-
geneity, as different book formats and literary genres were mobilized to 
regulate the growing problem of bibliographic surplus. If we can indeed 
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speak of something approximating a “Gutenberg Galaxy,” to use McLuhan’s 
well- turned phrase to signify a world dominated by the printed book, I 
want to argue that it happened much later than the age of Gutenberg and 
was far more diverse than McLuhan himself had characterized it. Indeed, 
as will become apparent throughout this book, much of what sustained 
and informed the identity of the printed book in the romantic period was a 
variety of scriptural practices that had predated Gutenberg. A history of the 
romantic book is by necessity a history of bibliographic heterogeneity, a 
history of books and not “the book.”

The bibliographic diversity that was characteristic of the romantic age was 
nevertheless simultaneously accompanied by a growing geographic homo-
geneity. Where early modern book culture was marked by a prominent sense 
of internationalism (as James Raven has shown, for example, two- thirds of 
English booksellers in the sixteenth century were not English),26 romantic 
book culture by contrast could be understood as initiating a complementary 
element of transnationalism, of similar trends taking place across different 
national spaces. The diffusion of illustrative practices such as lithography or 
wood- end engraving, the vogue for gift- books, the popularity of collected 
editions or novella collections, the prominent role of translations, or even 
the fascination with ballads, bards, and all things folkish (- tales, - lore, and 
- song)—however much such bibliographic phenomena contributed to dif-
ferent  nineteenth- century endeavors of  nation- making, they were never lim-
ited to a single national space. Indeed it was their translatability that was in 
some sense one of their most defi nitive features. While there were of course 
important regional differences as to how and when such formats and prac-
tices took shape (which each of my chapters addresses in kind), what has 
largely been missing from current scholarship on the history of the book 
are precisely such transnational accounts of the book.27 We have a history 
of the book in Canada, England, Scotland, France, and Germany, but very 
little sense of the overlaps and interactions between these bookish commu-
nities. In drawing attention to the different types of books and the different 
communities who made them in Great Britain, France, the German states, 
and the United States, Dreaming in Books attempts to tell a far more wide-
 ranging story of the printed book’s identity in the early nineteenth century. 
In place of understanding how the book participated in the making of the 
imagined communities of  nineteenth- century nation states, I am interested 
in exploring how the printed book participated in facilitating the emergence 
of what Karl Guthke has called a “world- spanning consciousness” around 
1800.28 How did the international circulation of books begin to foster a 
transnational sensibility of local differences?
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If romantic bibliographic culture has much to tell us about the past and 
present nature of the book, it also, I want to suggest, has much to tell us 
about the pressures being exerted by digital media today and thus concerns 
the future of the book as well. A history of the romantic book and the ro-
mantic bibliographic imagination is in this sense also a history of media 
adaptation. A study of how  nineteenth- century individuals became wedded 
to or possessed by their books can broaden our perspective of the nature of 
“new media” cultures and historical experiences of “media transition.”29 It 
can offer parallels, but also differences, to our current process of adapting 
to communicative change. Knowledge of the book’s past can be a key tool 
in negotiating our digital future. As Carla Hesse has argued, “The striking 
parallels between the late eighteenth and late twentieth centuries’ cultural 
debates suggest to me that what we are witnessing in the remaking of the 
‘modern literary system’ at the end of the twentieth century is not so much 
a technological revolution (which has already occurred) but the public rein-
vention of intellectual community in its wake.”30 If a basic and increasingly 
urgent concern of academics of my generation is how we will adapt to the 
pressures and opportunities that digital forms of communication present 
us, then a study of romantic bibliographic culture can offer an important 
case study for such institutional and personal transformations. How were 
careers and communities made—and lost—through different strategies sur-
rounding the medium of the book?

At the same time that romantic book culture offers important parallels 
to contemporary digital culture, there are also important continuities at work 
between these two distinct regimes of communication.31 While we have a 
tremendous amount of scholarship exploring the novelty of digital media, 
we have far fewer historical contextualizations that are able to put those dif-
ferences into perspective.32 This book argues that many of the most pressing 
communicative concerns facing us today are not unique to the digital age 
but emerged with a particular sense of urgency during the bookish upheav-
als of the romantic age. A history of the romantic book offers insights into 
where and when some of the most salient issues surrounding communi-
cation today emerged. What did it mean to reimagine a literary work as 
residing not in a single book but as part of an interrelated bibliographic 
network? What was the cultural status of the copy and how did it relate to 
a larger reformulation of notions like novelty and innovation? What did 
it mean to process an existing yet largely forgotten cultural heritage from 
one medium to another? How was one to contend with the growing avail-
ability of writing, where such availability was increasingly understood to 
be a problem? Finally, what did it mean to imagine creativity as an act of 



8 / Introduction

intermedial making, as a facility with various modes of communication si-
multaneously? These may sound like questions that we are asking ourselves 
today, but they were no less urgent in the opening decades of the nineteenth 
century. How they were answered then can tell us something about how to 
think through them today.

By attending to communicative practices as well as technologies,33 then, 
we can begin to see not only that contemporary concerns with networking, 
copying, processing, sharing, overhearing, and adapting were also romantic 
ones, but that they came into being during the romantic age. When Menzel 
and others worried over the new “mass of literature,” their concerns in many 
ways predated the widespread adoption of some of the most important 
technological innovations in book production that took place after 1800 
(steam presses, paper machines, penny papers, stereotype, and rail distri-
bution).34 In this sense, we could reverse Hesse’s observation above and 
suggest that the romantic moment offers us an interesting case of a public 
reinvention of intellectual community that preceded a technological revolu-
tion that was in the making.

It has arguably been the work of Jerome McGann that has done more 
than any other to show us how the onset of digital media has allowed us, 
indeed required us, to rethink the history of books.35 The digital provides us 
with a critical lens to see the bibliographic with fresh eyes. But my own work 
is driven by an alternative desire to show us how the history of books, and 
romantic books in particular, can help us contextualize our understanding 
of digital or new media today. It insists upon a  hands- on encounter with 
books as the central means of understanding our bibliographic heritage 
that is itself a part of a larger media heritage more generally. One of the 
 sought- after byproducts of such contextualizations might just be to dislodge 
the hegemony of the “digital” itself that lies at the heart of models like Mc-
Gann’s “literature after the  world- wide- web.” In returning to the ways that 
the book rose to such cultural prominence in the romantic age through a 
variety of media interactions (as opposed to media replacements), we can 
hopefully move beyond the often oversimplifi ed narratives of the “end of 
the book” and focus instead on the more multifaceted repositioning that 
currently surrounds the book today in our so- called “digital age.”36

Is Literary History Book History?

When the contemporary Peruvian writer Mario Vargas Llosa made the claim 
that the future of literature depended on the future of the book,37 he was not 
simply articulating what might have seemed to many writers of a younger 
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generation a naïve and antiquarian point of view. He was also showing just 
how important the printed book remained in continuing to shape how 
we think about the category of literature. As Seth Lerer has asked, “Is the 
modern conception of literature inseparable from the conception of the 
book as the physical, commercial artifact as we know it?”38 Dreaming in 
Books is, in a more specialized sense, about the emergence of this nexus 
between the book and literature. When Friedrich Schlegel argued that “a 
novel is a romantic book” (ein Roman ist ein romantisches Buch),39 he was 
highlighting how Llosa’s conviction and Lerer’s concern were both funda-
mentally romantic ones. The very hegemony that the book achieved during 
the romantic period and that was articulated in the tautology at the heart 
of Schlegel’s statement elided the complex mediations that were required 
to make literature’s location in the book seem both natural and immediate. 
This book seeks to reverse that process of naturalization.

Armed with the tools and training of bibliographers and book histori-
ans, numerous literary scholars today have begun to draw our attention to 
the ways that bibliographic details are key determinants, but also key mul-
tipliers, of textual meaning. As N. Katherine Hayles has written, “To change 
the physical form of the artifact is not merely to change the act of reading 
. . . but profoundly to transform the metaphoric network structuring the 
relation of word to world.”40 Or as Jerome McGann has more fl atly stated, 
“There is no such thing as an unmarked text.”41 Such work has inherited, 
whether explicitly or not, the challenges posed by poststructural theory, re-
formulating the fundamental semiotic openness that was ascribed to the 
literary work in Barthes’ seminal essay “From Work to Text,” to the level of 
the material text.42 It replaces an “eruptive” notion of the literary work—one 
based on a kind of destabilizing singularity—with a notion of the work as 
a “circuit,” “process,” or “event,” as some thing that takes shape in motion 
across time and space.43 Attention to the book does not aim to reproduce a 
textual stability and singularity that were in fact never there, the once con-
tested ideals of early  twentieth- century Anglo- American analytic bibliogra-
phy (Greg, Bowers) or  nineteenth- century Germanic philology (Lachmann, 
Wilamowitz). Instead, it foregrounds the multiple and dynamic material 
identities that constitute any literary work. The book as a space of analysis 
underscores the very constructedness of the imaginary unity not only of the 
category of the “work” itself but also of that between the “work” and the 
“book.” As F. W. Bateson challengingly asked over thirty years ago, “If the 
Mona Lisa is in the Louvre, where is Hamlet?”44

The more we come to see literature as a social process and not as a sin-
gularly generative (or autopoetic) moment,45 the more we can begin to “re-
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cover the collectivity,” in Martha Woodmansee and Peter Jaszi’s words,46 
that informs the making of literature in general and  nineteenth- century lit-
erature in particular. As Meredith McGill has argued, there is a “foreshorten-
ing effect of the  author- concept” that an attention to the book can help us 
reverse.47 The more we attend to the bookishness of literature, the more we 
begin to see the role that a broad array of actors, and not just authors, played 
in governing the production, circulation, and reception of literature.48 What 
was the authorial role of such “non- authors” as publishers, editors, judges, 
censors, translators, and readers, to which we could add the category of 
“programmers” today? As these various actors pushed, pulled, reshaped, 
repackaged, and outright deleted literary texts in part or in whole, how 
did their activities participate in—and at times supersede—the making of 
meaning surrounding literary texts? How can the intellectual battles for the 
ownership and interpretation of texts that manifested themselves on the 
printed page tell us something about the larger social concerns of a period 
or place? As we gradually recover a sense of what Margaret Ezell has called 
“social authorship,” not as an alternative to romantic print culture but as a 
constitutive feature,49 we will increasingly be able to complicate narratives 
about the growing individualization of ideas around 1800 charted by Mi-
chel Foucault in his infl uential article on the history of authorship.50 Such 
studies will ideally make it increasingly diffi cult for the term “romantic au-
thor” to serve as shorthand for the isolated, hermetic genius.

If attention to the book offers one of the more important contributions 
to the fi eld of literary study today, one of the core arguments of this book is 
that attention to literature also has important things to offer the expanding 
fi elds of the history of the book and communication studies more gener-
ally.51 Research on the outside of books only tells half of the story of what 
books could mean to their readers.52 As Albrecht Koschorke has argued in 
his anthropological study of the rise of  eighteenth- century Schriftkultur, “A 
media theory that seeks to explain such self- revolutionary processes as com-
pletely as possible must develop a methodology to understand the inter-
dependence of technological mediality and semiosis, the narrow overlap of the 
‘form’ and ‘content’ of such signifying events.”53 While we have been busy 
illustrating the numerous ways that literature’s meaning was shaped by the 
printed book in the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, we 
have overlooked in the process the ways in which literature contributed to 
shaping the identities of books and the bookish identities of the individu-
als who used and consumed them. Where Adrian Johns has shown us the 
means through which scientifi c culture contributed to how we think about 
print and the printed book,54 I am interested in exploring how imaginative 
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works of literature have contributed to our understanding of books—and 
to a potentially different, or at least more heterogeneous understanding at 
that. If there is, as Johns tells us, a continuity between the scholarly publish-
ing practices of the early modern Tyco Brahe and the modern Ludwig Witt-
genstein, what Goethe was doing in Wilhelm Meister’s Travels or Mallarmé in 
Dice Thrown Will Never Annul Chance fi t in an altogether different story. As 
Garret Stewart has argued, literature becomes a social fact precisely because 
of the powerful ways that it is tied to learning to read books.55 A history of 
literature is thus integral to a history of books.56 Literature makes books as 
much as books make literature.

To address this question of how literature thinks in and about books, 
Dreaming in Books takes as one of its principal sites of attention scenes of 
communication in romantic literary texts. I am interested in exploring how 
the symbolic movements in texts, whether of speech, things, or people, func-
tioned as interpretations of the bibliographic environments through which 
such texts circulated. My work is indebted in this regard to Bakhtin’s sug-
gestive proposal that the “utterance” and not the “sentence” should consti-
tute the main site of literary analysis and to Michel Serres’s attention to the 
“phatic” function of language—language use that is designed not to convey 
content but to establish a connection.57 The larger aim of this study is to 
identify what we might call a bibliographic poetics—a coherent set of sty-
listic and formal concerns—that attempt to make the medium of the book 
intelligible and thus legible to romantic readers.58 How did literature make 
sense of the book so that it in turn made sense to its readers?

If one of the central features of romantic literature was a deep attention 
to mobility (as in Hölderlin’s notion of “the streaming word” [das strömende 
Wort]), I want to ask how such circulatory energy was deployed to interrogate 
new conditions of communicating in books. How did prevalent modes of 
speaking and listening in romantic literature—such as whispering, betray-
ing, renouncing, reporting, retelling, projecting, overhearing, confessing, 
or speaking “from the heart” versus “by heart”—work in concert with the 
circulation of objects (purses, maps, prostheses, pendulums, dossiers) and 
bodies (wandering, pilgrimaging, or dissected) to grapple with the changing 
nature of social interactivity brought about by the book’s growing ubiquity? 
Conversely, how did the interruptions that commonly populated roman-
tic texts—the loud noises, the parasitical guests, the intimidating followers 
(Irving’s “dreadful monitor”)—all point, in Bernhard Siegert’s words, to a 
more general cacography, a “reference to the channel” itself?59 In combining 
an analysis of the movements and fi xations of texts with the movements and 
fi xations within texts, the chapters that follow try to illustrate the extent to 
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which romantic literary works acted as interpretations of and interactions 
with the bibliographic environment in which they appeared.

Bibliographic Romanticism

In arguing for the mutual overlap of books and romantic literature, Dream-
ing in Books attempts to revise one of the most enduring images of the ro-
mantic movement, perhaps best captured in Shelley’s famous dictum from 
his Defense of Poetry, “When composition begins, inspiration is already on 
the decline.”60 Literature, according to this view, is what happens in the 
mind, not on the page. As Baudelaire would later declare, “Romanticism 
lies precisely in neither the choice of subject nor the depiction of truth, but 
in the manner of feeling,” drawing upon Wordsworth’s earlier sentiment 
from the Lyrical Ballads that “all good poetry is the spontaneous overfl ow 
of powerful feelings.”61 In paradigmatic fashion, the hero of Goethe’s Faust 
famously fl ed his book- lined study, as creativity was increasingly aligned at 
the turn of the nineteenth century with its fi delity to an inner vision and 
its antipathy to the stuff of its dissemination. As Friedrich Kittler would 
later programmatically argue, “Poets in the discourse network of 1800 write 
around their own writing; they do not write down the system itself.”62 It 
was precisely an attention to the book’s sensual, artifactual importance, and 
not its intellectual signifi cance, as Ina Ferris has elegantly recounted, that 
was branded a mental disorder in the early nineteenth century.63 As Marc 
Redfi eld has shown, it was the romantic age that bequeathed us this oppo-
sition between technics and aesthetics that is in many ways still operative 
today.64

And yet in each of the historical moments that gave rise to what liter-
ary scholars have typically identifi ed as the various national and regional 
romanticisms, book historians have shown us that the emergence of “ro-
mantic” literature is almost always coincident with a major upsurge in the 
output and circulation of books. Romanticism is what happens when there 
are suddenly a great deal more books to read, when indeed there are too 
many books to read. According to the opposing narratives of book history 
and literary history, then, what books said and what books did were related 
only through opposition. The very forgetting of the book that has marked 
literary studies on and after romanticism is thus in many ways a product of a 
particular way of remembering the romantic period itself. A study of roman-
ticism anchored in the history of the book can offer us a very different view 
of romanticism and the notion of “literature” it has bequeathed us.

What I try to identify in the pages that follow is a group of international 
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(and internationally minded) writers for whom the book would become a 
vital source of creative energy and literary innovation. Such romantic writers 
did not write around writing, in Kittler’s formulation, but crucially wrote 
about writing itself. Their writing can be read as a philosophy of biblio-
graphic communication.65 As the double meaning of Goethe’s hypothesis, 
“everything is leaf / page,” suggested, romantic naturalism was merely the 
fl ipside of romantic bibliographism: not just a media fantasy but a fantasy 
of media as well. For the main writers that I discuss here—J. W. Goethe, 
E. T. A. Hoffmann, Walter Scott, Washington Irving, Sophie Mereau, Edgar 
Allan Poe, Honoré de Balzac, and Stendhal—the book played an essential 
role in the larger aesthetic aims of their work. In thinking about the nature 
of the book, they were thinking about the nature of literature. For such ro-
mantic authors, composition was inspiration.

The larger aim of this book is to see the way such romantic writers were 
not opposed to, or even distinct from, a larger industry that was emerging 
in the nineteenth century to coordinate and organize what Roger Chartier 
has called the “order of books,”66 but rather to see their work as an integral 
component in what we might call the naturalization of the book in the 
nineteenth century. Their “imaginative” texts, I want to suggest, served a 
similar function to such bibliographic reference works like J. K. Hinrich’s 
Verzeichniß der Bücher und Landkarte (founded in 1797), A. J. Q. Beuchet’s 
Bibliographie de la France (founded 1811), Martin Schrettinger’s Versuch eines 
vollständigen Lehrbuchs der  Bibliothek- Wissenschaft (1808), or T. H. Horne’s 
Introduction to the Study of Bibliography (1814) that all emerged to map and 
make sense of this new, and increasingly tumultuous, landscape of books. 
The work of romantic writers—both their books and their fi ctions—
functioned as a key space where the changes to the material conditions of 
writing and communication that defi ned the nineteenth century could be 
rehearsed, interrogated, and ultimately normalized. The historical signifi -
cance of such romantic writers lies precisely in the extraordinary extent to 
which they addressed—through books—questions posed by the immense 
reorganization of human subjectivity around books, what it meant in Men-
zel’s words to “dream in books.”

Romanticizing Books

Few historical narratives have been more durable than those surrounding 
the impact of the printed book. Gutenberg’s invention, so we have been 
told, gave rise to a medium that made ideas more stable, repeatable, sequen-
tial, national, and above all else, individual. The printed book’s physical 
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boundedness and typographical regularity became perfect embodiments of 
the temporal continuity and spatial autonomy on which both the mod-
ern subject (as Individuum) and the political form of the nation were to be 
founded. The printed book was imagined to be a timeless medium, as its 
“rise” or “coming” did the same thing to individuals and societies in all 
places and in all times.

This book argues that a very different way of thinking about books 
emerged during the romantic period. Alongside of the book’s imagined 
singularity and indivisibility, one can also chart an equal and opposite en-
gagement with the fragmentary, secondary, and collective nature of books. 
Romantic books and romantic literature not only pointed to the cosmo-
logical identity of the printed codex, they also foregrounded the relational 
structure of books, that there was a bibliographic elsewhere, before, and 
after with which books and their texts were increasingly engaged. Whether 
it was Goethe’s two- decade- long experiment with multiply publishing his 
fi nal novel, Walter Scott’s grounding of the historical novel in the transmut-
ing of an oral archive into print, or Balzac’s creation of the supernovel in 
the form of the Comédie humaine, romantic literature in books repeatedly 
drew attention to the problem of the “where” that surrounded the roman-
tic bibliocosmos more generally. Unlike Walter Benjamin’s claim that “the 
birthing room of the novel is the individual in his loneliness,”67 novel read-
ing and novel writing for writers like Goethe, Scott, and Balzac required at-
tention to the elaborate bibliographic horizon in which novels proliferated 
and circulated.

Such romantic concerns with problems of bibliographic placement were 
simultaneously connected to those of geographic placement, too. Reading 
romantic books means reading a growing attention to the international cir-
culation of trends and texts, to an attention to cultural “fl ow” in the spirit of 
Raymond Williams.68 When Goethe translated for his journal, Ueber Kunst 
und Alterthum, a portion of an article from the French journal, Le Globe, on 
the new “commerce intellectuel,” which was itself a translation of an article 
from the British Foreign Quarterly Review on Swedish literature and which 
had been published as a direct response to Goethe’s own initial appeal for 
a new “world literature,” we can begin to see the high degree of circularity 
that such cultural circulation had assumed.69 Poe’s subsequent appeal for 
the “world at large” as “the only proper stage for the literary histrio” would 
echo a larger  nineteenth- century fascination with a cultural and literary glo-
bality.70 But it is important to distinguish such romantic interest in traffi ck-
ing in cultural differences from an earlier  eighteenth- century emphasis on 
producing a cultural universality that one could see in works like Montes-



Bibliographic Subjects / 15

quieu’s Lettres persanes or Goldsmith’s “The Citizen of the World; or Letters 
from a Chinese Philosopher residing in London to his Friends in the East.”71 
As Madame de Staël, one of the great facilitators of an international roman-
tic literary sensibility, would write in her novel Corinne ou L’Italie (1807), 
“The world is the work of a single thought, expressed in a thousand dif-
ferent forms.”72 Indeed, the dislocated, translating heroine of Staël’s novel 
would provide a model of intercultural literary making that would become 
crucial to the careers of numerous romantic women writers. As I discuss in 
chapter 5, it was through the work of such translating women where we can 
see not only how important  cross- cultural currents were to the romantic 
bibliocosmos but also how communicating in books was increasingly seen 
not as something closed, reliable, and ultimately durable but as far more 
open, fl uid, and as that which always seemed to slip out of control, echoing 
Socrates’ famous critique of writing in the Phaedrus.73 Geographic displace-
ment and authorial displacement—the problem of textual ownership more 
generally—went hand in hand in the romantic era.

At the same time that romantic books were reformulating the complex 
calculus of the local and the global, romantic books and their contents were 
also busy negotiating competing claims to individuality and collectivity: 
a work’s projected singularity necessarily stood alongside an increasingly 
elaborate collective machinery, both social and technological, that was in-
vested in making and disseminating such works. Whether it was Goethe’s 
notion of himself as a “collective being” (Kollektivwesen) or the popular sus-
picion that Walter Scott was a “joint- stock business,”74 romantic books and 
romantic literature promoted an image of the author not only as a towering 
singularity but also as a member or embodiment of a corporate or commu-
nal entity. Literature in books dramatized the complex interactions between 
the owning and the disowning of speech that inhered in the modern biblio-
graphic landscape, the paradox of retaining while disseminating that grew 
increasingly problematic the more anonymous and abstract the processes 
of reception and circulation became. The romantic  biblio- literary fi eld was 
defi ned in many ways by a fundamental uncertainty about the control and 
ownership of communication, which romantic book formats and romantic 
literary texts in turn aimed to address. From the miscellany’s promotion of 
the page as a site of numerous hands, to the  publisher- driven nature of the 
collected edition, to the translator’s ventriloquism, to the perorations of 
 nineteenth- century editors to justify the proper balance of recension and 
emendation as they translated a vernacular manuscript tradition into print, 
romantic literature and romantic books were marked by a persistent sense 
of a crisis of the genitive.
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Finally, if this book is driven by a greater attention to a variety of 
 border- crossings in the world of romantic books, whether of format, nation, 
language, or gender, I want to apply this same focus to the category of the 
book itself that is my ultimate subject here. The intermediality of the roman-
tic book is a core component of the story of the romantic book. Whether 
it was  nineteenth- century editors’ construction of notions of “oral” or 
“manuscript” culture in order to make sense of the printed edition, the way 
gift books often depended upon promoting the scribal practices of readers 
(inscribing, underlining, and dedicating), or the way the rise of illustrated 
books at the turn of the nineteenth century interwove the practices of read-
ing and seeing (reading as a form of seeing and seeing as an act of reading 
images), the proliferation of the printed book during the romantic period 
depended upon an engagement with a variety of non- print, non- book, and 
non- text practices and sites. This book only begins to scratch the surface of 
this history of intermediality in the romantic age, but my aim is to think 
through the way books have been embedded in a range of social and media 
practices that have a history and thus can have a future. The close of my 
book argues that the future of the book—and by extension the future of the 
humanities—depend upon facilitating what we might call an intermedial 
literacy, the overlap of the dual categories of media and translation that were 
so integral to the romantic moment. In arguing for the necessary alignment 
of a media and linguistic comparativism, I not only want to contribute to 
the ongoing challenge to disciplinary boundaries today. I also want to try to 
help move us away from the study of individual media and draw attention 
instead to larger media “ecologies,” how individuals express themselves and 
interact with one another by using a variety of different media, modes of 
speech, and languages.75 How do books participate in the shaping of other 
media today and how does the book’s relationship to other media shape 
how we think about books and how we “speak” in books? In thinking about 
what comes next, I want to emphasize the “next to” and not the “after.”

At the conclusion of his extraordinary essay “The Book as Symbol,” which 
was in many ways (and many years ago) the inspiration for this book, Ernst 
Robert Curtius remarked: “Here, in the Age of Goethe, we bring our journey 
to an end. To be sure, many examples of writing imagery could be found in 
the succeeding centuries. But it no longer possesses a unique, a felt, a con-
scious ‘life- relationship,’ could no longer possess it after the Enlightenment 
shattered the authority of the book and the Technological Age changed all 
the relations of life.”76 My book begins where Curtius’s study ends. It was 
precisely during the romantic age—during the moment when it stood at the 
threshold of becoming the embodiment of mass communication—that the 
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book assumed not less but even more cultural signifi cance. It was at the very 
moment when the book participated in structuring human relationships in 
the “technological age,” to use Curtius’s words, that we can identify a variety 
of literary writers who returned with renewed energy to explore this particu-
lar communications technology—what one could do with books and what 
books were doing to us. Dreaming in Books is thus one part of a much larger 
story about the intimate relationship between the history of communica-
tion and literary creativity.





Indeed, I wanted to write that my work consists of two parts: those, which lay 

here before me, and all those that I have not written. And it is precisely this 

second part that is the most important.

—Ludwig Wittgenstein

Fortresses of the Spirit

On Sunday, June 28, 1896, a ceremony was held to mark the completion of 
a new building for the recently established Goethe and Schiller Archive in 
Weimar. It was a day of extreme optimism: reverent speeches were delivered, 
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony was played, and newspapers made grand pro-
nouncements, comparing the archive to the Library of Alexandria, calling 
Weimar the Athens on the Ilm, and anointing the new structure a “fortress of 
the spirit” (Geistesburg), “temple,” “hall of honor,” “palace,” and “citadel.”1 
Even the Chicago Times Herald reported the story, remarking, “The whole 
may well be named the Pantheon of German Literature—the most unique 
and valuable in the whole history of literature.”2 Standing imperiously on 
a hill overlooking, indeed dwarfi ng, the small town below it, the imposing 
new structure visually articulated the cultural hierarchy it was intended to 
bring about. At the core of this architectural and institutional edifi ce was the 
emerging textual monument to be known as the Weimar Edition.

The edition had been initiated nine years earlier, only two years after the 
death of Goethe’s last living relative, Walter Wolfgang von Goethe, who in 
1885 bequeathed Goethe’s entire Nachlaß, or posthumous papers, to the 
Großherzogin Sophie von  Sachsen- Weimar. The transference of Goethe’s 
manuscripts from private to public hands was a sensation in philological 
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circles, and the duchess quickly assembled a team of six editors and over 
seventy assistants to begin producing a new critical edition.  Thirty- two years 
and one- hundred and  forty- three volumes later, the project would reach its 
conclusion.

The edition not only functioned as a “Parallelaktion,” in Dieter Borch-
meyer’s words,3 to the founding of the German nation—the spiritual edifi ce 
on which rested the new Kulturnation—it also represented the culmination 
of the twin  nineteenth- century aesthetic ideals of personality and totality. In 
his preface to the fi rst volume of the Weimar Edition, the editor Hermann 
Grimm wrote: “One knew the poet, but now one wanted to know more 
about the writer and the man. Everything about everything of the man who 
was so dear to every German’s heart.”4 And Bernhard Suphan, head editor 
and director of the project, wrote in his preface: “This edition shall represent 
in its purity and completeness the entirety of Goethe’s literary activity along 
with everything that has been left behind of his personal essence, a project 
which has for the fi rst time become achievable now that his posthumous 
papers have become accessible to scholarly treatment.”5 As the proliferating 
vocabulary of material completeness and personal essences indicated, the 
exhaustive empirical recovery of the author’s life along with its complete 
and conclusive representation in print was to provide the foundation for all 
future interpretation.6 One wanted “everything about everything” about the 
“writer” and the “man.” The book was to represent the “purity” and “com-
pleteness” of this biographical data.

The Weimar Edition thus not only captured a particular theory of liter-
ature—that its meaning depended on knowledge of its author—but also 
a particular theory of the printed book: that it was capable of functioning 
as a timeless and unchanging object, an object which was itself totemically 
capable of holding together the social form of the nation. In the hands of 
the editors of the Weimar Edition, Goethe would no longer be a fl uctuating 
network of publications and interpretations but would become something 
bound and complete, like the stone walls of the new archive that housed 
his literary remains. As Grimm had argued in his famous Berlin Goethe lec-
tures of the 1870s just after Germany’s historic unifi cation, lectures which 
would function like a précis for the new edition: “We are no longer search-
ing [in Goethe’s works] for weapons that can be used for the attainment of 
freedom; rather, after a successful battle for freedom, we are searching for 
that which can strengthen us in our achieved position and fortify us in the 
possession of this attained good.”7 The Goethe of the Weimar Edition was to 
provide the spiritual edifi ce that sturdied the walls of the national Burg.
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Rethinking the Book of Everything

The Weimar editors were, on the one hand, merely continuing a theoretical 
and material practice that Goethe himself had initiated. No previous author 
had been as instrumental in framing the authorial life as the key to under-
standing the literary corpus. As Goethe would write in his autobiography, Po-
etry and Truth, “Everything that I have written to this point are just fragments 
of a greater confession.”8 Or as he stated even more fl atly in his aphorisms, 
“Why does everyone envy the poet? Because his nature necessitates com-
munication, indeed, his nature is the communication itself.”9 According to 
Goethe, the poet was the message. Goethe worked assiduously to preserve 
and order the written traces of the life that would serve as the basis of the 
works. He produced eleven volumes of autobiographical writings in the 
fi nal two decades of his life and oversaw the creation of a personal archive 
that consisted of an atelier of assistants, scribes, and editors10—a move of 
self- administration that must mark a fi rst in literary history. Goethe’s re-
lentless activity as a collector, which only increased during his late period, 
had turned inward.11 As Goethe famously remarked to his friend Friedrich 
Soret in 1832, “My oeuvre is that of a collective being who bears the name 
Goethe.”12 In a very real sense, Goethe’s archivization preceded the architec-
tural foundation of the Goethe Archive several decades later.

At the same time that Goethe was contributing to his own private institu-
tionalization—to the institutionalization of the private itself—he was also 
working towards the public institutionalization of his works by applying to 
the Bundesversammlung, the parliamentary body of the German states, for a 
Privileg for his edition.13 Despite the fact that the parliament lacked the legal 
authority to grant such a privilege, requiring Goethe to apply individually 
to all  thirty- nine German states, each volume’s title page of the edition was 
adorned with the words, “Under the privileges of the most honorable Ger-
man Parliament.” The paratextual gesture of the privilege was an anachro-
nistic move that pointed both back in time to the  early- modern copyright 
system of the royal privilege—to the very origins of print literature14—as 
well as forward to a time when a national system of copyright might exist to 
protect against the vigorous industry of piracy that beset the German book 
market. Most of all, it announced the sovereignty and the nationality of this 
fi nal publication, that the boundaries of the book fi xed the boundaries of 
the author’s property as well as the cultural boundaries of the German na-
tion that did not yet exist.15 The Privileg, like the archive, was intended to in-
stitutionalize and nationalize the individual writer. It is easy to understand 
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how the Weimar Edition could imagine itself as the legitimate heir, indeed 
the apotheosis, of these dual authorial and national projects.

And yet this is only part of the story of publishing Goethe and Goethe 
publishing. If we look more closely at Goethe’s late publishing practices that 
concluded in his fi nal collected edition, far from affi rming these  author-  and 
 nation- building projects, we can see a very different set of literary and bib-
liographic ideals emerging. I do not wish to imply that the Weimar Edition 
was somehow a misguided practice or that it has not proved to be a tremen-
dously valuable resource for Goethe scholarship. But I do want to suggest 
that its production rested on a particular set of assumptions about literature, 
about the function that the printed book had in maintaining these literary 
ideals, and ultimately about Goethe’s privileged place in the continuation 
of this literary system. Its production rested, in other words, on a particular 
way of reading Goethe that had become institutionalized in the nineteenth 
century, a perspective that depended on an understanding of what literary 
work was and thus where it could take place.

Under what one could call an ideology of the hand—in their exclusive 
focus on Goethe’s fi nal collected edition, the Ausgabe letzter Hand,16 or their 
tireless attention to the unpublished manuscripts—the Weimar editors had 
seen publication as a form of degradation, as a disruption to the economy 
of consolidation on which authorial identity and literary culture came to 
depend in the nineteenth century. Goethe’s relationship to print, however, 
the process of his actual publishing practices, necessarily remained over-
looked. Yet as recent book historians, publishers, and bibliographers such 
as Siegfried Unseld, Waltraud Hagen, Dorothea Kuhn, and Wolfgang Bunzel 
have shown,17 few writers exhibited a greater concern for the intersections 
of literature and publication than did Goethe during his late period. We 
now have a much clearer idea of how varied, extensive, and calculated his 
relationship was to publication and the printed book. There was a remark-
able overlap between the formal operations within his late works and the 
bibliographic operations that surrounded the publication of these works. 
The meaning of Goethe’s late work was always deeply and self- consciously 
intertwined with the changing conditions of communication in which it 
was produced.

The Novel as Network: J. W. Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Travels

In this chapter I want to return to precisely those bibliographic and narra-
tive spaces that were marginalized by the manuscriptural and biographi-
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cal perspectives canonized by the Weimar editors and that subsequently 
exerted such a profound infl uence on both Goethe scholarship and literary 
scholarship more generally. Few writers have fi gured so prominently in the 
institutionalization of biographical criticism and the subsequent veering 
away from the bookishness of literature that it underwrote than Goethe. In 
attending to the complex diffusion of Goethe’s work in print, I want to focus 
on his fi nal major prose work, Wilhelm Meister’s Travels (Wilhelm Meisters 
Wanderjahre), whose publication began in 1808 with the appearance of one 
of the work’s novellas in Johann Cotta’s Ladies’  Pocket- Book and ended with 
the incorporation of a second version of the “novel” into the fi nal autho-
rized collected edition in 1829 (at which point the subtitle “A Novel” was 
dropped).18 This late work thus not only encompassed the entirety of what 
scholars refer to as Goethe’s late period, it also arguably encompassed the 
entirety of the  early- nineteenth- century print system, from the miscellany, 
to the collected edition, to translations, to periodicals, to the format of the 
novel itself. Few works allow us such a capacious entry into the romantic 
bibliographic world as this one.

At the same time, Goethe’s work can also be read as one of the signal con-
tributions to the history of theorizing the book.19 The Travels attended with 
extraordinary elaboration at a fi gural and narratological level to questions 
of bibliographic communication. Alongside a rich network of written ob-
jects that coursed throughout the novel—maps, inscriptions, tablets, note-
books, fi les, letters, and a variety of fi ctional texts—one also encountered 
a number of scenes that staged complex acts of linguistic communication, 
such as betraying (verrathen), renouncing (entsagen), rendering (abstatten), 
or paraphrasis. Book and narrative crucially interacted in the Travels to ad-
dress the protocols of bibliographic communication that were fast shaping 
the  nineteenth- century media imaginary. In thinking about the nature of 
the novel, Goethe was thinking about the nature of the book.

For German scholars of the last twenty years, Wilhelm Meister’s Travels 
has come to be seen as a landmark of the modern novel. Drawing on Her-
mann Broch’s initial modernist reassessment,20 scholars no longer see the 
vast intellectual and formal heterogeneity of the Travels—what Broch called 
its Stilagglomeration—as the eclectic work of an old man but instead as a key 
precursor to James Joyce’s Ulysses.21 Not only is there a wild proliferation of 
genres within the novel (poems, aphorisms, diary entries, letters as well as a 
variety of short narrative forms), there is also an extraordinary proliferation 
of discourses as well (myth, history, religion, the arts, commerce, medi-
cine, geology, pedagogy, cosmology, politics, and colonialism). The travel 
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through space in the Travels is always a travel through ideas.22 Even Dosto-
evsky’s heteroglossia begins to appear decidedly monological in comparison 
to Goethe’s novelistic polyphony.

Such current scholarly interest in Goethe’s novel’s capacity to represent 
and engage with the totality of available genres and forms of knowledge 
would of course have been deeply resonant with a particular romantic the-
ory of the novel out of which the Travels emerged and to which the Travels’ 
prequel, Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship, had done much to contribute.23 
As Novalis asked in his Allgemeine Brouillon, “Should not the novel com-
prehend all genres of style in a sequence diversely bound by a common 
spirit?”24 Or as Friedrich Schlegel prophesied, “In the next generation the 
novel will take the place of the encyclopedia.”25 It was the novel more than 
any other genre that captured Schlegel’s theory of a progressive Universalpoesie 
with its simultaneous claims to totality and transformation.26 As Goethe 
himself wrote to J. F. Rochlitz about the Travels, “With such a little book [!] 
it is like life itself: within the complex of the whole one fi nds the necessary 
and the chance, the superior and the associated, occasionally successful, 
occasionally blighted, through which it achieves a kind of endlessness and 
which judicious or reasoned words can neither completely comprehend nor 
encompass.”27

In placing Goethe’s Travels at the heart of a larger story of the romantic 
novel, and the novel at the heart of a larger story of the romantic book, I 
want to redirect the way we have attended to the novel’s cultural work dur-
ing the romantic period. Goethe’s contribution to the history of the novel 
did not simply lay in his capacity to represent the novel as a discursive ar-
chive or as an agglomeration of extraordinary formal heterogeneity within a 
single work, which Broch had suggested was necessary to counteract moder-
nity’s antipathy to representation, its Abbildfeindlichkeit. Rather, the innova-
tive contribution of Goethe’s Travels lay in the way it decoupled the novel’s 
claim to represent everything from the unifi ed space of the single book, the 
way it transformed the work into a network. Its very stylistic heterogene-
ity was mirrored by, and indeed depended upon, a complimentary biblio-
graphic heterogeneity. Novel reading for Goethe was not framed as an act 
of splendid isolation but required attention to the elaborate bibliographic 
horizon in which novels proliferated and circulated. And novel writing did 
not solely encompass the patient imagination of complex narrative tapes-
tries but involved attention to the available technologies of dissemination 
and preservation. Writing was crucially envisioned in Goethe’s late work as a 
“craft.” Where Novalis had written down in his notebooks that his task was 
“to fi nd a universe in a book,”28 Goethe’s project by contrast relocated this 



Networking / 25

universe across an entire spectrum of printed books and thus redefi ned the 
literary work as something material, processual, and spatially dispersed.

In drawing attention to the novel’s bibliographic foundations, Goethe 
was of course continuing a revered novelistic tradition that extended from 
Cervantes to Sterne. And in affi rming the novel’s cosmological claims, its 
capacity to represent everything, Goethe was also simultaneously drawing 
upon current romantic theories of the novel. But in adding a mediological 
dimension to these claims—that the novel encompassed not just all genres 
but all material forms of communication as well—Goethe was marking an 
important point of departure from both his early modern and early roman-
tic predecessors. The Travels promoted a very different way of thinking about 
both the book and the novel, not as a spiritual fortress as the Weimar editors 
had nor as “a totality existing for itself” (ein für sich bestehendes Ganze) as 
Friedrich Schlegel had, nor even a series of typographical gags in the spirit 
of Sterne or Cervantes. Rather, book and novel were uniquely reconceived 
as relational, transformable, and dynamic entities. The were refi gured, in a 
word, as networks.

Perhaps no other concept has become as ubiquitous today in trying to 
understand modern media and society than that of the network.29 But we 
are wrong to imagine that such networked thinking is exclusively a product 
of the digital and that print and the book are somehow intrinsically op-
posed to such networked communicative logic.30 Thinking about novels and 
books in terms of networks is no metaphorical anachronism. Indeed, it was 
precisely the creative and epistemological work of networking that novels 
like Goethe’s were designed to produce.31 As we will see, Goethe’s making 
and remaking of the Travels through printed interactions with his reading 
public articulated precisely the evolutionary, collective, playable, and navi-
gational aspects that contemporary theorists have repeatedly identifi ed as 
common to the nature of networks.32 For Goethe, the emerging concern 
of modern fi ction was no longer simply what texts could mean, but how 
such mobile, evolving, collectively generated webs of writing were to be 
navigated.

Like all of the chapters that follow, then, this chapter sets out to dem-
onstrate the long history of new media, the way the basic concepts we use 
today to understand the digital can be traced back to origins that reside 
in bibliographic culture. Understanding the history of networked thought 
will not only allow us to critically approach the ubiquity of this fi gure as 
both a cultural and epistemological model today. It will also have impor-
tant implications for our own scholarly methodologies and the narratives 
they produce about the history of the novel. The orchestrated diffusion of 
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the Travels in books alongside its rhetorical strategies that oriented readers 
towards such diffusions suggests that the novel’s rise was as much a conse-
quence of a coherent set of stylistic affi nities as it was of the capacity of such 
writing to promote a particular bibliographic hegemony. The novel’s success 
depended upon a capability not only to be everywhere at the same time but 
also to incubate rhetorically and narratively such imaginary everywhereness. 
Reconceiving the novel as a network—the very challenge Goethe’s Travels 
places upon its readers—solicits us to study precisely those derivative spaces 
that underpinned the novel’s emerging generic centrality over the course of 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.33 In facilitating what we might call 
the topological study of literature,34 network theory draws attention not to 
timeless, static, and ultimately enclosed literary objects but instead to the 
material distributedness and connectivity of literary work.35

The Problem of the Where

In the summer of 1815, Goethe published a short advertisement in the 
German newspaper Morning Paper for the Educated Classes (Morgenblatt für 
gebildete Stände), entitled “Reply to an Inquiry about Wilhelm Meister’s Trav-
els.” The advertisement apologized for the absence of the Travels from the 
German book market, whose appearance had been anticipated since the 
publication of the fi rst four chapters of the novel fi ve years earlier in Cotta’s 
Ladies’  Pocket- Book in 1809. The advertisement, however, did not announce 
the pending appearance of the Travels in print but instead announced an-
other series of excerpted novellas from the novel. It did not amplify the 
presence of an extant work, as an advertisement typically would, but rather 
substituted itself for a work which would not appear for another fi ve years.

Goethe’s advertisement and the deictic problems it both addressed and 
performed indicated the degree to which the problem of the “where” had 
emerged as one of the key identities of the work called Wilhelm Meister’s 
Travels. Such ambiguous locatability was not simply a matter of Goethe’s 
incapacity to produce, a convenient way of linking the work with the aging 
body and mind of the writer, but rather would come to mark an intrinsic 
aesthetic and bibliographic feature of the Travels from beginning to end. The 
advertisement was merely one of a variety of textual strategies that Goethe 
used during the 1810s to complicate the identity of the Travels, which in-
cluded the publication of six separate novellas or portions of novellas from 
the novel in Cotta’s Ladies’  Pocket- Book prior to the initial appearance of 
“part one” of the novel in 1821.

In his study of this publishing strategy, Wolfgang Bunzel has argued that 
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“these prepublications [Vorabdrucke] were part of a directed strategy of pub-
lication to gain readers.”36 The dissemination of the novellas was no doubt 
a useful marketing tool, one that will strike us today as deeply familiar. But 
Bunzel’s use of the term of “prepublication” makes a series of important, 
and debatable, interpretive choices. Not only does “prepublication” deter-
mine that these “excerpts” or Abschnitte were in fact excerpts—and not sepa-
rate “works” themselves—but calling them prepublications also determines 
what they were excerpts of: that they were parts of the larger whole of the 
Travels that did not yet exist. At the same time, the choice of “prepublica-
tion” not only defi nes the whole to which these parts belonged as a whole 
(the publication known as the Travels), it makes such wholeness dependent 
upon the incorporation of these earlier parts within a unifi ed bibliographic 
space. The more one emphasizes the pre- ness of the novellas, the more they 
only matter once they reappear in the Travels. To readers in the 1810s—and 
no doubt to the author as well—it was not at all clear where these excerpts 
would end up.

When we look more closely at these “prepublications,” it is precisely 
their (a)partness—the seamless relationship between part and whole im-
plied in the notion of the Abschnitt—that Goethe would address through 
their publication. Far from establishing the unity and the identifi ability of 
the fi nal publication of the Travels or the inconsequentiality of the individ-
ual parts themselves, the publication of the excerpts, and as I will show in 
the next section, even of the Travels itself, functioned instead as an extended 
investigation into the status of the “cut” or “Schnitt” upon which the notion 
of the “excerpt” depended. More than simple marketing—more than just 
amplifying a particular model of absorbed novel reading that might reso-
nate with how we think about novel reading today—such practices aimed 
to reorient the activity of reading itself as far more polyfocal. As Leah Price 
has argued, understanding a “culture of the excerpt” is an important means 
of understanding a particular culture of reading.37

The Ladies’ Pocket-Book and the Excerpt

When Goethe published the fi rst four chapters of the Travels in Cotta’s mis-
cellany the Ladies’  Pocket- Book, they were typographically set off from the 
rest of the miscellany’s contributions. They were not only framed by the 
title page, Wilhelm Meister’s Travels: First Book, but were also paginated in 
roman, not arabic, numerals, a choice we know was Goethe’s and not Cot-
ta’s.38 Like the title page, the roman numerals marked the integrity and the 
apartness of the Travels from the rest of the miscellany. At the same time, 
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however, chapter 1, “The Flight to Egypt,” did not conclude the way it would 
in the Travels when it was eventually published, but ended with the words 
“(Here follows in the original a letter to Natalie, through which the Travels 
are introduced and connected to the Apprenticeship.)”39 Through the dual 
use of both parenthetical and paraphrastic speech, the excerpt concluded 
with the signifi cation of an omission. The very integrity and wholeness that 
was typographically achieved through the roman numerals was simulta-
neously grammatically undermined through the parentheses that marked 
off a space that referred somewhere else. Such a grammar of omission was 
then mirrored in the contents of the chapters that emphasized their own 
secondarity, whether it was the novella “St. Joseph II,” which was a fi ctional 
adaptation of biblical gospel, or “The Flight to Egypt,” which was a textual 
adaptation of a cycle of images. The excerpt, which was itself composed of 
other excerpts, articulated its own incompleteness. There was a dizzying 
recursivity at work as something was excerpted from an excerpt comprised 
of excerpts.

At the same time that the wholeness of the part was called into question, 
so too was the whole to which these parts referred. Not only did the other 
textual space, referred to as the “original,” technically not exist, the part 
that was excerpted from the excerpt was framed both as the introduction to 
the Travels and as the connection to its prequel the Apprenticeship (“through 
which the Travels is introduced and connected to the Apprenticeship”). This 
other textual space, called the original, thus marked both a beginning and 
a continuation of another work. It was deeply divided, in other words, be-
tween being a part and a whole itself, between marking an origin of a new 
work and marking this new work as a part of the larger whole of the Wilhelm 
Meister series.

Following the advertisement in the Morning Paper in 1815, four more 
publications would follow in Cotta’s  Pocket- Book before the appearance of 
the fi rst version of the novel in 1821. The fi rst publication of this second 
wave was the incomplete novella “The Nut- Brown Maid” (1816), which was 
followed by the fi rst half of “The New Melusina” (1817) with a preface that 
was not included in the Travels. This was followed by “The Man of Fifty” 
(1818), another incomplete novella, and fi nally, the second half of “The 
New Melusina” (1819). With the completion of “The New Melusina” in 
Cotta’s  Pocket- Book, we might be tempted to think such publishing practices 
were not only coming to a close but were beginning to articulate a looming 
sense of closure. But not surprisingly at this point, things were more com-
plicated than this. “The New Melusina” was precisely the work that Goethe 
invoked, but did not include, in the second part of his autobiography, Poetry 
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and Truth, in 1812.40 The appearance in Cotta’s  Pocket- Book of the second 
half of “The New Melusina” was thus not only a prepublication of a later 
work, it was also a post- publication, or completion, of the novella’s fi rst 
half in Cotta’s miscellany and its omission from Goethe’s autobiography. 
If the excerpt from 1810, Wilhelm Meister’s Travels: First Book, framed the 
whole to which it belonged as a part through the use of omission, “The 
New Melusina” drew attention to the incompleteness of the autobiography, 
both in terms of what had not yet been published and what had already 
been published.

At the same time, this act of  fi lling- in was also marked by an act of re-
writing, as the tale published in Cotta’s  Pocket- Book was framed as a new 
version of the earlier novella that was orally recounted, but not printed, in 
the autobiography. “One wanted the  fairy- tale,” Goethe would write in the 
 Pocket- Book preface to “The New Melusina,” “that I spoke of at the end of 
the second volume of my confessions. Unfortunately I will not transmit 
it here in its original innocent freedom. It was written down much later and 
points in its current state to a more seasoned period than the one we were 
concerned with in that work. This much suffi ces to prepare the discerning 
listener. Were I to narrate that  fairy- tale today, I would begin in the follow-
ing way—” (WMT, 851, my emphasis). The  fi lling- in of the textual omission 
through the publication of “The New Melusina” simultaneously produced 
yet another omission (the  fairy- tale’s fi rst version), which was itself framed 
as the original (“in its original innocent freedom”). The origin and thus origi-
nal oscillated between functioning as an omission and an excerpt.

This proliferation of excerption and the problem of where such ex-
cerpts referred dated back to the very fi rst publication in Cotta’s  Pocket- Book 
that would subsequently be included in the Travels, “The Madwoman 
on a Pilgrimage” (1809), a translation from an anonymously authored 
 eighteenth- century French novella, “La folle en pélerinage.” Not only did 
“The Madwoman on a Pilgrimage,” which was published prior to the fi rst 
four chapters of the Travels in the Ladies’  Pocket- Book, point backwards to 
a prior linguistic and textual source (its French original). It also pointed 
backwards to a different generic and bibliographic source because the po-
etic “Romance” that was at the heart of the novella had been excerpted and 
translated by Goethe in Schiller’s Musenalmanach as part of a four- part poem 
cycle in 1798. The publication of “The Madwoman on a Pilgrimage” was 
thus as much an excerpt of a larger work in the future (the Travels) as it was 
the whole to an earlier excerpt from the past (the poem cycle).

Taken all together, then, the “prepublications” of the Travels that stretched 
over the course of almost fi fteen years and that uniformly appeared in the 
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format of the miscellany consisted of a translation, an incomplete “book” 
from the novel, half of a novella, half a novella with an original preface, 
an incomplete novella, and then the concluding half of a novella that had 
appeared three years earlier in print and that had been omitted in Goethe’s 
autobiography published even earlier. What was the status of the “pre” in 
these “prepublications”? Conversely, what was the status of the “publica-
tion” itself that always pointed either forward or backward? In each case, 
the “prepublication” challenged the simultaneous autonomy of both the 
part and the whole to which these parts belonged. They consistently begged 
the question of where the Travels was located, as each subsequent publica-
tion only contributed to the growing sense of omission that surrounded 
the work itself.

That Goethe’s prepublication strategy occurred solely through the bib-
liographic scene of the  Pocket- Book (literally a book that could fi t in one’s 
pocket, but more specifi cally a small format literary miscellany) would play 
a key role in shaping this emerging understanding of the “work” or “publi-
cation.” Not only was there a tremendous semantic investment in the Travels 
in the use of diminutive forms—through words like Täfelchen, Büchlein, 
Kästchen, and Schlüsselchen (little writing tablet, book, casket, and key)—but 
as I will discuss in chapter 4, one of the miscellany’s central identities in the 
nineteenth century was its capacity to promote the sharedness of writing, to 
break down the boundaries surrounding the physical object of the book and 
its contents. Goethe’s publications that appeared in Cotta’s  Pocket- Book were 
each in their own way invested in precisely this project of undoing bound-
aries, of reformulating the cut as continuity. And yet as I will show in the 
fourth chapter, where the miscellanies promoted the sharedness of writing 
between individuals, between one reader and another and between readers 
and writers, Goethe’s publishing practices were ecstatically self- referential. 
As they promoted the increasing diffi culties of isolating a work’s boundar-
ies—its excerptual qualities—Goethe’s prepublications also promoted the 
amplifi cation of the authorial persona that regulated and orchestrated this 
print performance.

The bibliographic format of the miscellany through which Goethe or-
ganized the Travels’ prepublication would not, however, serve as a passing 
interest, a kind of early generic stage through which he passed on the way 
to a more developed or advanced genre of the novel. As I will show at the 
conclusion of this chapter, the media poetics of the cut enacted through the 
deployment of the excerpt would play a key role in the later composition 
of the second version of the novel. Far from simple marketing devices, the 
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novellas and the miscellany established an important bibliographic scene 
against which the Travels would come to understand itself.

The Ausgabe letzter Hand and a Poetics of the Version

With almost half of the novel in print by the time it appeared in 1821, it was 
little wonder that readers were critical of the repackaging of already printed 
and remunerated works. The feuilletonist Ludwig Börne claimed that Cotta’s 
son had told him that “Goethe pulled out all of his old stuff just to fi ll- up 
the book”41 and Friedrich Glover charged that the whole project was driven 
by “base fi nancial speculation.”42 For these early  nineteenth- century readers, 
the fi rst version of the Travels looked like nothing more than repackaged and 
reprinted goods. And yet as Meredith McGill has shown, such reprinting 
was extraordinarily common in the fi rst part of the nineteenth century.43 
Indeed, as I will discuss in the next chapter, repetition would become a con-
stitutive feature of the modern literary market. Like the secondariness that 
surrounded the Travels as a sequel, such republication was indicative of the 
larger derivative nature of literature around 1800. It would be in the works 
of a writers like E. T. A. Hoffmann, Washington Irving, Edgar Allan Poe, and 
Honoré de Balzac where such experiences of textual repetition were elabo-
rately rehearsed, interrogated and, of course, practiced.

But Goethe’s case was markedly different. Not only was there a signifi -
cant amount of ambiguity surrounding the repetitiveness of the prepub-
lications of the 1810s that were then republished in the novel, but when 
during the course of the 1820s Goethe decided to rewrite the novel and 
produce a second version (2. Fassung) instead of a second part (2. Theil) or 
second edition (2. Ausgabe), the practice of repetition surrounding the nov-
el’s publication came to incorporate increasing degrees of change. Unlike 
Paul Budra and Betty Schellenberg’s argument that the sequel functioned as 
a means of producing textual stabilization and consolidation in the eigh-
teenth century, Goethe’s deployment of the sequel and sequentiality only 
seemed to promote the opposite effect.44 When a second Wilhelm Meister’s 
Travels, published anonymously by Johann Pustkuchen,45 appeared almost 
simultaneously in 1821 alongside Goethe’s, such bibliographic data marked 
yet another important contribution to the growing multiplication of the 
novel’s identities. If during the 1810s there had been too few Travels, by the 
1820s there were far too many. The persistent discomfort that surrounded 
contemporary readers’ reception of the novel arguably was less a matter of 
the isolated problem of repetition that was becoming increasingly common 
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by the 1820s than it was a product of the ambiguous relationship between 
repetition and change in Goethe’s own publishing practices.46 The Travels 
never appeared as either a “new” work or as a stably reprinted “classic.”

In the spring of 1822, after a disastrous year of reception for the novel, 
Goethe would publish another advertisement in the Morning Paper, this 
time entitled “Inclined Participation in the Travels.”47 It was an expression of 
thanks to readers such as Varnhagen von Ense and Adalbert Kayßler for their 
publications that supported the Travels against the novel’s numerous detrac-
tors. In acknowledging his supporters, Goethe was also acknowledging that 
the novel did indeed pose a problem, which he dramatically referred to as 
the “problem of my life.” The advertisement and its appeal to the novel’s 
readers thus suggested the important ways that “error” had become a key 
component of writing. As Wilhelm would say in the Apprenticeship, “Sadly I 
have nothing to narrate except errors upon errors.”48 Goethe’s advertisement 
framed the printed book as containing the capacity for self- correction. It 
made writing more collective and less singular. The relational exchange that 
Goethe established with his readers through the 1822 advertisement was 
thus a means of both drawing upon, but also producing, the self- correcting 
tendencies—the adaptability—of print “networks.”

The genre of the advertisement this time did not function as a means 
of self- promotion—as an amplifi cation of an author’s works as it should 
have—but instead as a means of self- correction, as a way of addressing 
some problem with the writing process itself. Like the earlier advertisement 
that had substituted itself for the appearance of the novel, this newest ad-
vertisement signaled yet another textual omission, this time of the novel’s 
anticipated second part. When the novel was initially published (Goethe 
received his fi rst bound copy on May 22, 1821) it bore the complete title, 
Wilhelm Meister’s Travels, or the Renunciants. A Novel. Part One. An original 
one- volume novel would have been a bibliographic exception in the early 
nineteenth century, and the novel’s title amplifi ed the already existing ex-
pectation on the part of readers that a second volume would be forthcom-
ing. But by the time of the advertisement, Goethe had abandoned the con-
tinuation of the Travels, which he would not resume until 1825, at which 
point he began to drastically rewrite and reorganize it.

In place of the second part (2. Theil), then, Goethe produced a second 
version (2. Fassung), which he did not publish as a  stand- alone work but 
only as part of his fi nal collected edition. In place of the title page to the 
fi rst version that established the anticipation of its continuation, the new 
title page, which now spread across two pages, pointed in two different 
directions: the fi rst as a frame to the larger bibliographic enterprise of the 
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collected edition and the second as a frame to the work that followed in the 
next three volumes. Like the prepublications that had appeared in Cotta’s 
miscellany, it was now the Travels as a whole that was framed by a larger 
textual apparatus. Included in volumes 21–23 of the Ausgabe letzter Hand 
in 1829, the Travels were not only brought into direct bibliographic contact 
with their prequel, the Apprenticeship (volumes 18–20), they also radiated 
out into other spaces of the collected edition, for example, in the second 
volume of poems (volume 2 of the entire edition) that contained a section 
entitled “From Wilhelm Meister.” Indeed, one could read the removal of 
the appellation “A Novel” from the title of the second version not only as a 
commentary on Goethe’s thinking about genre but also as a bibliographic 
intervention as well. By removing the generic signifi er, Goethe was also re-
moving the signifi cation of bibliographic unity and autonomy that readers 
had come to imagine when they read or bought a novel. Removing the 
word “novel” emphasized the work’s incorporation within a larger textual 
cosmos.

Just as the 1821 version of the novel had raised important questions 
about its relationship to its textual precursors, which were themselves 
framed as fragments, so too did the 1829 version stand in an ambiguous 
relationship to its own fragmentary precursors, whether it was the novel’s 
fi rst version or Pustkuchen’s imitation. In an advertisement for the Ausgabe 
letzter Hand that appeared yet again in the Morning Paper, Goethe would 
write next to the title of the Travels: “The marvelous fate that this small book 
experienced upon its fi rst appearance afforded the author both the desire 
and generous spirit to give this production renewed attention. He found it 
entertaining to undo the work from the bottom up and rebuild it anew, so 
that in something totally different the same thing will appear.”49 The adver-
tisement was meant to address the question of whether readers were receiv-
ing a reprinted, and thus canonized, work, or whether they were receiving 
something new, and thus an original work. On the one hand, Goethe was 
arguing that the Travels in the collected edition was indeed something new 
(“to undo the work from the bottom up and rebuild it anew”). At the same 
time, he continued to challenge any claim to originality and autonomy for 
this “new” work (“so that in something totally different the same thing will 
appear”). The answer to whether the second (or third) Travels was new or 
the same was: both. And it is crucial that it was precisely the appearance 
of Pustkuchen’s version that Goethe identifi ed as the impetus behind this 
process of revision and rewriting (the “miraculous fate” invoked by Goethe 
most likely referring to its doubling by Pustkuchen).

In the same advertisement where Goethe described the paradox of in-
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novation that surrounded the Travels, he also articulated his understand-
ing of the collected edition into which the Travels was to be subsumed: 
“Of what remains to be said, it shall only be touched upon how one had 
occasion to give the present forthcoming edition the predicates sämmtlich 
[collected / complete], vollständig [complete], and letzter Hand [fi nal autho-
rized].”50 It is here where we might expect to fi nd a justifi cation for the 
model of monumentality that would later inform the Weimar Edition. Yet 
something very different seems to be happening in this short advertisement. 
In Goethe’s words, sämmtlich is defi ned as “everything that above all else 
appeared valuable to be shared from the papers of the author.” That which 
has been collected is based on a criterion of value (werth) that defi nes the act 
of collection fi rst and foremost as an act of selection. Instead of stressing the 
totality of the collection’s parts, this defi nition of “everything” emphasizes 
what has been left out. Goethe continues by arguing that vollständig repre-
sents, on the one hand, “the author’s nature, formation, and progress” (des 
Verfassers Naturell, Bildung, Fortschreiten) and, on the other hand, “mul-
tifaceted striving in all directions” (vielfaches Versuchen nach allen Seiten 
hin). Completeness encompasses both the temporal evolution of the writer 
(“Fortschreiten”) as well as the formal diversity of his work (“Versuchen 
nach allen Seiten”). The edition’s completeness is framed as a function of 
both axes of time and space, but Goethe’s use of gerunds (Fortschreiten not 
Fortschritt, Versuchen not Versuche) emphasizes process over completion. Fi-
nally, on the term letzter Hand, Goethe writes: “It is principally important, 
however, to protect the expression letzter Hand against misunderstanding. 
Wherever it has been used, it only signifi es that the author has done his 
last and best, without therefore allowing his work to be seen as concluded” 
(ohne deshalb seine Arbeit als vollendet ansehen zu dürfen). The works are 
complete (vollständig) without being concluded (vollendet). They are under-
stood to extend beyond the work of the author’s own hand.

The advertisement thus defi ned the collected edition in much the same 
terms as Goethe had defi ned the Travels itself that was to be included in the 
edition. Instead of emphasizing the unity of the works that appeared within 
the collected edition, the advertisement underscored their diffusion. It was 
precisely this reconfi gured notion of completion as diffusion that proved 
to be such an irritant to Goethe’s contemporaries. In his essay “Critique of 
the latest Cotta Edition of Goethe’s Works” (1828), Friedrich Schütz, author 
of a  seven- volume work on Goethe’s philosophy, argued: “Is it enough to 
lament that of the ‘hitherto dispersed publications’ that Goethe invokes, 
only ‘some things’ and not, as one would very much desire, ‘everything’ is 
included in this Ausgabe letzter Hand!”51 Just as it had been in the case of the 
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novel, it was the status and the location of “everything” that was at stake in 
the format of the collected edition. Whether it was the novel or the collected 
edition, Goethe’s publishing practices were crucially redefi ning “everything” 
not as a unifi ed codicological identity but instead as a temporally and spa-
tially dispersed process.

It was precisely the category of the version (Fassung), I want to suggest, 
that crystallized for Goethe the poetics of expansion that had surrounded 
the Travels from its inception. It enabled the work’s extraordinarily high 
degree of intertextuality to assume a bibliographic dimension as well. The 
fi nal version of the Travels was neither the same nor new, but belonged to a 
larger chain of Goethe’s works that each played with this question of nov-
elty or repetition dating back to the translation of “The Madwoman on a 
Pilgrimage” in Cotta’s miscellany, a point that should stand as an important 
challenge to arguments that the Travels represented the shift from a novelis-
tic poetics of the Nacheinander to the Nebeneinander.52 In the same way that 
the Travels seemed to extend horizontally through a range of print formats, it 
also extended itself vertically back in time to incorporate previous versions 
of itself, including bibliographic parodies like Pustkuchen’s or paratextual 
commentaries like Varnhagen von Ense’s. The “version,” as opposed to the 
“edition,” articulated a particular understanding of bibliographic culture as 
both diffuse and increasingly interconnected. Whether it was in the form 
of prepublishing the fragmentary novellas or republishing the novel only 
as part of the collected works, we can see how the Travels participated in a 
publishing program that continually transgressed and expanded the work’s 
boundaries so that the demarcation of the literary work became increasingly 
problematic.

In order to convey just how problematic, I have included a network to-
pology of the publication of the Travels (fi g. 1.1). Such a topology can help 
us visualize the dispersed nature of this work and chart the relationality 
surrounding the work’s various “parts.” It allows us to reconceive the static 
image of autonomous publications that the more traditional work of de-
scriptive bibliography would produce with a more dynamic understanding 
of how these elements might relate to one another. Such maps—like all 
maps—are not without interpretation, as we must judge which publications 
are part of the work (the “nodes”) and how these publications connect to 
one another (the “edges” or “links”). In both cases, these determinations 
are dependent not just on reading the material cues of publication history 
but also on how the language of the texts perform the connectivity of the 
bibliographic data. As I will show in the next section, attention to the grow-
ing complexity of the Travels’ identity was not limited to its bibliographic 
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operations but was motivated through narrative and rhetorical changes that 
accompanied the work’s evolution over time. The novel’s contents were de-
signed to facilitate readers’ orientation towards reading the novel according 
to such “expansionist” poetics, providing as we will see a kind of cartograph-
ical training. There was a navigational logic built into the novel itself.

Cartography and the Novel

In chapter 7 of the second book of the second version of the Travels, we fi nd 
Wilhelm at the Lago Maggiore in Italy. “After our friend had discharged 
the preceding letter, he went still further, wandering through neighboring 
mountain ranges until a majestic valley opened up before him where, on 
the verge of a new stage of life, he hoped to conclude a few of his affairs” 
(WMT, 496). This scene marks the central turning point of the novel, mir-
roring in many ways Goethe’s own framing of his Italian journey as a key 

Figure 1.1 Network topology of Goethe’s Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre.
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autobiographical turning point. The enclosed space of the lake would para-
doxically function as the scene of a crucial turn in Wilhelm’s curriculum 
vitae, as the novel played on the competing notions of “revolution”—as 
linear change and circular repetition—that were so important to Goethe’s 
late poetics. Indeed, in the original plan for the novel—before Cotta’s pub-
lishing conditions forced Goethe to transform the work from two to three 
volumes—the Lago Maggiore scene was to mark the end of the fi rst volume. 
The biographical transition was to be amplifi ed by the material caesura of 
the physical book.

One of the most defi ning features of the entire chapter is the way it is 
structured by an overwhelming accumulation of  inter-  and intratextual ref-
erences that are most often self- referential. At the opening of the chapter we 
learn that Wilhelm’s traveling companion, the painter, has read the prequel 
to the novel we are reading and is on a pilgrimage to paint the scenes of the 
homeland of one of its most memorable characters, Mignon. His paintings 
will become explicit visual citations of Mignon’s songs from the Apprentice-
ship. When this project is complete, the traveling companions then search 
out the characters from “The Man of Fifty,” the novella within the novel. 
After several days crisscrossing the lake together, we learn that the widow 
from “The Man of Fifty” tells Wilhelm her and Hilarie’s story, which is of 
course the novella we have just read. And fi nally, the chapter concludes in 
a moment of crisis with the painter singing, instead of painting, Mignon’s 
song, “Kennst du das Land, wo die Zitronen blüh’n.”

Far from enacting a moment of leaving behind, then, the scene of the 
Lago Maggiore is much more about the problem of the new beginning, 
enacting once again the continued tension between repetition and renewal 
that was at the heart of both this scene and the novel itself and that would 
be dramatized in what would become the new  middle- point of the novel, 
book 2, chapter 11, where Wilhelm narratively grapples with the problem 
of recounting a traumatic episode from his childhood. Indeed, the impor-
tance of the lake as the scene for such biographical turns (repeated with a 
difference in the fi gure of the river in chapter 11) was precisely its capacity 
for refl ection, its ability to mediate the characters’ relationship to the na-
ture around them.53 Such self- referential recursivity was of course already a 
component of Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (when the Turmgesellschaft of 
the novel produces the novel we are reading, for example) and would come 
to be a key feature of the German romantic novel in general, which owed 
much of its inspiration to the revived popularity of Cervantes’ Don Quixote 
(translated by Ludwig Tieck in 1799–1801).54

Hannelore Schlaffer has seen this scene of characters tracking down char-
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acters from their books as an engagement with the problem of the trivializa-
tion of art in a bourgeois age.55 Such a reading overlooks, however, the variety 
of ways that this chapter seems to engage with the problems of reproduc-
ibility and secondarity as sources of renewal as well. The crisis of the chapter 
occurs when the painter attempts to recite, rather than paint, Mignon’s song. 
Like the Major in “The Man of Fifty” who must move from a commonplace 
culture of memorization and citation (he experiences repeated personal cri-
ses surrounding his attempt to cite a text), the characters at the Lago Mag-
giore must also learn to occupy a hybrid culture of versional, not citational, 
secondarity. The structure of intertextuality of this scene, then, is far more 
akin to what Gérard Genette would term “hypertextuality,” the necessity of 
the dual characteristics of absence and transformation through the act of 
reference.56 The reference in the Lago Maggiore chapter always points to a 
textual elsewhere that cannot be repeated as signs are structured according to 
increasing degrees of omission. The circle is always a spiral in Goethe.

Such readily apparent “hypertextual” moments in this chapter largely 
concern the relationship between the sequel and the prequel or the frame 
narrative and the novellas within the novel. And yet there is another mo-
ment that has largely been passed over by critics and that addresses the 
connection between the fi rst and second versions of the Travels—that more 
nearly addresses, in other words, Goethe’s relationship to publishing and 
the printed book. When Wilhelm and his traveling companion at the Lago 
Maggiore decide to fi nd the characters from the novella “The Man of Fifty,” 
the narrator describes their quest in the following way:

They began crisscrossing the lake, observing the points where their friends 

tended to appear in this paradise. They had informed their skipper that they 

had hopes of seeing friends here and it did not take long until they saw a 

beautifully ornamented ship gliding towards them. They hurried after it and 

did not restrain themselves from passionately preparing to board it. The two 

women, who were somewhat taken aback, quickly composed themselves as 

Wilhelm showed them the small piece of paper and they both recognized, 

without a second thought, the arrow that they had drawn. The men were 

speedily and warmly welcomed aboard the women’s ship, which occurred 

with great haste. (WMT, 501)

At fi rst glance, there is little that is remarkable about this passage, a fact 
that has much to do with the generic technique of description that the pas-
sage employs and that was one of the hallmarks of Goethe’s late style more 
generally. Remarkable is that there is nothing remarkable here. Phrases like 
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“and it did not take long,” “a beautifully ornamented ship,” and “some-
what taken aback” tell us very little, just as we are given no clarity about 
where such “crisscrossing” takes them in search of the women. The passage 
is characterized by the simultaneous communication and withholding of 
information, which reaches a highpoint with those concluding signs of the 
“small piece of paper” and “the arrow” that are not explained at all but that 
allow the men to enter the women’s “ship.”

I would like to pause for a moment and look more closely at those two 
signs of the “paper” and the “arrow” and the role that they play in this scene. 
As the narrator in Werther said, “Nothing remains for us to do other than 
to not overlook even the smallest piece of paper that has been found.”57 
On one level, there is a certain logic to the idea that a piece of paper and 
an arrow could function as signs that facilitate Wilhelm and the painter’s 
entry into the women’s nautical salon. There is nothing contradictory, in 
other words, about the function of paper and arrow as communicative de-
vices. But on another level, these signs make little sense in the context of 
this scene. Why would an arrow and a piece of paper suddenly transform 
the women’s emotional state from “somewhat taken aback” to “warmly” 
once they have seen these objects, a process that occurs “without a second 
thought”?

One possible explanation of this discrepancy is supplied by the text it-
self, in the piece of information, “which they themselves had drawn.” The 
establishment of contact is achieved through the recognition of one’s own 
handwriting, as the self- refl exivity of the entire chapter is repeated in this 
particular scene of communication. The scene contains enough informa-
tion, in other words, to allow the reader to accept its premise—women al-
lowing men entry to their ship. But on another level, the piece of paper and 
arrow are deeply opaque signs. We have never before encountered the small 
piece of paper and its arrow in the second version of the Travels, and in this 
sense, there is an element that remains unexplained, indeed inexplicable, 
about them. We could say that they operate as opaque signifi ers, as objects 
that invite and yet stubbornly resist interpretation, much like the little cas-
ket that circulates throughout the novel and that no one can open.58

When we turn to the equivalent scene in the fi rst version of the Travels, 
however, we fi nd that these two signs are in fact amply described. They 
function in this passage as a way of facilitating communication between 
characters at a distance. At the conclusion of “The Man of Fifty” in the fi rst 
version of the Travels, Hersilie tells Wilhelm in a postscript how he will be 
able to fi nd the characters of the novella (the same characters he meets in 
the second version on the Lago Maggiore):
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In order to show you how you can meet this lovely pair on your travels, I will 

turn to rather strange means. You are receiving in this letter a small excerpt 

of a map; when you place this piece on the larger map, the point of the 

magnetic needle that is drawn on it will direct you to the region where those 

 sought- after ones have gone. (WMT, 126)

Thus in the fi rst version we learn how Hersilie has constructed an elaborate 
cartographical game. Wilhelm’s task is to fi nd where on the larger map this 
excerpted piece fi ts, and when he has done this the arrow that was drawn on 
the excerpt would point him where to go on the larger map. Only through 
the combination of the excerpt with its original would the sign (the arrow) 
make sense.

Like the opening excerpt of the novel that was initially published in 
Cotta’s  Pocket- Book, it is now the second version of the whole novel that is 
characterized by an omission. Instead of arguing for these signs’ opacity in 
the second version, then, we might be inclined to argue that this omission 
in the second version is a “mistake,” as the editors of the Frankfurt critical 
edition have done, continuing a point of view that Erich Trunz fi rst argued 
for in his Hamburg Edition. “Goethe overlooked,” write the Frankfurt edi-
tors, “the necessity in the second version to include an explanation of this 
mention of the arrow and the little piece of paper both here and at a later 
point” (WMT, 1129). However plausible it is for Goethe to have overlooked 
something, the problem with such an explanation is that it depends on 
a problematic hermeneutic distinction between intentional and accidental 
changes to understand the process of rewriting. How are we reliably to dif-
ferentiate between omissions that are “meaningful” and ones that are “mis-
takes,” especially in a scene, a chapter, and a novel characterized by a poetics 
of omission? At the same time, the argument that Goethe overlooked some-
thing reinforces, however unintentionally, the cliché that this is the work of 
an “old” author who had neither the time nor the intellectual faculties left 
to remember to explain something.59 It confl ates the author’s identity with 
that of the narrator who is in fact very often in a hurry, as in “The Man of 
Fifty,” whose narrator repeatedly uses the word “genug” (“enough”) to stop 
having to explain something.

In drawing on the explanation of “overlooking,” I want to suggest that 
the Frankfurt editors, whose commentary is otherwise marked by an ex-
traordinary sensitivity to detail, have overlooked something. Like the re-
course to saying that these signs are somehow opaque, the argument of 
overlooking elides interpretation. The signifi cance and thus signifi cation of 
these signs only emerges through a particular way of reading that incorpo-
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rates knowledge of the material history of the novel, that reads the entire 
history of its publication, a reading practice that these signs are in fact aimed 
at bringing about.

The arrow in the second version can thus be read in its literal dimen-
sion as an arrow. Like the other moments set against the backdrop of the 
Lago Maggiore, it points the reader somewhere else, a somewhere else that 
I would identify in this case not as the novel’s prequel or a framed narrative 
within the novel, but as the fi rst version of the novel in which the arrow’s 
meaning is explained. By not including the explanation of the arrow in the 
second version, Goethe is placing the novel’s reader in the same situation 
as the novel’s protagonist in both versions. Just as Wilhelm has to place a 
piece of one map on top of a much larger map in order for the piece to make 
sense, we as readers are invited to perform the same cartographical opera-
tions on the second version—to conceive the second version as an “excerpt” 
and to lay it onto a much larger map (or textual space) that would include 
the fi rst version. Only then do the sign (the arrow) and the text (the map) 
make sense. This crucial moment of pointing—and not citing—within the 
frame narrative of the second version frames the second version itself not as 
something either “new” or “the same,” but merely as part of a larger textual 
unit. Both sign and text are critically reconceived as “excerpts.” They do not 
resist meaning, but radically expand the location of meaning across both 
time and space. According to the arrow and the map, the meaningful unit is 
always the composite and the compound.60

The signifi cance of the arrow—as arrow—is not limited to this single 
moment in the text, however, but points to a larger concern with the sym-
bolic more generally. As we later learn in the novel, the key that everyone 
is searching for to open the circulating casket is said to look like an ar-
row. “Here, my friend,” writes Hersilie to Wilhelm upon fi nding the key in 
Fritz’s pocket, “now fi nally what do you have to say to this picture of our 
riddle? Does it not remind you of barbed arrows? God bless us!” (WMT, 
599) Goethe would include an image of this key / arrow as the only illustra-
tion to the Travels (fi g. 1.2), suggesting just how important its visualization 
was to the novel. And by the close of the novel we learn that this key, which 
looks like an arrow, does not work as a key after all. The casket, it turns out, 
is only openable through the manipulation of magnets that hold down the 
lid. That is to say, as the key loses its keyness—and the associated herme-
neutic notions of depth and penetration that go along with it—the key 
becomes an arrow. What is more, the element that replaces the key is the 
magnet, which is precisely the substance of the arrow that was described in 
the cartographical game of the fi rst version (where it was called a “magnetic 
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needle”). In his aphorisms and observations on natural science from 1823, 
Goethe would write, “The magnet is an Ur- phenomenon, which one only 
needs to say aloud to have it explained; through this it becomes a symbol 
for everything else, for which one need not search for words or names.”61 
The magnetic arrow is thus not one symbol among many for Goethe, but 
the symbol of the symbol itself. And the crucial aspect of this symbol is the 
way it is reconfi gured as synecdoche.

Theories of the symbolic have constituted one of the principal sites of 
critical attention in Goethe’s work—and, one could argue, in understand-

Figure 1.2 The image of the arrow / key from J. W. Goethe, Wilhelm 
Meisters Wanderjahre (Tübingen: Cotta, 1829), 3:20. Private Collection.
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ings of romanticism more generally—and the Travels has played a crucial 
role in such debates. According to Wilhelm Emrich, whose article “Das 
Problem der Symbolinterpretation” represents one of the most lasting and 
infl uential accounts of the problem, it is the fi gure of the small casket and 
its fundamental identifi cation with the secret or riddle that most character-
izes Goethe’s theory of the symbolic. “In the literary symbol,” writes Em-
rich, “there remains embedded a secret, an unspoken, indeed unspeakable 
element.”62 According to this theory of the literary symbol, carried forward 
by such seminal works of literary criticism as Frank Kermode’s Genesis of 
Secrecy, it was precisely the fundamental opacity of literary representation 
that lent literature its literariness. The secret, the parable, the riddle, these all 
emerge as the essential communicative modes of literature.63

But in reading the casket and not the arrow as the central symbol of 
Goethe’s novel, we miss the fundamental richness and novelty of Goethe’s 
thinking about literary work. On one level, Goethe’s theory of the symbol 
that emerged in the Travels had much in common with Benjamin’s subse-
quent and enormously infl uential theory of allegory as the defi ning rhetori-
cal device of modernity. For Goethe, as for Benjamin, the sign’s referent was 
no longer self- evident or present within the sign itself. When the goldsmith 
uttered the famous words at the close of the novel, “some secrets are better 
left untouched” (an solche Geheimnisse sei nicht gut rühren) (WMT, 743), 
he was not simply telling us the age- old wisdom that secrets should remain 
secrets, thereby affi rming “mystery” as a key component of the literary work. 
Rather, he was offering a critique of a particular mode of reading captured 
in the notion of rühren or “touch.” Some secrets are better left untouched 
suggested that “touch” was not the best way to understand the “secret.” 
One needed to look elsewhere, to sense the diffuse interconnectedness that 
they represented, which also explains why the goldsmith stands back in the 
moment that the container’s lid opens or why his speech is reported in in-
direct, not direct, speech. The symbol as arrow suggests that its meaning is 
always somewhere else. Rather than undermining the  riddle- like nature of 
Goethe’s art, it drew attention to the combinatory logic of riddles. As Ben-
jamin himself suggested, “The riddle is a fragment [ein Bruchstück] which 
makes a whole when combined with another fragment with which it fi ts.”64 
But unlike Benjamin, for whom allegory implied the absolute arbitrariness 
of the relationship between sign and referent (“any person, any object, any 
relationship can mean absolutely anything else”),65 Goethe’s symbol of the 
symbol suggested that there was a particular destination, that the symbol 
as arrow crucially pointed somewhere. More than just establishing the con-
tingency of referentiality, the “polarity” of the symbol contributed to the 
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construction of a larger network of meaning. As both arrow and magnet, 
as that which points and pulls, the symbolic whole is transformed into a 
part or, to bring us all the way back to those initial prepublications in the 
miscellany, into an excerpt.

Goethe’s transformation of the key into a magnetic arrow can be read 
as an epochal reconfi guration of the novel’s intimate relationship with the 
fi gure of the key, whether it was the courtly roman à clef or the domestic 
novel’s reliance on the visual space of the keyhole.66 Goethe conceived of 
the novel no longer as a key to real historical persons or a spatial and psy-
chic interiority but rather as a pointer to a codicological elsewhere. In place 
of the hermeneutic principles of linking a text to the world or penetrating 
the mystery of its meaning, the key as magnetized arrow framed reading as 
an art of bibliographic connectivity. The book did not point to a world or a 
self but to more books.

Wilhelm’s cartographical training showed readers how knowledge of 
such larger textual universes was to be increasingly crucial to reading expe-
riences in the early nineteenth century. Balzac’s own transition to thinking 
of the “work” as a massive, unifi ed “oeuvre” a year after Goethe’s death in 
1833 would arguably mark the highpoint of this move towards larger and 
larger literary systems, a tradition that one could see concluding, and unrav-
eling, in Robert Musil’s endless The Man Without Qualities.67 The function 
of the arrow and the map in the second version of the Travels was to apply 
this principle of hypertextuality—the displacement of meaning to a textual 
space beyond a single work’s boundaries—not from one work to another, 
but from one version to another of the same work. It crucially redefi ned the 
boundaries, and thus the classifi cation, of the literary “work” itself. While 
Goethe’s project anticipated in many ways other  nineteenth- century proj-
ects of rewriting, most notably exemplifi ed by Walt Whitman’s Leaves of 
Grass, it also importantly grew out of an  eighteenth- century culture of serial 
bibliographic expansion, from Klopstock’s fi ve- decade- long making of his 
Messiah to Wieland’s persistent swelling of his Bildungsroman, The History 
of Agathon, to Sterne’s own open- ended continuations of Tristram Shandy. 
But Goethe’s project of turning the leaf or “Blatt” into a “Blättchen” (the 
little piece of paper upon which the magnetic arrow was sketched) asked 
that one observe the entirety of this process, that each subsequent biblio-
graphic version only made sense in relation to the entirety of its previous 
manifestations.

Nineteenth- century readers were critical of Goethe for not including the 
fi rst version of the Travels in his Ausgabe letzter Hand because they felt that 
the two versions constituted two separate works and a truly complete col-



Networking / 45

lected edition should contain all of Goethe’s “works.” As Friedrich Schütz 
wrote in his review of the edition, “The old text must also be reprinted in a 
complete edition of Goethe’s collected works.”68 But this was just the inverse 
of the critique that readers had made against the inclusion of the previously 
published novellas in the fi rst version of the novel. In that case, there was 
no difference seen between the novellas in the miscellanies and the novel-
las that appeared in the 1821 Travels and thus they should not have been 
reprinted. In either case, the works were either absolutely the same or they 
were absolutely different. They were conceived as fi nite objects and fi nite 
reading experiences. What the arrow and the map performed was the prob-
lematization of precisely this logic of sameness and difference, and they did 
so by arguing for the importance of the material processes that surrounded 
the literary work. They located literary work, and thus the “work” itself, not 
in some ideal and crucially immaterial space, but instead in the material 
event of publication—the circulation, distribution, and reproduction that 
shaped its reception. They reoriented the reader’s gaze to the mobile arti-
facts of literary life.

The Anatomy of the Book: 
The Work of Art as Technological Präparat

If the protagonist’s biographical caesura in book 2, chapter 7 of the Travels 
oriented the reader’s experience to the past permutations of the literary work 
in order to conceive of a more expansive and mobile literary system, then 
it would be another key biographical transition in Wilhelm’s life fi gured in 
book 3, chapter 3, where we see Goethe’s second version orienting the read-
er’s gaze to the future operations that the work might theoretically undergo. 
Indeed, an explicit connection between these two chapters is provided by 
the text itself, where the image of the key that looks like an arrow is printed 
at the close of chapter 2 of the third book, literally pointing ahead (or more 
properly down the page) to the following chapter that is my subject here. 
The Travels thus expanded its identity not only back in time to encompass 
all prior permutations and manifestations of itself, but also forward in time 
to encompass its production beyond the boundaries of the author’s life. It 
inscribed the literary work into an impersonal, deindividualized, and im-
portantly technologized (and not organic) future.

In the third chapter of the third book of the Travels, we meet Wilhelm in 
the anatomical theater. He is recounting an important episode in his educa-
tion or Bildung, one that will ultimately conclude in him saving his son’s life 
at the end of the novel (and thus transforming himself into a medical doc-
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tor). Commentators have repeatedly seen in this chapter’s intense interest 
in the human corpse—and the novel’s larger fascination with the wounded 
body more generally—a prime example of the growing medicalization of 
culture at the turn of the nineteenth century so famously identifi ed by Mi-
chel Foucault in his The Birth of the Clinic.69 As Simon Richter has illustrated, 
it was Lessing’s work on the Laocoön statue that placed the body in pain at 
the center of late- eighteenth- century aesthetic thought.70 As Clifford Siskin 
has suggested, the medical and the literary begin to write each other dur-
ing and after romanticism.71 The anatomical sciences were thus one, albeit 
very important, component of this larger medical turn, and one can indeed 
observe the growing popularization of anatomical study in the closing de-
cades of the eighteenth century.72 As Barbara Stafford has argued, the cutting 
and classifying at the heart of anatomical practice had become a kind of 
epistemological leitmotif of the European Enlightenment.73 Like the sym-
bol of the key and its associated hermeneutical practices of unlocking and 
penetrating, the anatomical sciences became a potent symbol for a larger 
reorganization of modern knowledge around principles of objectifi cation, 
penetration, and specialization that would then elicit a variety of romantic 
responses.

In our attention to the ways such literary representations of the body 
(whether in pain or dead) have been used to address the medicalization of 
modern culture, we have in the process overlooked the ways the fi gure of 
the body offered an important site to work through the changing realities 
of communication that structured both the interactions between bodies and 
the boundaries of those bodies. As the work of Albrecht Koschorke has done 
so much to show, just as changes in media technologies lead to transforma-
tions of cultural understandings of the human body—of the physical skins 
and interfaces that both enclose and connect us—so also is thinking about 
the body a key means of thinking about the impact of new media.74 A poet-
ics of the body is at once a poetics of media, and perhaps nowhere has this 
been more historically true than in the case of the book. Whether we talk 
of spines, headers, or footnotes, we can chart a tremendous cultural invest-
ment in the corporeal identity of the book, just as by the nineteenth century 
we can chart a remarkable investment in articulating the bookish identity 
of the human body. Goethe’s attention to the corpse and the anatomical 
sciences thus functioned as an opportunity to refl ect not just on the nature 
of scientifi c knowledge at the turn of the nineteenth century but also on the 
nature of the printed book that functioned like the skeletal structure to 
the literary work that it carried about. As we will see, in a direct reversal of 
the famous turning away from the book and towards the body that was dra-
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matized on the frontispiece to Vesalius’s De humani corporis fabrica (1543), 
one of the most infl uential anatomical handbooks in the western tradi-
tion,75 in Goethe’s drama of the anatomical theater we see Wilhelm turning 
away from the body and back towards the prosthetic object. At the heart of 
Goethe’s project can be read a fundamental redefi nition of prosthetic, and 
by extension, bibliographic, knowledge.

This is how Wilhelm’s training begins:

Wilhelm, who was likewise called as the next candidate [Aspirant], found an 

unsettling task [Aufgabe] that was placed on a clean table and neatly covered 

in front of the seat that was offered him; as he retracted the sheet, there lay 

before his eyes the most beautiful female arm that had likely ever thrown 

itself around the neck of a young man. He held his instrument [Besteck] in his 

hand and did not trust himself to open the arm; he remained standing and 

did not trust himself to sit down. (WMT, 602)

As the Aspirant, Wilhelm’s character is described as the quintessential subject 
of Bildung: the modern, upwardly mobile individual whose vertically ori-
ented desires are themselves a function of a temporally deep self. The object 
of such a vertical subjectivity is of course the completion of the Aufgabe, in 
the literal sense of “giving- up.” Such personal and professional verticality, 
however, was equally dependent on his capacity to make spatial distinc-
tions, here rendered as the cutting open of the arm that has already been 
cut off from the female body. The stadial development of the professional 
self depends on the acceptance and subsequent performance of spatial dif-
ferentiations.

The translation between horizontal and vertical planes that is staged in 
this opening moment of Wilhelm’s anatomical training and that is used 
to refl ect on Wilhelm’s own professionalization would go on to become a 
basic organizing principle of this chapter as a whole. Indeed, what I want 
to suggest is that when we attend to the elaborate spatial poetics that this 
chapter sets out in its dramatization of the human body—details which are 
usually passed over in the rush to locate the passage’s historical affi nities76—
we can begin to see the way it can be read as a sophisticated rethinking of 
the increasingly interrelated fi elds of work, literary work, and the notion of 
the work itself. Wilhelm’s professionalization here is integrally tied to his 
relationship to the status of the “literary corpus.”

In a further elaboration of this translation of the horizontally into the 
vertically adjacent, the primary object of the scene—the female arm that is 
the origin of Wilhelm’s personal crisis—is described, not in its capacity to 
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point to the female body to which it was once spatially attached, but instead 
to a narrative history of that body: “there lay before his eyes the most beauti-
ful female arm that had likely ever thrown itself around the neck of a young 
man.” Unlike the Aufgabe that pointed upwards, the pulling back of the 
cover (Hülle) to reveal a body part articulates instead a substrate of human 
experience. Like the self- referentiality of the Lago Maggiore, the story that 
this arm discloses, which we learn in the narrative just prior to this scene (“A 
very beautiful young woman, led astray through unrequited love, searched 
out and found death in the water” [WMT, 602]), points back in time either 
to a female version of Werther or a former character of the Wilhelm Meister 
series, what Erich Blackall insightfully called this novel’s “reckoning with 
Mignon.”77 As in book 2, where the fi gure of Mignon played such a central 
role in haunting the narrative, the fi gure of the corpse functions in book 3 
like a literary mausoleum of Goethe’s own works.

It is at this exact moment of not being able to make the  spatio- temporal 
incision—severing the already severed arm and present from past—that 
Wilhelm is rescued by a rather mysterious fi gure who emerges from the 
crowd during Wilhelm’s training. Where the narrative companion (the 
painter) at the Lago Maggiore had a Cervantean fl avor in keeping with the 
chapter’s overall homage to the textual games of Don Quixote, the anatomy 
scene, with its fi xation on the underworld of the body, is structured accord-
ing to a kind of Dantean logic as the companion functions here as a guide 
(and not sidekick) to lead our unwitting hero.

Wilhelm will be led to his guide’s studio, where he encounters a room 
whose walls are adorned with prostheses. But in yet another of the horizon-
tal to vertical reorientations that this scene performs, these objects are not ar-
tifi cial—and thus horizontal—substitutions for lost body parts but instead 
artifi cial representations of various layers of existing body parts to be used 
in anatomical training. The prosthetic, the “next to,” is reformulated here as 
the “below.” Such directional reformulations achieve a particularly intense 
pitch at the moment when Wilhelm encounters the sculptor’s refashion-
ing of an antique statue: “The master had cast the beautiful torso [Sturz] 
of an ancient youth as a kneadable mass and now judiciously attempted 
to divest this ideal form of its epidermis and transform the beautiful living 
creature into a real anatomical sample of the body’s muscles [ein reales Mus-
kelpräparat]” (607). Here we see the sculptor creating a “wet” or workable 
sculpture that has not yet been completely set, where the “removal” of the 
skin is actually a transformation of the cast’s surface into the shape of the 
body’s muscles.
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In endowing the anatomical sculpture with classical origins, Goethe was 
on the one hand continuing a tradition that had begun with Vesalius, whose 
anatomized bodies were in the shape of various well- known classical poses. 
In making the torso the central set- piece of the anatomical scene here, he 
was also drawing on the  eighteenth- century  torso- vogue set in motion by 
the work of Winckelmann. But in staging the refashioning of a torso, Goethe 
was drawing on, and in the process reimagining, a familiar  early- modern 
practice of amending, or supplementing, discovered antique fragments.78 
Such a practice would have been familiar to Goethe through his translation 
of Benvenuto Cellini’s autobiography, which contained an episode where 
Cellini describes his transformation of a found antique torso into the fi gure 
of Ganymede by adding and removing various elements, which was itself 
then copied and  passed- off as an original in the collection of Eugène de Sar-
tiges.79 The torso was thus not just an embodiment of potentiality, of a turn, 
it also captured a crucial site of cultural reproducibility and renovation. 
Goethe’s classicism that was on display in this scene was not an imitation of 
antiquity but a renewal of  early- modern techniques of cultural renewal.

If the torso was the quintessential site of bodily turning, Goethe, in using 
the word Sturz, which referred in  nineteenth- century art- historical parlance 
to the torso of a statue,80 was also endowing this fi gure of the turn (of trop-
ing itself) with a vertical dimension. But in a play on the idea of the fall 
en coded in the word (stürzen = to fall), the continuous downward motion 
of the intact, falling human body is replaced here by discrete underlayers 
of the body’s various parts (again perhaps recalling Vesalius’s handbook, 
where the bodies of those classical anatomical poses are gradually disrobed 
and dismembered as one turns the pages). The human body is endowed 
with the same stadial identity as the human subject.

What is arguably most remarkable about these directional reversals is 
that fi nal one produced at the close of the passage, where the pouring of 
the “Sturz” or sculptural torso is translated into the preparation of the ana-
tomical “Präparat.” When Wilhelm refers to the prosthesis as a Präparat, 
he is using a word that technically refers to an object that has been chemi-
cally treated in preparation for an anatomical observation. But in a play 
on the prefi x “pro” in the German Prothese, the below that the anatomical 
prosthesis as Präparat represented also captures a notion of the before. The 
Ersatz or replacement object is refi gured here as one of Vorsatz or design, as 
the archetype crucially becomes a prototype.81 The Präparat not only repre-
sents a chemical compound, it also marks a preliminary stage, a shift that is 
picked up in one fi nal word play in the chapter when the sculptor instructs 
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Wilhelm to move from being a Prosektor (technically an anatomical assis-
tant, but literally a “pre- cutter”) to a Proplastiker, to one who constructed in 
advance (612).

In substituting the Surrogat with the Präparat, Goethe was vividly refash-
ioning for his readers the identity of the technological prosthetic spaces of 
both the book and the novel.82 Like the arrow and the map in book 2, the 
Präparat was a compound fi gure, but unlike the arrow and the map, the 
relational operation it performed pointed forward instead of backward. In-
stead of incorporating all prior manifestations into a larger textual system 
as the arrow and the map had done, the novel conceived as a prototype 
anticipated, and in some sense participated in, the production of itself in 
the future. Like Wittgenstein’s assertion that the most important works were 
those he had not written, the technological Präparat incorporated into itself 
all of the forms that the work had not yet assumed. It not only refi gured the 
identity of the novel as a collection, it also transformed the producer of 
the novel into a collective. It inscribed itself within a larger cultural process 
and acknowledged the numerous cultural actors who would participate in 
its afterlife, an afterlife that was crucially imagined to be increasingly in-
ternational, much like the sculptor who was packing up his wares to take 
“overseas” to the American colony.

And yet unlike the criminality that surrounded the “resurrections” per-
formed by the grave robbers who provided bodies for the anatomy business 
(suggestively referred to in the novel as “resurrection men”), the Präparat 
offered a more legitimate model of futurity, continuity, and “aspiration.” 
It established a mimetic, as opposed to dissective, relationship between 
observer and observed, between reader and read, between one generation 
and the next. As in the small casket whose secrets we are told were best left 
untouched, one learned from the technological Präparat not by touching or 
dissecting it but by looking at it. There was a crucially visual dimension to 
one’s relationship to the corpus that was being established here. At the same 
time that the collected compound was refi gured as a part of a larger future 
whole that it helped to generate, its own wholeness was simultaneously 
affi rmed and maintained. According to the didactic site of the anatomical 
Präparat, the novel and the book were neither fi gured as inert corpses (or 
corpuses) nor as timeless fundaments to secure the walls of the individual 
or national fortress. Instead, novel and book were refi gured as prophetic, 
radiant, technological compounds. They were imagined as objects that tran-
scended a single author’s control and that transgressed the  spatio- temporal 
boundaries of modern cultural spaces, reorganizing them into dramatically 
different, and crucially fl uid, confi gurations.
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Coda: Faust and the Future

Wilhelm Meister’s Travels thus constituted Goethe’s most extensive and ex-
haustive engagement with his bookish world. In the novel’s deployment 
across a variety of bibliographic formats over more than two decades and in 
its elaborate refi guring of the relational identity of the symbolic object, the 
Travels had powerfully reconceived both the book and the novel as mobile, 
evolutionary, self- correcting networks. And yet such intense book- theoretical 
engagement with the art of publication was followed by Goethe’s decision 
at the end of his life not to publish the second part of Faust. Even more than 
the Travels, Faust had represented the summation of everything Goethe had 
written in his long career, and yet its outcome was marked by a very differ-
ent relationship to print and publishing. As Goethe wrote to Wilhelm von 
Humboldt in what turned out to be the fi nal letter of his life:

Without question it would give me endless joy to dedicate and communicate 

this earnest satire to my dear and thankfully widely recognized and widely 

distributed friends and to hear their replies during my lifetime. Our age is 

nonetheless truly so absurd and confused that I have convinced myself that 

my hard- fought, long persecuted efforts for this curious creation [Gebäu] 

would be poorly rewarded, ultimately driven aground, and, like a shipwreck, 

lie there covered over by the sands of time. Confused teachings on confused 

practices preside over the world today and I have nothing more pressing to do 

than to amplify what I have left and continue to distill my essential qualities 

[meine Eigentümlichkeiten zu kohobieren], as you now do, my friend, in your 

own fortress [Burg].83

After the two- decade- long adventure of publishing the Travels, withholding 
Faust seemed like a dramatic reversal of practice. The letter to Humboldt 
articulated an inversion of all of the values that had been energetically in-
vested in the production of the Travels, signaling a move away from the 
publicity and the printedness of the literary work and a return to the isola-
tion, autonomy, and interiority of authorship (accentuated in that word 
Eigentümlichkeiten). In the fi nal image of the writerly Burg, we arrive not only 
at the values promoted by the Weimar Edition but also at the opening scene 
of Faust itself, with the scholar alone in his narrow, gothic study.

Goethe’s withholding of Faust from publication has been one of the most 
infl uential pieces of evidence that has contributed to the image of Goethe 
as an outsider to the literary marketplace. It has contributed to our capacity, 
indeed our desire, to see the author as somehow immune to the exigencies 
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of publishing and publication. And yet there is another way to understand 
this gesture of withholding, one that in fact underscores the importance of 
Goethe’s conception of the work of art as a technological prototype. By the 
time Goethe was writing to Humboldt, he had already made arrangements 
with Riemer and Eckermann to have Faust II published as part of the Nach-
laß edition of the Ausgabe letzter Hand. The private archive that Goethe had 
been busy putting together towards the end of his life would regulate the 
post humous dissemination of his works in print. In other words, retaining 
Faust was not an act of not publishing Faust but an act of delaying the publica-
tion of Faust. It was an act of inscribing Faust within precisely the publishing 
paradigm articulated in the fi gure of the Präparat from the Travels: a post-
 author,  future- oriented, technologized notion of literary work.



The physical sensation closest to this feeling of repetition, which sometimes 

lasts for several minutes and can be quite disconcerting, is that of the peculiar 

numbness brought on by a heavy loss of blood, often resulting in a temporary 

inability to think, to speak or to move one’s limbs, as though, without being 

aware of it, one had suffered a stroke. Perhaps there is in this as yet unexplained 

phenomenon of apparent duplication some kind of anticipation of the end, 

a venture into the void, a sort of disengagement, which, like a gramophone 

repeatedly playing the same sequence of notes, has less to do with damage to 

the machine itself than with an irreparable defect of its program.

—W. G. Sebald, The Rings of Saturn

Making Classics

In the late summer of 1794, the German publisher Georg Joachim Göschen 
invited Christoph Martin Wieland, widely regarded by contemporaries as 
the German language’s most renowned living writer, to a book- presentation 
ceremony in Leipzig. Early one evening as the sun was setting, Wieland 
was paddled out to an island that lay in the middle of a lake within one of 
Leipzig’s most elegant gardens. Göschen had erected a temporary classical 
Greek temple in the center of the island, and inside the temple was a bust 
of Wieland. Two young boys wearing Greek costume greeted Wieland, and 
behind them they pulled a chariot in which lay the fi rst volume of Wieland’s 
collected works. As the gilded edition was presented to Wieland, Göschen’s 
 sister- in- law navigated the illuminated channel to the island in a gondola, 
stepped out of her boat, and set a laurel wreath on Wieland’s head. Ac-
cording to eyewitnesses, Wieland, who was known for being quite shy, was 
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deeply touched by the ceremony and began to weep, crown on head and 
book in hand.1

Göschen’s performance must surely count as one of the most elaborate 
book- presentation ceremonies that we have on record, one that would make 
any contemporary author as much embarrassed as deeply envious. While 
the kind of rigorous dramatization behind Göschen’s gesture might strike us 
as slightly comic today, the ceremony disclosed the vibrant cultural energy 
that surrounded the book as an object in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. More specifi cally, it revealed how the format of the collected 
edition was fast becoming the sovereign of all book formats. If the collected 
edition was, on one level, one part of a larger  early- nineteenth- century vogue 
for literary collecting, from the ballad and folktale collections that I will dis-
cuss in chapter 3 to the literary miscellanies that I discuss in chapter 4, it 
would also emerge as one of the most—if not the most—durable and effec-
tive vehicles for regulating, institutionalizing, and stabilizing the category 
of literature in an age of too much literature. Like other collecting practices, 
the collected edition had the capacity to organize a voluminous amount of 
material within a defi ned bibliographic space. Yet unlike collected formats 
such as the miscellany, the critical edition, or the publisher’s series, which 
always depended upon and negotiated the mixedness of their collectivity, 
the collected edition argued for a fundamental homogeneity of its contents 
through the overwhelming promotion of the author as the single organizing 
fi gure behind the collection. As in the Sanskrit root “samá” from which the 
German “Sammlung” and the English “same” derive, there was a funda-
mental sameness at the heart of the collected edition.2 Such sameness was 
not solely limited to the spatial unity of the edition’s contents—the gath-
ering together of a diverse set of writings within one single edition—but 
also encompassed the edition’s capacity to produce a temporal continuity 
through the reproduction of already extant texts. Unlike a critical edition 
whose very name suggested an interpretive engagement with its textual pre-
decessors, the collected edition was based on an act of reprinting and textual 
continuity. A “classic” was not just an  agreed- upon interpretive consensus, 
but as Göschen’s overlap of the classical and the contemporary in Wieland’s 
ceremony highlighted, a classic was a work whose identity depended upon 
a fundamental aspect of reproducibility.

In its capacity to stabilize and pass on a literary canon over time, the col-
lected edition thus embodied arguments by pioneering book historians like 
Elizabeth Eisenstein, Alvin Kernan, and Lucien Febvre and Henri- Jean Mar-
tin that print contributed to the standardization and the stability of cultural 
knowledge.3 It proved to be an extraordinarily effective vehicle to promote 
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what Philip Connell has identifi ed as the rising “heritage consciousness” of 
the early nineteenth century, the way such practices of collection intersected 
 nineteenth- century historical thinking in general.4 And in its capacity to 
fashion a unifi ed literary corpus out of a diverse and often heterogeneous 
array of texts, the collected edition offered a vivid example of Benedict An-
derson’s theory of print nationalism, as such bibliographic operations be-
came a potent symbol for the collective political aspirations of fashioning a 
national body as well.5 The collected edition not only responded to, and in 
part repaired, the spatial disorganization of the literary and political systems 
of the nineteenth century, it also addressed the crisis of traditio, the problem 
of cultural durability in an age of mass- reproduced objects.

The collected edition was of course by no means an “invention” of the 
nineteenth century. It had played a key role in the establishment of Ben Jon-
son’s literary fame, to name but one well- known  early- modern example.6 
Göschen’s enormous investment in the collected edition of Wieland’s works, 
however, did mark a difference of degree if not one of kind. It signifi ed an 
important beginning point in terms of what we might call a form of cultural 
capital as the collected edition came to play an increasingly prominent role 
in the organization of literature as a category in the nineteenth century.7 
The collected edition was no longer the relatively unique aftereffect to the 
drama of authorial publication or theatrical performance. It was now part 
and parcel of literary making. From Goethe’s Ausgabe letzter Hand and Wal-
ter Scott’s Magnum Opus edition of the 1820s, to Balzac’s plan for the Co-
médie humaine in the 1840s, to Washington Irving’s Revised Edition of 1848, 
to Henry James’s New York Edition at the turn of the century, the collected 
edition not only served an essential function in the monumentalization of 
literature in the nineteenth century, it also became a key site of authorial cre-
ativity.8 Alongside the quantitative expansion of each individual edition—
whether in terms of the sheer number of volumes or the consumption of 
a publishers’ resources—one could also fi nd a corresponding quantitative 
expansion of the number of collected editions themselves.9 The question in 
the nineteenth century was no longer who did but who didn’t have a col-
lected edition?

The Combinatory Spirit and the Collected Edition

Collected editions have powerfully shaped our understanding of who counts 
in the history of literature. The collected edition is the format from which 
we derive the material for reading and writing about reading on which our 
profession depends, and it is also the format—imperiously perched on our 
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most prominent book shelves—from which we derive so much symbolic 
capital on which our personal identities depend.10 Through attention to 
both the rhetorical and visual interfaces of collected editions from the open-
ing decades of the nineteenth century—an attention to both their stuff and 
their style—I am interested in exploring the various meanings that were 
gradually attached to this particular bibliographic container. As we saw with 
Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Travels, the collected edition was fast becoming 
an infl uential literary format that could shape a writer’s work in signifi cant 
ways. But far from simply promoting the author as the central fact of liter-
ary history, the collected edition also played a key role in legitimizing the 
experience of literary reproducibility. The very authorial singularity that the 
collected edition promoted was simultaneously a product of the technologi-
cal reproducibility upon which it depended. Despite counterarguments by 
G. Thomas Tanselle and William St. Clair about the incapacity of the hand 
press during this period to produce the same thing twice,11 I want to argue 
that what mattered to the collected edition’s rise in cultural prominence 
during the early nineteenth century was precisely the imaginative possibil-
ity that something stayed the same and that this sameness was not seen 
as either illicit or creatively impoverished but juridically and aesthetically 
legitimate.

In order for the collected edition to assume legitimacy within the clas-
sifi catory logic of the  nineteenth- century literary system, a larger cultural 
reorientation had to occur around the categories of repetition, novelty, and 
authorial identity. The rise to prominence of the collected edition—and 
literary collections in general—necessitated on the one hand the acceptance 
of increasing degrees of sameness and reproduction within literary life on 
an unprecedented scale. Never before had so much of the same thing been 
produced, whether it was in the quantity of a single edition or in the reprint-
ing of numerous subsequent editions of the same work. The prominence of 
collected editions thus depended on a taste for repetition and collection—
practices that were themselves crucial features of the larger bibliographic 
landscape and that we can see being motivated in theoretical paradigms 
like Edgar Allen Poe’s formulation, “To originate is carefully, patiently, 
and understandingly to combine,” or Friedrich Schlegel’s promotion of 
the “kombinatorischer Geist” (combinatory spirit) at the heart of Lessing’s 
aphor istic style.12

At the same time, the legitimacy of sameness was dependent on an ac-
ceptance of the simultaneous presence and absence of a third party mediat-
ing these repetitive encounters between readers and authors. Like Göschen’s 
important directorial role in Wieland’s book ceremony, the collected edi-
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tion also highlighted the increasingly important role that publishers were 
playing as makers of culture. Like Johann Cotta, Georg Reimer, or Friedrich 
Brockhaus in Germany, James Ballantyne, James Cadell or John Murray in 
Britain, Charles Ladvocat or Eugène Renduel in France, or Mathew Carey, 
George Putnam, or the Harper brothers in the United States, Göschen was 
one of numerous publishers who would play a decisive role in shaping the 
romantic literary establishment, whether it was through the courting of 
particular authors or the deployment of particular bibliographic arrange-
ments of their works. But the collected edition’s success often depended in 
large measure on both the acknowledgment and the overlooking of the fact 
that there was always someone else there on the page, that what counted 
as an author was always in some sense a collective persona. Notions like 
the Ausgabe letzter Hand were intended to efface the publisher’s presence 
in such undertakings, to hide the presence of the publisher’s own invisible 
hand, if you will, that extended the reach of the author’s. It was not for 
nothing that one romantic French commentator referred to the emerging 
“libraire- éditeur” as the author’s “evil genius” (mauvais génie).13 The biblio-
graphic repetitions that collected editions performed were also surrounded 
by an ambiguously available collectivity that stood behind such singular 
performances. The collected edition necessitated the reevaluation not only 
of what counted as new but also of the singular identity of the biblio-
graphic subject.

Copying haunts modern culture. Whether in the form of the reproduc-
ible artwork or replicable human code, the question of the copy has been 
at the heart of some of the most infl uential cultural critiques of the past 
two centuries.14 To return to the romantic fascination with repetition and 
reproducibility—to the fi gure of the return itself—is to return to the very 
beginnings of this fascination with technological reproducibility.15 Doing so 
should not only tell us new things about the immediate concerns of roman-
tic writers within their changing bibliographic environment. It should also 
help us see the copy itself with fresh eyes: not just as a vertiginous process 
of hollowing out some more authentic essence—what Sebald called the 
irreparable defect of its program—but also as the initiation of a new form 
of creativity, one that depended on a fundamental collectivity, on the cul-
tivation of a new “combinatory spirit.” For romantic writers, the emerging 
culture of the copy that informed bibliographic formats like the collected 
edition not only posed a signifi cant threat to a variety of established norms 
and categories surrounding literary creativity. It also posed an important 
new opportunity for thinking about the changing nexus of communication 
and creativity.
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Producing Corporeal Integrity (Wieland, Byron, Rousseau) 

The presentation of Wieland’s collected edition marked the conclusion of 
one of the most signifi cant publishing ventures in the German book market 
at the turn of the nineteenth century. But it also marked a key beginning of a 
signifi cant new trend in literary publishing, signaling a number of important 
changes to book publishing and the romantic understanding of the book 
that would endure for long after. On a physical level, Göschen’s investment 
in the project led to numerous innovations in German bookmaking, from 
the fl atness of the paper, to the straightness of the type, to the blackness of 
the ink.16 As Göschen wrote to Wieland in reference to his edition, “You 
must admit that this is a masterpiece.”17 The importance of the book’s physi-
cal appearance was to refl ect the cultural importance of its author. Not only 
did such technical innovations require signifi cant capital investments, but 
the sheer extensiveness of the editions themselves required an enormous 
commitment on the part of publishers. To produce  thirty- eight volumes of 
an author’s works as a single undertaking, as Göschen had done in the case 
of Wieland, was to invest an enormous percentage of resources in a single 
project. Göschen wrote rather dramatically to Wieland during production: 
“This undertaking is larger than you think. With the nature of my business 
activities my end stands daily before me.”18 Indeed, such editions not only 
taxed the fi nancial resources of a publisher, they also often exceeded their 
infrastructure capacity. Cotta was forced to delay part of the publication of 
Goethe’s Ausgabe letzter Hand because he was also publishing collected edi-
tions of Schiller and Herder at the same time.19 Making classics, then and 
now, was a key driver of the expansions of the publishing sector.

Such editions were not exclusively about exclusivity, however. In print-
ing these editions in numerous formats,  early- nineteenth- century publish-
ers sought to offer collected editions that were accessible to a broad reading 
audience. As Göschen wrote to Wieland, “Every merchant’s assistant, every 
poor student, every rural priest, every moderately salaried offi cer shall be 
able to buy your works . . . In this way they will be read by all of Germany 
and will impact all of Germany.”20 In forming a literary elite, the collected 
edition was also contributing to the establishment of a political commons. 
The more collected editions unifi ed and stabilized an author’s works, the 
more such works could paradoxically circulate among the populace. The 
surge of collected editions that one can identify in the 1820s was directly 
related to the political and economic recuperations that were taking place 
after the close of the Napoleonic wars. In constructing and making available 
a textual body, the collected edition was also contributing in the process 
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to the reconstruction of the national body politic as well. As the publisher 
Georg Reimer wrote in 1826 to one of his authors, greatly understating the 
case, “The public [is now] especially inclined towards collected editions.”21

If the collected edition highlighted nascent political aspirations, it also 
participated in the  early- nineteenth- century ideal of fashioning an image of 
heroic individuality on which such nation states were to be based. As much 
as any genre or discourse in the early nineteenth century, the format of the 
collected edition contributed to and grew out of the idea of literature as an 
index of personality. In contrast to an author’s individual works, in which 
frontispieces often represented particular scenes or settings from the work, 
the frontispieces of collected editions were very often portraits of the author. 
In reading the collected edition, one experienced a persistent encounter 
with a person.

But as Tom Mole has argued, it was precisely the growing citability of such 
images—their capacity to circulate outside of an economy of likeness—that 
contributed to the promotion of authorial celebrity.22 The vogue for autho-
rial portraits as frontispieces disclosed an important tension between per-
son and personality as the frame of writing, between the individual and the 
simulacrum of individuality that the book promoted. The romantic book 
became a key sign of what Deleuze and Guattari have called the emerging 
“faciality” of modern culture, at whose core was the commodifi cation and 
thus deterritorialization of self.23 The face for Deleuze and Guattari was not 
a part of the body, like a head or a hand, but something altogether separate, 
indeed a sign of the very disintegration of the embodied self under capital-
ism. “There is something absolutely inhuman about the face,” they write.24 
The face emerged as a crucial icon in orienting readers’ relationships to the 
increasingly dispersed and mediated self of bibliographic culture. The face, 
according to Deleuze and Guattari, “carrie[d] out the prior gridding that 
makes it possible for the signifying elements to become discernible.”25 In 
this context one can begin to understand the critical force, and enduring 
appeal, of romantic novellas like Balzac’s “Unknown Masterpiece,” at the 
center of which is an illegible portrait, or Hawthorne’s “The Minister’s Black 
Veil,” whose protagonist covers over his face and thereby becomes mon-
strous to his congregation: “He has changed himself into something awful, 
only by hiding his face!”26

Where the face marked a threshold to the simultaneous autobiographiza-
tion of literature and its dehumanization through the commodifi cation of 
the book, genre too played a key role as an index and antidote to this new 
media reality. One of the most popular additions to the collected edition 
was the biographical sketch of the author, which almost always was placed 
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in the opening volumes of the edition (as in Walter Scott’s edition of John 
Dryden or Ludwig Tieck’s edition of the works of Heinrich von Kleist). The 
1819 edition of Rousseau’s works, produced by Jean- Jacques Lefèvre, offered 
a slight variation of this approach when it placed the Confessions at the head 
of the edition,27 a practice that numerous subsequent editions would follow 
and that replaced the traditional primary location of the Discours at the head 
of Rousseau’s oeuvre (initiated by the Société typographique de Genève’s 
1782 edition).28 The author’s narrative self- portrait became the discursive 
frame to complement the visual frame of the face that shaped the reception 
of the author’s works. The fi nal volume of Lefèvre’s edition, which marked 
a key turn in reprinting Rousseau, also contained a collection of remarkable 
expressions by the author, “Vocabulaire des expressions et locutions remar-
quables,” not only motivating the linguistic uniqueness of this particular 
author but also basing the category of authorship itself on such expressive 
remarkability. Finally, in its competition with other posthumous editions, 
a competition which always rested on claims of totality and completeness, 
Lefèvre’s 1819 edition emphasized that it was more complete because of 
the inclusion of so much unprinted material from Rousseau’s life. In the 
“Avertissement de L’Editeur” in the opening volume we read: “Every editor 
of the collected works not only aspires to publish a pure text [un texte pur]; 
his collection must include all of his author’s productions; and in order 
to have the advantage over his competitors, he does his utmost to procure 
those that have not yet been published” (il met tous ses soins à s’en procurer 
d’inédites).29 The collected edition’s increasing reliance on publishing the 
author’s diaries, notes, and correspondence, which we saw vividly enacted 
in the production of the Weimar Edition of Goethe’s works in chapter 1, was 
not only a way of marketing the edition’s novelty and thus marketability. It 
also increasingly aligned the book with the category of the author’s private 
life and away from the history of the author’s publications. Such a fact was 
morbidly on display in the fi nal text of the 1819 edition, “Procès- Verbal de 
l’ouverture du corps de J. J. Rousseau,” where the closure of the collected 
edition was the anatomical confi rmation of the death of the author.

The orientation of the collected edition around the author’s life was by 
no means unique to Rousseau. As the publishers of Byron’s posthumous 
1832 collected edition argued in their introduction to the volume of ju-
venalia, “But every page of it is in fact, when rightly understood, a chapter 
of the author’s confessions.”30 These were of course almost the very same 
words Goethe had used to describe his own works, when he wrote in Poetry 
and Truth: “Everything that I have written to this point are just fragments 
of a greater confession.”31 To affi rm the notion of literature as confessional 



Copying / 61

discourse, this same volume of Byron’s works contained a fold- out facsimile 
of Byron’s manuscript of the early poem “To D—,” which opened with the 
line, “In thee, I fondly hop’d to clasp.” The author’s handwriting brought the 
reader through the screen of the printed page and into the heart and mind 
of the author himself, enacting the very desire of “clasping” encoded in the 
reproduced handwritten poem. In the fold- out facsimile of handwriting, 
the traces of the individual life literally enveloped, like a clasp, the collected 
edition. The synecdoche of the fi gure of the hand that was repeatedly mobi-
lized in collected editions, whether through such titles as the Ausgabe letzter 
Hand, the promotion of unpublished material, or the printing of handwrit-
ing, was there to repair the corporeal ruptures (of the authorial corpus in a 
double sense) that the book’s proliferation increasingly enacted. As Christof 
Windgätter has written, “The changing appearance of the book (through 
its mobilization, format, and geometry) collaborated with the emergence 
of a linguistic structure that would persistently be used, accompanied, and 
constituted by the antecedent presence of the human.”32

However much such individual editions promoted literature as an index 
of the individual person, when one begins to look broadly at such edi-
tions, what is most striking about them is the remarkable visual uniformity 
that they achieved. Unlike the uniqueness of their portrayed authors, the 
editions themselves all began to look the same. Whether it was from one 
edition to the next of one author with the same publisher, as in the case 
of Byron’s collected editions with Murray, multiple authors with the same 
publisher, as in Cotta’s publication of the German Klassiker, or one author 
with multiple publishers, as in the case of the numerous posthumous Rous-
seau editions (fi g. 2.1), one encounters a striking typographical regularity 
in collected editions. However much such editions promoted an aspect of 
novelty to differentiate themselves from their predecessors, they were simul-
taneously marked by an enormous degree of typographic sameness.

Such sameness was not only important on a synchronic level between 
different editions, it also mattered diachronically as well between previous 
editions of the  stand- alone works and the collected edition that reproduced 
these works, a process referred to by the editors of the 1819 Rousseau edition 
as “l’intégrité du texte.”33 In this notion of textual “integrity,” the collected 
edition argued for a fundamental continuity between what appeared in the 
collection and that which had appeared before. This sameness that underlay 
such textual integrity was nevertheless simultaneously positioned within an 
economy of novelty as each new collected edition had to motivate the nov-
elty of what it collected. The collected edition affi rmed both the sameness 
of the collection’s parts and the novelty of the collection’s whole.



Figure 2.1 Title pages from four separate editions of Oeuvres complètes de J. J. Rousseau (1823–
26). Courtesy of the Rare Books and Special Collections Division, McGill University Library.
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And here the case of Göschen and Wieland is again instructive. Göschen’s 
Wieland edition was not only a landmark in the history of publishing, it 
also marked a key moment in the evolution of German copyright law.34 Wie-
land had published seventeen individual works with the Weidmann pub-
lishing house, and when he sold the copyright of his entire collected works 
to Göschen in 1788, Weidmann’s director, Ernst Martin Graff, fi led suit to 
challenge the legality of this move. The basic question behind the case was 
whether a work published within the context of a “collected edition” consti-
tuted a new work or simply an illegal reprint or Nachdruck. For years, debates 
about the positive and negative effects of reprinting had raged in the Ger-
man publishing world,35 a problem that was made especially acute by the 
absence of a unifi ed legal system. Works published in Leipzig could legally 
be reprinted in Stuttgart because those cities were under separate legal and 
political systems. Wieland’s collected works thus appeared during a par-
ticularly tense period when the boundaries of an author’s and a publisher’s 
property rights were being vigorously contested.

Both the Leipziger Bücherkommission and the Sächsische Oberappel-
lationsgericht sided with Göschen, citing the fact that a collected edition 
would never come to fruition if an author’s previous publishers all had to be 
compensated to produce the new edition. The common good of collecting 
an author’s works together in one single edition overrode the more imme-
diate concerns of publishers’ fi nancial remuneration. Göschen’s successful 
defense had rested largely on his claim that a work published as part of the 
collected edition was essentially a new work. Wieland’s novel Agathon, when 
published as part of the works, was not, according to Göschen, the same 
Agathon, but was to be seen as “a new object, a part of the whole.”36

The case of Wieland’s edition thus not only marked a beginning point 
in the emerging legitimacy of a certain kind of reprinting and textual repeti-
tion. It also signaled the way a literary work was crucially understood as a 
material event as well as an intellectual one. As one of the leading voices of 
the nascent copyright movement in the German states, Fichte had argued 
that the literary work was defi ned solely by its unique and proprietary use 
of language.37 The category of the work was disaggregated from its material 
location. And yet Göschen’s defense rested on the argument that the work’s 
location did change the status and meaning and, indeed, novelty of that 
work. The Agathon of the collected works was new because it was “a new 
object, a part of the whole.” In order to justify the reprinting of a previous 
work not as an act of piracy but as one of innovation, Göschen oriented 
both reading and writing as much around the physical location of the work 
as the operations of the author’s mind. It invited readers and writers alike 
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to see a work’s meaning and thus its value as lying within a larger system 
of works. Cotta would later remark to Göschen many years later: “Through 
your publication of Wieland’s works, it appears that you have taken the Ger-
man book trade in a totally new direction.”38 The new direction to which 
Cotta referred was precisely the capitalization of repetition as a cultural and 
literary value.

Reprinting, Reproducibility, and the Novella Collection

In 1819, the fi rst volume of E. T. A. Hoffmann’s The Serapion Brothers: Col-
lected Stories and Tales, appeared on the German book market, at the sugges-
tion of Georg Reimer, Hoffmann’s publisher. Reimer, who would emerge 
as one of the most important promoters of German romantic literature,39 
had previously published Ludwig Tieck’s collection of already published 
stories, Phantasus (1812–16), with relative success, and he recommended 
the same practice to Hoffmann. Like other collected editions, the preface 
to Hoffmann’s fi rst volume identifi ed the project’s importance as its capac-
ity to unite and bring together the diffuse stories published in a variety of 
other bibliographic formats. As Hoffmann confessed to his readers, “The 
publisher’s request that the author collect and add to his stories and tales 
dispersed in journals and miscellanies . . . gave rise to this book and the 
form in which it appears.”40 At the same time, Hoffmann’s opening also 
attempted to defend the novelty of this collected edition of previously pub-
lished work. In agreeing that readers might fi nd his collection extraordi-
narily similar to the one published just a few years before by Ludwig Tieck, 
Hoffmann proceeded to explain how the two collections were in fact quite 
different. He enunciated, in other words, the ways that The Serapion Broth-
ers was different from another author’s work. What he did not address was 
how the works in The Serapion Brothers related to themselves. That problem 
was left to the tales.

In capitalizing on the growing market for republication in the nineteenth 
century, Hoffmann was of course not alone. Numerous romantic writers 
were busy enjoying the fruits of being paid twice (or more) for the same 
piece of writing, and readers were willing to pay for it.41 At the same time 
that Hoffmann’s collection inscribed itself within a bibliographic practice 
of reprinting, it also inscribed itself within the literary genre of the novella 
collection by creating an elaborate frame narrative for the collected tales in 
the spirit of Boccaccio’s Decameron. Beginning with Goethe’s Conversations 
of German Refugees (1795) on through Tieck’s Phantasus (1812–16), Hoff-
mann’s The Serapion Brothers (1819–21), Washington Irving’s Bracebridge 
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Hall (1822), Balzac’s Cent contes drolatiques (1832), and Dickens’s Pickwick 
Papers (1837), the genre of the novella collection experienced a tremendous 
rise in popularity in the fi rst half of the nineteenth century across Europe 
and the Atlantic, a fact that offers an important counterweight to the im-
portance that scholars have accorded the novel in thinking about literary 
form around 1800. Where the novel functioned as a key genre at the turn 
of the nineteenth century to explore the possibility of networking—of bib-
liographic everywhereness—it was the novella collection that emerged to 
address the problem of literary repetition and the bibliographic copy.

The novella collection might seem at fi rst glance an odd genre through 
which to frame such repetitive practices. For Hoffmann’s German contem-
poraries, it was precisely the genre of the novella at the heart of these col-
lections that was theorized as the form through which writers could work 
through the problem of literary novelty, the way “modern” literature in-
creasingly came to defi ne itself in opposition, not in conversation, with a 
literary tradition.42 Whether it was Goethe’s comment that the novella was 
“an  unheard- of event” (eine sich ereignete unerhörte Begebenheit),43 Schle-
gel’s description of the novella as “a story that does not belong to history” 
(eine Geschichte, die . . . nicht zur Geschichte gehört),44 Tieck’s argument 
that the novella narrates an event (Vorfall) “which is marvelous, perhaps 
singular,”45 or Kleist’s emphasis on the improbability at the heart of the 
novella’s plot, the novella was repeatedly invested with the ideals of writ-
ing something down that had not yet come before. Novellistic writing was 
unheard of, lacked a history, was singular or improbable. It was the literary 
version of the news, the genre of geniuses.

And yet in practice, the novella collection was always intensely concerned 
with the question of narrative recycling, a problem which of course dated 
back to the genre’s medieval founder Boccaccio, whom the romantics were 
explicitly invoking. Whether it was Goethe’s Conversations of German Refu-
gees with his retelling of Bassompierre’s memoirs (which would later be 
retold by Hugo von Hofmannsthal), Stendhal’s dramatization of his en-
gagement with his  early- modern source material and the presence of “une 
autre main” in his collection L’abbesse de Castro (1839), Balzac’s imitation 
of Rabelaisian diction in Cent contes drolatiques (1832), or the fashion for 
refashioning folk and fairy tales in Tieck, Irving, or Hawthorne (think of the 
latter’s Twice- Told Tales [1837]), the  nineteenth- century novella collection 
seemed far more invested in investigating the problem of secondarity than 
novelty. It had much more in common with Alfred de Vigny’s categoriza-
tion of the romantic age as an age of “renaissance” and “rehabilitation”46 
or Friedrich Schlegel’s anecdote about the Italian restorer of a painting by 
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Caracci who cleaned half of the image and left the other half alone.47 Ernst 
Behler has called this romantic fascination with rehab and rebirth “evolu-
tionary modernism,”48 and one sees the important overlaps at work here 
between literary practices and emerging scientifi c paradigms in the nine-
teenth century.

When we turn more closely to E. T. A. Hoffmann’s fi nal novella collec-
tion, however, we encounter an altogether different set of concerns, one 
that we might call, following Behler, “reproducible modernism.” Instead 
of exhibiting an interest in either pure or evolutionary novelty, Hoffmann’s 
work seems far more interested in the question of the novelty of sameness. 
Rather than standing as a founding document of either a modernist mythos 
of  avant- gardism with its continued urgency of innovation or a postmod-
ernist mythos of adaptation and recycling, I want to argue Hoffmann’s col-
lection stands at the head of an altogether different artistic tradition con-
cerned with the impact of technological reproducibility on modern cultural 
spaces. Hoffmann’s collection is especially signifi cant here precisely because 
it has served, through the fi gure of the patron saint in its title, as one of the 
paradigmatic works of a “visionary romanticism,” where the category of 
literature was increasingly equated with a deeply interior, and thus highly 
individual, experience, just as the categories of interiority and individuality 
themselves were increasingly equated with those of depth and illegibility.49

Hoffmann would go on to fi gure as one of the most signifi cant infl u-
ences in the development of literature in the nineteenth century. Such im-
pact would eventually culminate in the signifi cance that Hoffmann played 
in the work of Sigmund Freud, and in particular in Freud’s development of 
the concept of the uncanny which would form the basis of Freud’s thinking 
about the structure of the human psyche more generally. Freud’s essay on 
“The Uncanny,” which he defi ned as “that class of the frightening which 
leads back to what is known of old and long familiar,” would arguably 
function as one of the most infl uential readings of Hoffmann and this larger 
romantic concern with repetition.50 And yet in transforming a historically 
specifi c bibliographic concern of Hoffmann’s into a universal psychological 
condition, Freud was in essence effacing the important role that the book 
had played in shaping such imaginary experiences. Freud’s essay represented 
a key landmark, in other words, in the  nineteenth- century process of the 
naturalization of the book.

In taking Hoffmann as the case study for my chapter—in performing 
my own act of repetition—I am interested in understanding how the poet-
ics of repetition that Freud so acutely identifi ed in Hoffmann’s work was 
not the function of a basic and timeless psychic structure but instead was a 
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technique of addressing the  media- technological conditions in which such 
psychological profi les could be generated. I want to dwell on the way Hoff-
mann’s intense interest not with forms of Innerlichkeit but with forms of 
Äußerung—that is, forms of expression, exteriors, sociability, and communi-
cation—was a means of aligning his writing with the logic of reproducibil-
ity and collectivity that was coming to defi ne his immediate bibliographic 
environment.51 How did Hoffmann’s poetics of the return in a collection 
like The Serapion Brothers inscribe itself within the increasingly elaborate sys-
tem of reproducibility and the attendant proliferation of the literary “copy,” 
which such collections were themselves generating? How did these literary 
reproductions legitimize reproducibility itself?

E. T. A. Hoffmann’s The Serapion Brothers 
and the Crisis of Originality

The Serapion Brothers was published in four volumes over the course of three 
years (1819–21) and consisted almost exclusively of material that Hoffmann 
had already published in either periodicals or miscellanies. We know from 
Hoffmann’s correspondence with Reimer that this collection was supposed 
to contain as much new material as old. While the preface to the fi rst vol-
ume announced that “new contributions” would indeed be “added,” from 
the very beginning the old always outnumbered the new and the project was 
overshadowed by Hoffmann’s inability to produce the promised number of 
new works. This crisis of productivity reached its highpoint with the fourth 
and fi nal volume, when Hoffmann wrote to Reimer:

Sickness has once again inhibited my activities and drive; nevertheless the 

fourth part of the Serapion Brothers moves inexorably forward and will be, 

God willing, the most interesting of all, since it only contains two previously 

printed stories, of which the one (printed in the Wiener Zeitblatt) remains 

relatively unfamiliar to us, otherwise it contains only new work.52

Of the six stories ultimately published in the fourth volume, four were 
reprints and only two were new, one of which had been promised for the 
third volume but had not been completed in time. In the entire collection’s 
 twenty- eight stories that spanned four volumes and over one- thousand 
pages of text, Hoffmann managed to produce just three new tales (and two 
of these only in time for the fi nal volume). The emphasis in his letter to 
Reimer of the obscurity of one of his story’s previous printings (in the Wie-
ner Zeitblatt)—and thus the possibility of considering it as a  quasi- “new” 
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work—revealed not only the extent to which Hoffmann participated in the 
vogue for reprinting in the early nineteenth century. It also showed how this 
work, in distinction to his earlier collections, was marked from beginning to 
end by a steady and growing orientation towards writing as reproduction.

The frame narrative that Hoffmann wrote for the collection (and that 
signifi cantly contained a tale that had previously been published elsewhere) 
not surprisingly takes up this issue, or crisis if you will, of origination. It 
describes the reconvening of four (eventually six) old friends who debate 
whether or not to form a club in which they will tell each other stories that 
they have previously written down. In the closed community of storytellers, 
Hoffmann’s frame explicitly echoed Boccaccio’s Decameron. But in reading 
stories aloud that had already been written down, Hoffmann’s collection 
not only captured a larger cultural shift from an oral to a written narrative 
culture that was consistently thematized in romantic writing. It also drew 
attention to the way such oral and performative tropes were deployed to 
understand books. If the plague that Boccaccio’s narrators fl ed, however, 
had really been the plague, the plague in Hoffmann’s collection was origi-
nality itself, the problem of starting anew that we know literally plagued 
Hoffmann during the entire production of this edition.

The collection opens with the statement by Lothar, one of the club’s 
narrators: “Look at it how you will, one cannot deny, cannot avert the bitter 
conviction that never—never will something return that once was” (SB, 13). 
Opening the collection with Lothar’s statement about the impossibility of the 
return suggests a very different focus to this collection than I have just inti-
mated, one driven by a commitment to a larger romantic poetics of novelty 
and the impossibility of the return of the past. And yet Hoffman’s rhetorical 
and grammatical strategies counteract precisely the content of the opening 
statement’s assertion. In opening with direct speech, the frame narrative is 
framed by the positionality of its opening enunciation, as the remaining 
tales both inside the frame narrative and between it (the frame narrative is 
structured like a novella collection itself) will function as so many replies 
to Lothar’s assertion. Indeed in that double “never” of Lothar’s opening 
statement we can see how the absoluteness of Lothar’s position, already un-
dermined through the use of quotation marks, is further undercut through 
the rhetorical device of repetition (epizeuxis).

This commitment to a world defi ned by temporal discontinuity articu-
lated in Lothar’s opening position is fi rst challenged in the frame narrative 
by Cyprian in his subsequent anecdote about the two philosophy students 
who, after not having seen one another for several years, resume their con-
versation at precisely the point where they left off:
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Precisely in such a philosophical debate, precisely in that moment [in dem 

Augenblick] when Sebastian threw a decisive and powerful blow [Schlag] and 

Ptolomäus was collecting himself to reply, they were interrupted and chance 

willed it that they never again met in K—. . . . Nearly twenty years passed, 

when Ptolomäus sees a fi gure on the street in B— walking in front of him, 

whom he quickly recognizes to be his friend Sebastian. He hurries after him, 

taps him on the shoulder, and as Sebastian turns around, Ptolomäus imme-

diately begins: You asserted that—enough!—he threw the blow that he had 

prepared twenty years ago. (SB, 21–22)

This anecdote would mark an essential focal point for the collection as a 
whole, with its various elements of deixis (“in that moment”), acoustic 
shock (the “blow”), and diegetic shifting (“you asserted that—enough!—he 
threw the blow”) being replayed throughout the subsequent tales. The point 
of the anecdote was not that the students have the same conversation over 
again, but that the conversation remained the same even over vast amounts 
of time. There was a fundamental continuity and textual integrity at stake 
here. But just as the rhetorical device of repetition was used to articulate the 
impossibility of return in the opening sentence, the rhetorical devices of 
interruption (parenthesis) and omission (ellipsis) are used here in conjunc-
tion with the narratological shift from direct to indirect speech to articulate 
the possibility of continuity (“you asserted that—enough!—he threw the 
blow . . .”). What returns in the frame narrative is not the content but the 
frame itself, the condition of possibility of sameness.

Such concern with temporal continuity and corporeal integrity is enacted 
most prominently in the frame narrative in the tale about the title fi gure, 
Serapion, who will eventually be chosen as the club’s patron saint. Cyprian 
is once again the narrator, and we learn that Serapion is a hermit whom 
he has met and whom he suspects of being a certain Count P**. Neverthe-
less, as a prime example of the psychological pathology of der fi xen Ideen, 
the Count insists on referring to himself as Serapion, whom we are told 
is a  third- century heretical Christian monk who was dismembered by the 
Emperor Decius during the “Decian persecution” and thrown off a cliff to 
his death.53 Serapion’s fi delity to an inner vision, however discordant with 
external reality, is what has made him such an attractive romantic hero for 
generations of subsequent readers. As Peter von Matt has suggested, trans-
forming this romantic paradigm into a universal one: “Precisely because of 
his variety of insanity, Serapion becomes the Ur- image of the poet, the goal 
towards which every narrative artist should strive: to fashion everything in 
and out of his inner self.”54
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I want to suggest that Serapion is chosen here as the patron saint of 
both the collection and romanticism more generally not simply because 
of his visionary identity—that he represents an alternative to the techno-
logical foundations of art embodied in the fi gure of Councilor Krespel, for 
example, whose tale is also included in the frame narrative. Rather, what 
makes Serapion the patron saint of this novella collection in particular and, 
one could argue of a particular aspect of romanticism in general, is his pro-
motion of a temporal and corporeal continuity. His survival and his corpo-
real intactness represent a resistance to the very problem of diffusion and 
change that surrounded bibliographic work in the early nineteenth century 
and that the novella collection as a genre was designed to recuperate. Sera-
pion literally embodies the textual integrity at the heart of collected edi-
tions, an integrity that was understood as both a spatial and temporal unity. 
He is the ideal patron to this collection because he represents a particular 
ideal of collection itself. This continuity between the body of the saint and 
the body of the book is then amplifi ed in Serapion’s mode of speech, as he 
recounts a collection of novellas to Cyprian one evening to pass the night 
together during his visit. Whether fi guratively or communicatively, in both 
who he is and what he says, Serapion quite literally embodies the genre of 
the novella collection.

When Cyprian returns to fi nd Serapion again, however, he is gone. The 
fi gure of continuity and sameness has disappeared. By adopting Serapion 
as the patron saint to this collection, The Serapion Brothers substitutes itself 
for his absence. The book, the corpus of tales, becomes the space or corpus 
of repetition. According to the narrative frame to the collected edition, the 
work of the collection—and of the individual works within the collection—
is to enact precisely this movement from discontinuity to continuity, from 
difference to sameness, from the impossibility of return to the legitimacy of 
repetition. As I will try to show in greater detail, the work of writing in the 
collection motivates the very practice of literary collection itself.

“The Uncanny Guest” and the Poetics of the Same

In the third volume of The Serapion Brothers there appeared the novella “The 
Uncanny Guest.” “The Uncanny Guest” was not only a reused title of an 
earlier novella by Hoffmann’s friend, Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué, that 
had appeared in the miscellany  Pocket- Book Dedicated to Love and Friendship 
(1814). It was also a reprint of Hoffmann’s own novella by that title that 
had initially appeared in the literary miscellany The Narrator (1819). On 
top of this, it was also a rewritten version of another of Hoffmann’s tales, 
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“The Magnetist,” that had been printed in one of his earlier collections, 
Fantasy Pieces in the Manner of Callot (1814). The reprint that reused avail-
able literary material was also a remake. Like the collection in which it ap-
peared, “The Uncanny Guest” was marked by an accumulation of repetitive 
bibliographic practices, a point that one could see amplifi ed at a fi gural and 
communicative level as well. Far from attempting to justify the category of 
the “version”—the variants and the transformations that were so central to 
a Goethean theory of art—Hoffmann’s remaking was far more invested in 
legitimizing, through the very process of transformation, the experience of 
sameness. As we will see, it is precisely at those moments where the second 
version differs from its predecessor that it is most invested in promoting a 
poetics of repetition.

“The Uncanny Guest” has been a much  passed- over story in Hoffmann 
scholarship, a point that is notable because it explicitly invokes the cat-
egory of das Unheimliche upon which much of Hoffmann’s subsequent fame 
has rested (Freud himself does not address this story). I suspect that such 
overlooking has been the product of the deep sense of unoriginality that 
has surrounded it and the crucial ways that originality and novelty have 
remained dominant critical positions within the fi eld of literary study. But I 
want to suggest that the signifi cance of “The Uncanny Guest”—what makes 
it in my view one of the key texts of Hoffmann’s corpus—lies precisely in 
its intricate attention to the growing problem of sameness that structured 
the  nineteenth- century literary fi eld. Its importance resides in its capacity 
to take up at so many different levels simultaneously the intersection of 
reading and repetition that was at the heart of the romantic bibliographic 
world.55

“The Uncanny Guest” is based on Hoffmann’s initial tale, “The Mag-
netist,” and the earlier story concerns the failed marriage of Maria and 
 Hypolit that concludes in her death on their wedding day. It begins with a 
family sitting around the fi re drinking Punsch and discussing the status of 
dreams. The statement, “Träume sind Schäume” (literally, dreams are foam, 
but more loosely understood as dreams are nonsense), leads to a debate 
about the meaning of dreams in general, which is followed by the tale of 
the Baron’s dream about an extremely odd Major he met during his time at 
the Ritterakademie (who was given to nighttime performances of imaginary 
sword fi ghts in his garden that would conclude with him climbing trees and 
laughing uncontrollably). The Baron’s unsettling dream concludes with the 
Major using a “glowing instrument” pressed against his head to see through 
the Baron’s “innermost self” (SB, 146).

This tale is followed by a comic interlude on the part of the painter, 
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Franz Bickert, a guest for many years of the Baron’s, who tells the story of a 
dream he had in which he was a watermark and was tortured one evening 
by a satanic writer. Bickert’s tale is followed by Ottmar’s story of his friend 
Theobald who used the popular  eighteenth- century science of magnetism 
(also known as mesmerism) to win back his lost lover, Auguste. Ottmar tells 
us that he has learned his story from Alban, another guest at the Baron’s 
house, and it is in fact Alban who teaches Theobald the magnetic skills he 
needs to win over his lover, who fell for an Italian offi cer during Theobald’s 
absence at university. At the conclusion of the story, the Baron’s daughter, 
Maria, faints and Alban enters from an adjacent room to assist her, at which 
point the Baron, in traditional Hoffmannian fashion, suspects that Alban is 
in fact the Major from his youth. The narrative breaks off at this point and 
is continued through a letter of Maria’s to her friend Adelgunde where we 
learn that Alban is practicing his magnetism on her, which threatens her 
planned marriage with Hypolit, who is away at war. The story is concluded 
through an editor’s account and through the inclusion of notes from Franz 
Bickert’s diary in which we learn of the death of Maria on her wedding day 
and the subsequent death of the Baron (old age) and Ottmar (battle).

When Hoffmann “rewrote” his initial story, he not only reused all of the 
basic elements of the fi rst version, he also crucially reversed the trajectory of 
the narrative. “The Uncanny Guest” begins in a similar fashion with a family 
sitting around the fi re drinking Punsch, but instead of discussing the status 
of dreams, they tell each other stories of mysterious sounds that draw in sig-
nifi cant ways on Goethe’s earlier novella collection, Conversations of German 
Refugees (1795). The question of reference (do dreams refer to some stratum 
of the real) is transferred from a psychological plane to an acoustic or senso-
rial one. The magnetist who haunts the Baron’s dreams and reappears as the 
family guest to seduce the young woman in the fi rst version reappears in the 
second version as the “uncanny Count S—i.” As in the fi rst version, he will 
attempt to seduce the young woman (Angelika) away from the young man 
(Moritz) when he departs for battle. Upon the news that Moritz has died 
in battle, Angelika agrees to marry the Count, but unlike the fi rst version 
where the young man and woman both die, the marriage to the magnetist is 
interrupted by Moritz’s return, at which point the Count dies and Angelika 
and Moritz marry, living happily ever after (almost).

The Plot of the Returning Husband

At the most general level, both “The Magnetist” and “The Uncanny Guest” 
belong to the genre of stories about the problem of the returning husband. 
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Homer’s Odyssey provides one of the key archetypes of this plot, and the 
elevation of Homer to the position of Ur- poet in the romantic pantheon 
(brought to life, in German at least, through Voß’s translation, Werther’s 
imagination, and Schlegel’s theorization) offered the most obvious source 
for the growing popularity of such stories, which included Balzac’s “Col-
onel Chabert,” Washington Irving’s “Rip van Winkle,” and Hawthorne’s 
“The Wives of the Dead.” But the more immediate historical backdrop of 
the  Napoleonic wars was also an important point of reference for these 
tales. One should never underestimate just how violent the romantic pe-
riod was. The plot of the returning husband was intimately connected with 
postwar narratives more generally, as the corporeal and social ruptures of 
war were memorialized either in the character’s name (Rip van Winkle or 
the  early- modern example of Martin Guerre)56 or his physical description 
(Odys seus’ scar, Cha bert’s head wound, Guerre’s missing limbs). The re-
turning husband represented a moment of social crisis, fi guring the “re-
 membrance” of the wounded male body as a tripartite act of memorializa-
tion, social membership, and personal and psychological integrity.57 As with 
Odysseus’ confl ict with his wife’s suitors, at stake in the fi gure of the return-
ing husband was the project of domestication, of how to expel unwanted 
guests and, in the process, how to transform oneself from a guest to a hus-
band. Both “The Magnetist” and “The Uncanny Guest” were marked by a 
series of people who would not leave (Bickert, Alban, Count S—i), and the 
question that the stories posed was how to tell the difference between those 
who belonged and those who did not. The success of the husband’s return, 
of moving from guest to husband, depended on his capacity to prove, in 
 Serapion- like fashion, the continuity of his identity, that he was in fact the 
same person as when he left.

The story of the returning husband was thus, on one level, a remark-
ably effective symbolic means to reestablish the imagined inviolability of 
interior spaces, whether of self, home, or Heimat. It played a key role in the 
political recuperations that marked the post- revolutionary period in Eu-
ropean and American history. But the story of the returning husband in 
Hoffmann also became an important means to understand the practices 
of collection upon which the integrity of these interiors depended. Their 
imagined inviolability rested on the production of temporal continuity, not 
so much through the deployment of physical evidence (the scar) as through 
the practice of narration (of being able to recount the past that one held in 
common). Indeed, it was precisely the mobilization of narrative material in 
Hoffmann—which, as we will see, depended on the fundamental mobility 
of narrative material itself—that compensated for the corporeal disfi gura-
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tions of the veteran’s body, that compensated for any visual unlikeness. 
Unlike Hypolit in the fi rst version of Hoffmann’s tale, whose return from 
battle was narrated by someone else and which resulted in the death of his 
wife on their wedding day, Moritz’s successful reintegration rested on his 
capacity to narrate his own absence, a narrative performance that neverthe-
less importantly had to pass through the other narrators who were present. 
Moritz’s social reintegration was produced through the collectivizing tech-
nique of narrative orchestration.

The Magnetic Doppelgänger

There is a remarkable similarity, in other words, between the fi gure of the re-
turning husband and that most ubiquitous of romantic fi gures, the double.58 
In each case, the duel with the double is about reestablishing the integrity 
of the “I.” It is not surprising, then, that the husband as double is himself 
doubled through the fi gure of the magnetist, the person capable of dividing 
the interiority of the individual subject.

The fi rst key change that Hoffmann makes between the fi rst and second 
versions of his story—what makes the returning husband’s return a success 
and not a failure—is to make the subplot of the fi rst version (Theobald’s 
successful mesmerization of his lover Auguste) into the primary plot of the 
second, to transform, in other words, the returning husband from the mag-
netist’s antagonist to the magnetist’s pupil. We know that “The Magnetist” 
was written at the height of Hoffmann’s interest in magnetism, a period in 
which he was avidly reading works like Kluge’s Essay on the Representation 
of Animal Magnetism as a Means of Healing (1811), Bartels’ Foundations of a 
Physiology and Physics of Animal Magnetism (1812), and Schubert’s Observa-
tions on the Dark Side of Natural Philosophy (1808).59 Like the attention to 
dreams at the opening of “The Magnetist,” magnetism and the magnetist’s 
power to control his subjects captured for Hoffmann what Hans Robert 
Jauss has called the larger romantic fascination with the “Not- I” that would 
then go on to play such a prominent role in Freudian psychoanalysis.60 As 
Jürgen Barkhoff has written, “The case studies and even more the fi ctional-
izations of mesmerism . . . are readable as ethnographic investigations into 
the foreign and threatening nature of  inner- psychological abysses.”61 Or as 
Maria herself wrote to her friend Adelgunde, “Yes, even as I write this I feel 
all too well that it is only He who gives me the words to see myself in him” 
(SB, 166). The division of the “I” that the attention to both dreams and the 
magnetist’s ethereal rapport with his subjects produces is also in some sense 
an Ich- Verlust, a loss of the subject’s control over him-  or herself.



Copying / 75

In the vast literature on the topic, the Doppelgänger has most often been 
thought of in psychologized terms, as a sign, in Christof Forderer’s words 
in a recent monograph on the topic, of the “diffusion of identity” (Iden-
titätsdiffusion) or the “dedifferentiation of the I- Pronoun” (Entgrenzung des 
Ich- Pronomens).62 The proliferation of literary doubles is supposed to be the 
most emphatic sign of the growing psychologization of literature in the 
nineteenth century, the orientation of the literary as an exploration of an 
interiority that undergoes both a remarkable expansion as well as division. 
The proliferation of the double within the larger historical fact of the pro-
liferation of the book assumes a fundamentally narcissistic structure, one 
which Freud argued was a crucial component of the “uncanny” itself,63 as 
readers were increasingly trained to see an image of themselves in their 
books. As Friedrich Kittler has argued, “The printed word was skipped and 
the book forgotten, until somewhere between the lines a hallucination ap-
peared—the pure signifi ed of the printed sign. In other words, Doubles in 
the era of classical Romanticism originated in the classroom where we learn 
to read correctly.”64

I want to pause for a moment here and ask whether this all too famil-
iar reading of the proliferation of the romantic double is not in need of 
some revision. If the encounter with the double in romantic fi ction is most 
often a threatening one, why would such an agonistic fi gure function as a 
mechanism of identifi cation between reader and medium? Why would the 
traumatic experience of one’s double lead a reader to see through the me-
dium of the book? Why is the double a fi gure of the double self, in other 
words, and not just a fi gure of doubleness more generally? Instead of a 
fi gure of narcissistic personifi cation or psychological division, perhaps the 
story of the double—the story about the proliferation of sameness—offered 
an extremely attractive plot to address a communicative world defi ned by 
increasingly reproducible cultural objects. In capturing the crisis that sur-
rounded the singular and the unique, perhaps the story of the double did 
not so much articulate some new psychological reality or a larger program 
of psychologization at all, but instead represented with striking precision 
the material reality of a new communications environment. Perhaps it cap-
tured the sheer discomfort of inhabiting a world constituted by so much 
of the same thing, or put differently, of a world of so little originality. The 
duel with the double was not so much an invitation to identify with the 
characters in books as it was a means of contending with the discomforts of 
so much cultural sameness.

Maria’s comment to her friend in “The Uncanny Guest” that I cited 
above nicely underscores the way Hoffmann’s work explicitly draws atten-
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tion to such communicative concerns. When she writes, “Yes, even as I write 
this . . . ,” she is indicating how a particular technology of communica-
tion and its accompanying narrative practice are implicated in this process 
of “I- Loss.”65 As Albrecht Koschorke has argued, a fundamental absence 
of language was necessary for the healing process of classical magnetism, 
which relied instead on invisible fl uids and connective tissues.66 This is the 
case in Hoffmann’s “The Magnetist” for the Baron, on whom the magnetist 
Major uses his “glowing instrument” to create an immediate rapport with 
his innermost self. But in the subplot surrounding Theodor, which is then 
elevated to the primary plot of the later “Uncanny Guest,” what matters 
most for the magnetizing process is not the immediacy of the contact but 
precisely its “mediacy” through the narration of preexisting narrative mate-
rial which is “whispered” into the subject’s ear. This particular magnetist 
plot is then reused by Hoffmann (and expanded) because it motivates the 
reuse of material. Again Koschorke: “If classical magnetism depended upon 
a fundamental transmission of energy, one century later psychoanalysis 
would base itself on the absolute unavoidability of the semiotic distance 
of its subjects.”67 To nuance Koschorke’s claim slightly, we could say that if 
classical magnetism was about dramatizing the possibility of a sympathetic, 
direct contact with another, Hoffmannian magnetism (and its offspring 
Freudian psychoanalysis) was increasingly about the Technik (technologies 
and techniques) of literary reactivation and recollection that produced such 
connectivity. The fundamental principle of the semiotic distance between 
subjects necessitated a more general refl ection on the narrative, linguistic, 
and material techniques that were used to shape and bridge that distance.

The Whisper, Noise, and the Acoustics of Relocatability

Hoffmann’s work thus dramatizes the historical transformation of the 
magnetist’s- psychoanalyst’s- artist’s control over the subject from one of im-
mediacy to semiotic and technological mediacy. It transforms the magnet-
ist plot, in other words, into a means of thinking about the bibliographic 
economy. And it will be through the remediated orality of the “whisper,” 
I want to suggest, which replaces the natural media of “fl uids,” “ether,” or 
“electricity” on which magnetism formerly depended, where Hoffmann 
promotes this new bibliographic culture of collection. In being both au-
dible and inaudible, the whisper not only communicates some piece of 
information to the one who can hear it, it also communicates the ambiguity 
and thus interpretability of such information to those who cannot.68 In 
the inaudibility of its content on both a diegetic and heterodiegetic level—
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to both readers and certain characters within the story—the whisper com-
municates incommunicability. It is not just noise but the fi gure of noise. 
It is both secretive (heimlich) and unavailable. But in the audibility of the 
enunciation itself—an audibility without content and thus without a deter-
minable meaning or source—the whisper as a mode of communication is 
also defi ned by its extraordinary availability to appropriation and thus un-
heimlich. The importance of the whisper is not simply in the way it activates 
a hermeneutic scenario, but the way in which such interpretive necessities 
are framed as a function of the increasing mobility and thus availability of 
narrative information.

The whisper is thus, on one level, an ideal mode of “magnetic commu-
nication” because it draws attention to the noise, and thus the channel, of 
any communicative channel. In a perfect articulation of Burke’s scene / act 
ratio, the mode of speech (the whisper) corresponds here to its speaker (the 
magnetist), because he literally embodies the channel (he is the fi gure of 
the third).69 If the whisper emerges as a fundamental sign of noise in Hoff-
mann, it is also one part of a much larger economy of unintelligible sound 
that lacks either source or sense. In another important variation between the 
fi rst and the second versions, Hoffmann dramatically expands and alters the 
opening frame narrative of “The Uncanny Guest” so that instead of telling 
stories about dreams, the characters recount stories about sounds for which 
no one can identify the sound’s source. Whether it is the ethereal music 
of Ceylon, the Spanish sigh, the rain drops without rain during a visit to 
an inn, or the haunting sigh of death that follows Moritz’s friend Bogislav, 
what each story narrates is the experience of not being able to connect a 
sound with its source. Indeed, these sounds without sources in the framed 
narratives of the novella are part of a larger economy of sound without sense 
within the frame narrative of the novella, whether it is the verbs used to de-
scribe the fi re or the “tea machine” (zischen, prasseln, pfi ffen, heulen, knistern), 
the whispering that Angelika is repeatedly subjected to that we as readers 
never overhear (performed by a proliferation of “M”- characters, the Mother, 
Marguerite, and Moritz), or the series of loud, sudden noises that punctuate 
the story (when Marguerite drops her glass, the Schlag or “blow” at the door 
that marks the Count’s entrance, and the gunshots that are described in the 
stories of Bogislav and Moritz).

What we have in the second novella, in other words, is a series of circulat-
ing noises that literally remain unheimlich, that are incapable of establishing 
the status of being “at home.” They lack a stable frame of reference, failing to 
belong in a strong sense to a particular owner or a particular place. Nowhere 
is this guestness of sound and speech more emphatically on display than in 
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the moment of the loud bang at the door while Moritz is recounting his 
story of Bogislav prior to his departure for war. At the moment that Moritz 
tells us that Bogislav cries out, “Show yourself, you demon!,” we read:

Show yourself, you demon! if you dare—I challenge you and all your spir-

its of hell that stand ready at your command—Now a violent blow [Schlag] 

occurred.—In that moment [in dem Augenblick] the door to the room fl ung 

open with a threatening rattle. (SB, 734)

Recalling both the “blow” (Schlag) and the words “in that moment” (in dem 
Augenblick) of the anecdote about the philosophy students in the novella col-
lection’s frame narrative, it is precisely at the moment of the “violent blow” 
in “The Uncanny Guest” that the reader’s attention is suddenly stretched 
across three (or four) different diegetic levels. The digression, “Now a vio-
lent blow occurred,” could variously refer to either the character’s narrative 
(Bogislav), the fi ctional narrator’s narrative (Moritz), or the frame narra-
tor’s narrative (Ottmar), or of course, as is always possible in Hoffmann, 
an intrusion by the (real or fi ctional) editor of the volume. Unlike in the 
anecdote of the philosophy students, however, the words “in that moment” 
fail to correspond to a single speaking position; like all of the other sounds 
in the novella, they are marked by an extraordinary availability.

This economy of circulating sounds and the growing effacement of a 
stable system of origins that characterizes Hoffmann’s novella has much 
in common with the “poetics of secondarity” and the “dislocation of ref-
erence” that Meredith McGill has identifi ed in the writing of Edgar Allen 
Poe.70 Indeed, the whisper would be the central mode of communication 
used by the double in Poe’s “William Wilson.” But a signal difference be-
tween these two writers’ works lies in the way such poetic dislocations in 
Hoffmann’s later work are always bound together with a poetics of reloca-
tion as well. The dislocatability of language is indeed the very precondition 
of its relocatability. The opening anecdotes that all narrate an acoustics of 
availability do not simply frame the remaining concerns of the no vella. 
Rather, they become the narrative material through which the magnetist, 
and later, the returning husband, will practice their own arts of repeti-
tion and recuperation. The material that is reused is marked by the avail-
ability and mobility of speech within it—in other words, that it can be 
reused. The point is not simply that there are a series of repetitions that one 
can trace throughout Hoffmann’s text, but that these repetitions motivate 
the very practice of repetition itself. As we will see, the particular moment 
of diegetic uncertainty and polyreferentiality in the knock at the door not 
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only points backwards to preexisting material in the collection but becomes 
material for future reuse as well.

The Collectivity of the Copy

This brings me to the fi nal signifi cant variation between these two novellas. 
As we can recall from my opening description of “The Magnetist,” the earlier 
version concludes with a cascading series of perspectives, a technique used 
most famously in Hoffmann’s “The Sandman” and congruent with Gerhard 
Neumann’s identifi cation of the perspectival instabilities of Hoffmann’s 
prose.71 At the close of “The Magnetist” we are presented with a letter from 
Maria, a letter fragment from Alban, a  fi rst- person narrative in the voice of 
an editor, and excerpts from Franz Bickert’s diary. The later novella, on the 
other hand, does not so much do away with this polyphony as contain it. In 
the course of eight pages, the following speakers tell the tale of Moritz’s re-
turn in the order in which they are listed: Moritz, Dagobert, General S—en, 
the Colonel’s wife, Dagobert, Moritz, General S—en, Dagobert, Moritz, 
Dagobert, a letter of Count S—i received from Marguerite read aloud by 
Dagobert, the Colonel’s wife, Dagobert, and the Colonel’s wife.

The polyphony of “The Magnetist” reappears in “The Uncanny Guest,” 
but now such voices are recorded as the orchestration of a single fi gure. 
Where in the fi rst novella such multiple speaking positions seemed to ra-
diate outwards away from a unifi ed perspective, in the later version they 
always return to, or revolve around, a single coordinating fi gure responsible 
for this procedure of narrative montage.

Moritz begins this operation of narrative orchestration with the words 
“You know . . . ,” as the polyphonic narrative performance is framed pre-
cisely by the practice of reuse, of what a listener already knows. But this act 
of speech points not only to preexisting common knowledge but also to the 
reuse of this act of speech itself, which had marked the beginning of one of 
Moritz’s own narratives from the earlier portion of the novella (“You know, 
began Moritz . . .” [SB, 725]). When Ottmar, who in the second version 
is no longer a character in the story but its narrator, cries out “What! you 
already know my story?,” such shock in the frame narrative is replaced in 
the novella by the normalization of using such preexisting material. The nar-
ration continues through a series of planned and unplanned interruptions, 
with Moritz guiding the transitions (“But now you continue, Dagobert”) or 
interjecting himself (“Yes, said the Captain [Moritz] as he interrupted his 
friend” [Ja! fi el der Rittmeister dem Freunde ins Wort]). It is precisely this 
latter expression by the narrator, to fall into someone’s words (an idiom for 
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interrupting someone), that discloses most succinctly the larger narrative 
operation occurring here. In being spoken for, Moritz is literally falling into 
the words of others, as his biography is constituted through the speech of 
others. Moritz’s role as a narrator is to coordinate the heterogeneity of these 
increasingly available voices—his but one among many—as though they 
were his own.

Bringing about this transformation from guest to husband—bringing 
about the legitimization of Moritz’s reappearance, in other words—depends 
on two important, and importantly paradoxical, narrative procedures. It de-
pends, fi rst, on the coordination of numerous voices as a single voice, on the 
narrator’s capacity to regulate heterogeneity in a double sense: as both plu-
rality and difference. As the narrator’s interlocutor asks in Hawthorne’s “My 
Kinsman, Major Molineaux”: “May not a man have several voices, Robin, as 
well as two complexions?”72 The task of the narrator is thus twofold: to pres-
ent the increasing variability of speaking positions as increasingly unifi ed 
and to present the increasing foreignness of speech as proprietary. Far from 
reestablishing the congruence between sound and source that was marked 
as a problem through the opening narratives of the novella, the successful 
conclusion of the novella depends on the normalization of this suspension of 
the ownership of speech. The novella redefi nes “at- homeness” in language 
as the incorporation of increasing degrees of “guestness.” Where Bakhtin 
has argued that “foreignness” is the fundamental element of all utterances, 
I want to suggest that Hoffmann’s tale discloses the way such acceptance of 
the foreign in language, indeed language as something potentially foreign 
(and thus unheimlich), can be read as a crucially romantic contribution.73

But that is just the fi rst operation at work here. The returning husband’s 
legitimacy also depends on the collective legitimization of, and participa-
tion in, this practice of reuse. The condition of possibility of appropriating 
the words of others in Moritz’s narrative is precisely the proliferation of nar-
ratives at the outset of the novella—most prominently fi gured in Moritz’s 
own narrative—that dramatize the availability of speech, that dramatize the 
increasing instability of the relationship between a sound and its source, 
speech and speaker. The practice of repetition, in other words, is motivated 
by a preexisting poetics of repetition. In redeploying the very narrative tech-
niques enacted in the earlier tales, and more signifi cantly, in redeploying his 
own earlier narrative techniques, Moritz transforms himself not only into a 
magnetist but more importantly into a kind of collector. The magnetist is no 
longer necessary to the plot—he can die in the second version—because he 
lives on in the fi gure of Moritz, only now as a legitimate fi gure. According to 
Hoffmann’s writing, the collector is precisely the fi gure capable of produc-
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ing sameness out of heterogeneity and heterogeneity—a novel difference—
out of such sameness.

Again

In the early nineteenth century, following the precedent of the Göschen 
publishing house, publishers were increasingly occupied with collecting, 
packaging, and selling the collected works of their respective language’s 
most popular authors. The success of this format both derived from, as well 
as contributed to, the emerging discourse of the heroic author, the organiza-
tion of textual material around a single individual’s life. At the same time, 
the rise of collected editions had the undeniable effect of contributing to 
the proliferation of copies and the experience of repetition that would be-
come a hallmark of a modern environment of mass communication. The 
format of the collected edition legitimized not only a particular way of clas-
sifying literature but also a particular practice of reproducing it as well. It 
emphatically aligned reading with repetition, indeed, it fi gured reading as 
repetition.74

Perhaps no other work was as explicitly and thoroughly concerned with 
the collectedness of literature as E. T. A. Hoffmann’s own landmark col-
lection, The Serapion Brothers. And perhaps no other work within the collec-
tion organized more thoroughly the issues posed by collection than the re-
written novella, “The Uncanny Guest.” In strategies that emphasized the 
increasing availability of narrative property, the legitimacy of reuse, and the 
redefi nition of the singular as increasingly heterogeneous, “The Uncanny 
Guest” marked, but also promoted, the increasing importance of collection 
to the romantic bibliocosmos.75 “The Uncanny Guest” thus coordinated an 
entire spectrum of devices that one could fi nd deployed individually in a 
number of other novellas in The Serapion Brothers, whether it was the central-
ity of “aftersinging” (Nachsingen) in “The Bride Selection,” the pluralization 
of voice in “Madame Scuderi,” or the dislocation of meaning away from the 
body of the speaker in “The Automata.”

What makes Hoffmann’s work ultimately so incisive, however, is not 
just the way it symbolically legitimizes a bibliographic practice but the way 
it critiques this process as well, the way it asks what it means to accept 
and naturalize such a system of reproducibility. In the fi nal sentence of 
“The Uncanny Guest,” Hoffmann writes: “Then Angelika buried her face, 
blushing in bright, rosy fl ames, in the breast of the superiorly happy Moritz. 
That one slung his arm around his graceful spouse and whispered softly: is 
there still a higher bliss down here than this?” (Der schlang aber den Arm 
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um die holde Gattin und lispelte leise: Gibt es denn noch hienieden eine 
höhere Seligkeit als diese?) (SB, 769). Through the pun on the verb schlang 
(slung) with the word Schlange (snake), the fi nal image that the novella of-
fers is of a snake encircling its prey, acoustically amplifi ed in the consonance 
of all those “s” sounds (lispeln, leise, es, Seligkeit, diese). At the same time, 
the fi nal act of communication of the novella is another whisper, precisely 
the mode of speech used in the magnetizing process that seduced Angelika 
away from Moritz in the fi rst place. It is a deeply unsettling conclusion, 
accentuated by the ambiguity or outright irony of the rhetorical question 
(is there something more blissful than being married?) as well as the con-
spicuous italicization of “Der.” The use of deixis here in place of the proper 
name is the fi nal, and most suggestive, mark of this uncoupling of speech 
and speaker, sound and source. To whom is the narrator pointing when he 
says “that one”? Are we talking about Moritz or perhaps the specter of the 
Count that still haunts Angelika’s memory? The fi nal utterance thus repeats 
precisely the availability of speech, the unnecessary connection between 
speaker and spoken, word and meaning, that opened the novella and that 
was enacted in a similar deictic moment with the words, “in that moment.” 
The transformation of Moritz from guest to husband—and thus the legiti-
macy and at- homeness of the practice of collection that was at stake in his 
narrative performance—is ultimately marked as an incomplete, indeed in-
completable, process. The status of the husband’s or the collection’s identity 
is never completely divorced from the haunting liminality and mobility of 
the uncanny guest. Guestness is inscribed into the heart of this culture of 
the copy.

Far from depicting the practice of collection as one of fi xation—that the 
collected works inaugurated a condition of textual or cultural stability—
“The Uncanny Guest” thus argued for the essential instability of this project, 
that it was a drama that needed to be perpetually rehearsed. It was a fact 
that was born out by the reality of producing collected editions. Collected 
editions not only seemed to have something interminable about them—as 
in Goethe’s collected works that continued to expand with the printing of 
ever greater amounts of posthumous material, from forty to sixty to over 
one- hundred volumes for the Weimar Edition—but each collected edition 
always seemed to produce another one, as in the numerous Walter Scott 
editions in the early nineteenth century or the various successive Hölder-
lin or Nietzsche editions in the twentieth. Instead of limiting the fl ow and 
overfl ow of literary material, the publication of collected editions contrib-
uted to the very surplus of production they were designed to control. “The 
Uncanny Guest” thus enacted both the consolidation and stability that col-
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lected editions were intended to produce at the same time that it deposited 
pieces of evidence that pointed to the necessary failure of such consolidation 
and control. It highlighted, in Sebald’s words, “the irreparable defect of its 
program,” the reality that this new communicative environment required 
the perpetual reproduction of artifacts to compensate for the insuffi cient 
substantiality of their reproducibility. According to Hoffmann, the dream of 
the stable copy always turned into something of a nightmare.





Until—What’s this the Germans say is fact

That Wolf found out fi rst? It’s unpleasant work

Their chop and change, unsettling one’s belief.

—Robert Browning, “Homer” (1888)

Printing the Past (Intermediality and the Book I)

“Everyone wants to edit!”1 These were the words that the collector Karl von 
Meusebach wrote to Jacob Grimm in 1824, and they captured the voracious 
enthusiasm that surrounded the practice of editing in the early nineteenth 
century. In the years around 1800 an expanding philological community 
was vigorously debating the practices of discovering, transcribing, glossing, 
annotating, collating, interpolating, and commenting on texts that all be-
longed to the editor’s trade. Like the growing importance of the publisher 
or bookseller to the  early- nineteenth- century literary market, the editor rep-
resented another mediator or middleman (the gender is important here) 
whose increasing prominence correlated to the increasing sophistication 
of the bibliographic environment. The more material there was circulating 
about, the more important those individuals became who ensured the reli-
ability of bibliographic transmission.

In their rising fascination with a vernacular literary past,  early- nineteenth- 
century editors played an integral role in producing the creative heritage 
upon which the imagined communities of emerging European nation states 
were to be based. As Benedict Anderson has written, this was a “golden age 
of vernacularizing lexicographers, grammarians, philologists, and littera-
teurs.”2 Works like Joseph Ritson’s Scotish Songs (1794), Friedrich von der 
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Hagen’s Der Nibelungen Lied (1807), or  François- Juste- Marie Raynouard’s six 
volume collection of French troubadours, Choix des poésies originales des trou-
badours (1816–21), were key contributions in shaping  nineteenth- century 
national imaginaries. As Hagen wrote in the preface to his edition, the pub-
lication of his medieval epic represented the “hope for the future return of 
German glory and world grandeur.”3

At the same time that the work of  early- nineteenth- century editors played 
an essential role in the shaping of various romantic nationalisms, their work 
was also marked by a decisive linguistic heterogeneity.4 In editions like Wil-
helm Grimm’s Altdänische Heldenlieder (1811) or Friedrich Diez’s Altspani-
schen Romanzen (1818), editors were responsible not only for the translation 
of material across time but also between languages and cultures.5 Indeed, 
the extent to which editors were or were not like translators would emerge 
as one of the key problems within the  early- nineteenth- century philological 
community.

Such cultural and linguistic diversity at the heart of the editorial project 
around 1800 was matched by an equal diversity of genre. In the broad ar-
ray of material that they recovered and made available—the ballads, folk 
songs, fairy tales, chapbooks, romances, epics, and myths of an earlier 
age—romantic editors functioned as an essential source of literary innova-
tion, contributing in important ways to the increasing generic mixing, the 
“Gattungsverschlungenheit” in Georg Lukacs’s words, that was one of the 
hallmarks of  early- nineteenth- century literature.6 Their signifi cance lay in 
their capacity to supply the expanding literary market not only with “natu-
ral,” that is, nonclassical (or non- French), genres, but also “new,” that is, 
nonprint, genres, where such novelty always depended on an implicit fa-
miliarity. Editors’ insatiable appetites for locating and reproducing this dor-
mant manuscript heritage only seemed to confi rm the anatomical sculptor’s 
prophecy in Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Travels that “truly a confl ict will one 
day emerge between the living and the dead. . . . No one of any age or any 
position, whether high or low, was safe in his grave anymore.”7 The popular 
romantic image of the grave robber (one thinks of James Hogg) was a meta-
phorical embodiment of all those  would- be philologists roaming European 
libraries in search of buried manuscripts and old books.

Finally, in their detailed attention to the practices of transmission—of 
moving from a manuscript or even oral tradition of literary circulation to 
one founded upon the printed book—romantic editors played an essential 
role in contributing to a  nineteenth- century media imaginary. Teasing out 
the relations of different communications media to literary production, ro-
mantic editors functioned much like early media theorists. Like translators 
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or publishers, editors’ work was always surrounded by questions of change, 
of how much change was acceptable in transmitting a text through time and 
space and from one communications technology to another. The editor’s 
importance corresponded not only to the growing proliferation of material 
but also to the fundamental intermediality of literary culture around 1800. 
Like the translators that I will discuss in chapter 5, who occupied an impor-
tant writerly space of the in- between, the romantic editor embodied a larger 
negotiation with historical, linguistic, generic, and medial alterity.

The Editor’s Rise and Fall

The image of the heroic author that the romantic age has bequeathed us and 
that, at least in German, has led in circular fashion to the period’s classifi ca-
tion around a single author (known affectionately as the Goethezeit), has left 
little room for the fi gure of the editor, whom Nietzsche liked to call a “word 
quibbler” and a “dirty pedant.”8 Yet not only did editors exert a tremendous 
infl uence on the romantic literary market, numerous romantic authors were 
editors. For “heroic” romantic literary fi gures like Giacomo Leopardi, Walter 
Scott, and J. W. Goethe, editing was integral to their careers as writers (one 
thinks of Goethe’s Winckelmann and His Century or his edition of his cor-
respondence with Schiller, Scott’s edition of Dryden, or Leopardi’s edition 
of Porphyry’s De vita plotini). Such romantic  author- editors of course stood 
in a much longer, and much revered, literary tradition that included names 
like Petrarch, Boccaccio, Erasmus, and Pope, among many others.9 There 
was nothing antithetical, in other words, to these dual writerly practices in 
the romantic period and for long before, something that most literary his-
tories both on and after romanticism seem to have forgotten. Where Brown-
ing’s late- nineteenth- century poem on Homer cited above as an epigraph to 
this chapter expressed exasperation over the “unpleasant work” of editors, 
Leopardi’s  early- nineteenth- century poem “Ad Angelo Mai,” for example, 
was written in honor of his philologist friend who discovered numerous 
works by the Roman rhetorician Marcus Cornelius Fronto.10 In a similar 
vein, Goethe had written to the philologist Friedrich August Wolf—the very 
object of Browning’s ire—that his work on Homer had inspired him to be-
gin his own experiments with the epic genre.11 Indeed, Wolf’s Prolegomena ad 
Homerum was one of the key texts that Goethe was reading while producing 
the fi rst version of his Travels.12 For writers like Leopardi and Goethe, it was 
precisely the mediating role of the editor, his “chop and change” in Brown-
ing’s words, that initiated new creative spaces.

Between Leopardi’s praise of editors and Browning’s indictment of 
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them, then, something happened in the course of the nineteenth century. 
The fi gure of the editor and the practices of the editor underwent a ma-
jor shift in the literary imagination, from a source of inspiration to that 
of a problem. In this chapter, I want to return to the debates and books 
of  early- nineteenth- century editors—to the textual margins and marginal 
fi gures of the period—to try to understand how a notion of writing as me-
diation was itself marginalized. My focus, however, will not be with the 
 intra- philological question of whether this intensifi cation of editorial ac-
tivity at the turn of the nineteenth century produced any major method-
ological innovations within the fi eld of editorial theory, a debate that has 
received an enormous amount of scholarly attention and that depends on 
a teleological view of editorial work.13 Rather, I want to cross the disciplin-
ary boundaries that have traditionally walled off a history of scholarship 
from a history of literature to see how editing and authoring, creating and 
correcting, were in fact integrally intertwined with one another during the 
romantic period. How did editors produce authors at the turn of the nine-
teenth century, not simply within the confi nes of their own editions but in 
the way such editions made varying notions of authorship culturally avail-
able? How did editorial theory and editorial work contribute to a broader 
understanding of what an author was and what an author did?

A history of romantic editing is important today because it allows us 
to see a parallel moment when questions about the movement from one 
communicative regime to another were felt with increasing urgency. The 
project of reformatting a print literary heritage for a digital environment 
necessarily entails an understanding of the protocols through which such 
preservation has until now been guaranteed. As Jerome McGann has argued, 
“We are thus entering a period when the entirety of our received cultural 
archive of materials, not least of all our books and manuscripts, will have 
to be reconceived.”14 Understanding the acerbic debates and the profes-
sional stakes of the romantic experience can help us contextualize the often 
contentious arguments that surround today’s projects of digitization. But 
they can also show us that those stakes are indeed quite high because they 
impact not only who controls archives but also who counts in the hier-
archy of institutional power. They impinge upon notions of authority and 
expertise and highlight how such categories are integrally related to ideals 
of communication.

But a history of the relationship between editing and authoring is also im-
portant because it can show us the myriad ways that the processing of avail-
able artistic material, Browning’s chop and change, can serve as an essential 
source of literary creativity. Indeed, showing the historical contingency of 
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the differentiation of editorial from authorial thinking can help us see with 
renewed clarity the importance of “processing” to a contemporary media 
landscape in which we have ever greater amounts of material at our disposal 
and increasingly sophisticated technologies to transmit and transmute that 
material. Resurrecting the editor and the edition as infl uential sources of 
literary making can highlight the importance that knowledge of the techno-
logical protocols of communication can and should have for writers.

Immaculate Reception: From Erneuung to Critical Edition 
(Tieck, Hagen, Lachmann)

In 1803, Ludwig Tieck produced an edition of medieval courtly love songs, 
Minnelieder aus dem schwäbischen Zeitalter (Love Songs from the Swabian 
Age), a work of 220 poems that included many of the best- known German 
medieval poets such as Walther von der Vogelweide and Hartmann von Aue. 
Jacob Grimm would later say that it was Tieck’s Minnelieder that inspired 
him to dedicate himself to the study of old German poetry.15 On the one 
hand, Tieck’s turn towards early Germanic documents was a continuation of 
an emerging historical awareness of local cultures that had largely been in-
spired by Herder’s edition of Volkslieder (1778), which was itself indebted to 
Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765), and that had subsequently 
fanned out across Europe. The year 1803 was also the one that saw the 
publication of the fi nal volume of Walter Scott’s Minstrelsy of the Scottish 
Border, and one year later Charles Nodier’s Essais d’un jeune barde appeared, 
an eclectic collection of translations, imitations, and essays on both folk and 
contemporary poetry. A year after that Clemens Brentano’s and Achim von 
Arnim’s landmark romantic collection of ballads and folksongs appeared 
under the title Des Knaben Wunderhorn (1805–8).

As the historian of scholarship Rüdiger Krohn has argued, however, 
Tieck’s Minnelieder also marked the beginning of a new tide of what came to 
be known neologistically as literary Erneuungen, modernizations that hov-
ered between the various modes of translation, paraphrase, and imitation 
and that found their French equivalent in what came to be known as “le 
genre troubadour.”16 As Tieck explained in his introduction to the collec-
tion, he did not leave his literary sources in their original state but crucially 
made changes to them such as updating words, adding stanza divisions, and 
erasing place names to give the work a more universal feel. If his courtly love 
songs were in important ways different from their originals, they also were 
not pure transformations into modern German either. He changed some, 
but not all, of his Middle High German words and left those untouched 
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that the reader could intuit.17 His edition required, he said, “that the reader 
should meet him halfway, just as he too approaches the reader halfway as 
well.”18 One could fi nd Tieck’s editorial practices fi ctionalized on English 
terrain in Ann Radcliffe’s gothic novel Gaston de Blondeville (1803 / 1826), 
where the editor / narrator tells us in similar fashion: “The following is a 
modernized copy. . . . In this copy, Willoughton endeavoured to preserve 
somewhat of the air of the old style, without its dryness. . . . However, he 
often retained the old words, where they did not seem to form too glaring a 
contrast with the modern style, and, now and then, somewhat of the quaint-
ness of the original.”19

Like Radcliffe’s fi ctional edition, Tieck’s actual edition depended on a 
theory of translation, on the mutual crossing over (über- setzen) between 
languages and time by both reader and writer. In transforming his original, 
Tieck’s aim was to make these dormant literary texts more available to a 
contemporary reading public. As Walter Scott would similarly argue, prais-
ing George Ellis’s abridgments in his Specimens of Early English Metrical Ro-
mances (1803), “Mr. Ellis has brought the minstrels of old into the boudoirs 
and  drawing- rooms, which have replaced the sounding halls and tapestried 
bowers in which they were once so familiar.”20 Tieck’s editing participated in 
a romantic theory of enlivening past documents, a vitality that was thought 
to be a central feature of such documents themselves, whether it was the 
“lively movement” (lebendige Bewegung) that Joseph Görres ascribed to the 
corporeal performances of old German Meisterlieder or the geographic cir-
culations of metrical material that Jacob Grimm claimed were one of the 
most “refreshing and comforting gifts of God.”21 If in changing his original 
Tieck’s aim was to emphasize, as he said in his introduction, that there was 
truly only “Eine Poesie,” in simultaneously preserving the foreignness of his 
original he was also capturing the irredeemable pastness, the historicity, of 
such literary origins that was essential to the romantic imagination.22

In its interventionist approach to its source material, the Erneuung was 
the latest example of the long, and often revered, tradition of interpolations 
and conjecture that surrounded the practice of editing. As F. A. Wolf had 
said of Homer’s editors, “It is by this sort of emendation, or rather criti-
cism, that all critics once were rivals in Homer, or rather with Homer.”23 
Or as Richard Bentley put it in his edition of Horace (1711), “For us, rea-
son and the facts are worth more than a hundred manuscripts.”24 Like its 
editorial forerunners, the Erneuung required literary talent to replace and 
not just an notate the “foreign” words of earlier manifestations of the Ger-
man language. As Clemens Brentano wrote to his collaborator, Achim von 
Arnim, upon reading the Grimms’ collection of fairytales, “After reading this 
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book, I truly sensed how correctly we proceeded with the Wunderhorn and 
the extraordinary talent that one could ascribe to us; the fi delity that one 
fi nds in the fairytales reads rather poorly.”25 Talent was prized over fi del-
ity, judgment over artifact. The romantic modernization thus participated 
in—and one might say concluded—the long editorial tradition of equating 
editors with authors. To those who practiced the art of Erneuung, it was sup-
posed to embody both old and new, that the old was a form of renewal and 
that correcting could induce creating. To its coming detractors, however, the 
Erneuung was an example of neither.

Four years after the appearance of Tieck’s Minnelieder, Friedrich von der 
Hagen, who would later hold the fi rst chair for German philology at the 
newly founded University of Berlin, produced an edition of the Nibelungen-
lied,26 a work whose growing reputation as the German Iliad made it one of 
the most important—and contested—texts of the early nineteenth century. 
Hagen’s edition became one of the most popular, as well as the strangest, 
examples of this method of literary Erneuung. In a review of the edition in 
the Heidelbergische Jahrbücher der Literatur, Wilhelm Grimm said of Hagen’s 
work, “It is a modernization that is worse than the original and yet not 
even modern.”27 The problem with the practice of Erneuung to its detractors 
was that, like the word Erneuung itself, it seemed to stand outside of time. 
The Erneuung neither represented its source, what Tieck called the “essential 
character” of the language, nor did it represent a unique poetic voice of the 
present. “The language that appears here,” wrote Grimm, “is such that has 
never lived in any particular age.”28 The Erneuung did not seem to belong to 
anyone or any time.

To its many critics, the Erneuung thus involved both the wrong kind and 
the wrong quantity of change. It brought the reader too far away from any 
kind of stable textual origins, from either its medieval context in which it was 
fi rst produced or the early  nineteenth- century world in which it was being re-
produced. One could fi nd the same critique leveled in  François- Juste- Marie 
Raynouard’s review of Legrand d’Aussy’s popular edition of Fabliaux ou con-
tes that had appeared initially in 1779 and was later reissued in 1829. In the 
Journal des Savants, Raynouard wrote of the reissued edition: “After analyz-
ing these works . . . the author should have communicated such curious and 
interesting details in his notes not through translation but in meticulously 
referring to the original texts.”29 It was precisely translation’s problem of lin-
guistic change—and the infi delity to one’s sources it suggested—that posed 
a problem for  early- nineteenth- century editions.

If romantic editors were increasingly becoming critical of their predeces-
sors’ predilection for altering their source texts through the once honored 
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practice of conjecture, romantic editors could also be charged with the equal 
and opposite problem of too little change. In the battle between Friedrich 
von der Hagen and the Grimm brothers to produce a new edition of the 
Edda,30 Hagen was the fi rst to obtain the  thirteenth- century Codex Regius 
manuscript from the Copenhagen Library and was thus the fi rst to mar-
ket.31 Three years later, the Grimm Brothers produced an edition of the Edda 
that was a translation into German.32 The charge that Wilhelm Grimm lev-
eled this time at Hagen, perhaps as a veiled justifi cation for the signifi cant 
amounts of change that surrounded his translated edition of the Edda, was 
that Hagen’s edition was no “edition” at all—it was simply a manuscript 
in print: “What Herr Professor v.d. Hagen offers here is nothing more than 
a reprint of his manuscript copy” (ist nichts als ein bloßer Abdruck seiner 
Abschrift).33 Hagen’s crime was that he had not changed his sources enough. 
When Hagen produced what he called a “critical edition” (kritische Aus-
gabe) of the Nibelungenlied in 1816 to answer his critics of his Erneuung from 
1807,34 this time it was philology’s rising star, Karl Lachmann, who leveled 
the same charge that Grimm had: “We must now thank Herr v.d.H[agen] for 
the careful and qualifi ed reprint [Abdruck] of one of the best manuscripts, 
but we can by no means speak of an edition of the Nibelungenlied that 
would be deserving of this name.”35

Hagen had explicitly called his edition a “critical edition” and had em-
phasized his review and comparison of numerous manuscript sources, the 
recensio that was increasingly understood to be at the heart of producing 
an “edition.”36 By the 1820 edition, Hagen would list over eleven manu-
script sources on which his edition was based. But in both his title and 
his introduction to the edition, it was clear that even with the surplus of 
manuscripts—or perhaps because of this surplus—Hagen’s primary con-
cern lay with printing the single oldest manuscript as accurately as possible. 
“The premise stated there,” he writes of his earlier 1810 edition, “to use 
the oldest and best manuscript as the basis [of this edition] must now be 
much more strictly and precisely applied. The St. Gallen manuscript is thus 
printed almost word for word, letter for letter” (xxv). For Hagen, as for his 
humanist predecessors, the authority of a new edition rested as much on the 
authority of his sources as with the activity of the editor himself, a point still 
operative today as one can still fi nd modern editions of the Nibelungenlied 
that are reprints of the St. Gallen manuscript.37

For editors like Lachmann and the Grimms, however, manuscripts were 
seen not as perfect records of an original work but instead as corrupted vari-
ants or incomplete fragments of a lost origin. There was in essence a theory 
of media and mediation embedded in Lachmann’s thinking: the written 
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document constituted a fall from the garden of the author’s mind. Fidel-
ity to a single manuscript meant infi delity to the original author or work. 
The Abdruck or reprint of a single manuscript meant that the editor had 
not engaged his source material enough. For something to be considered a 
“critical edition” not only required that the editor’s engagement with mul-
tiple sources result in a single, best text, but that such engagements with 
the material legacy of the text were to be dramatized on the printed page. 
The critical edition rested on the paradoxical idea that it was only through 
the practice of transformation that the editor could recover something that 
was originally there. The more the editor did, in other words, the more 
he disappeared from the author’s text. Unlike their humanist predecessors, 
whose interventions often encircled and seemed to overtake their primary 
texts, as in Scaliger’s 1604 edition of Catullus’ collected works (fi g. 3.1), 
which was itself indebted to a medieval practice of manuscriptural glossing, 
 early- nineteenth- century editors were rapidly typographically moving to the 
margins of their books, and specifi cally the footnotes, even as they were still 
present in practice within the main body of their texts.

To his contemporaries, Hagen’s edition was thus marred by the fact that 
it contained too few marks. Like Hagen, Raynouard had similarly invoked 
the necessity of consulting numerous manuscript witnesses for the mak-
ing of his groundbreaking edition of troubadour poetry (1816–21). “It is 
indispensable,” writes Raynouard in a note to the text, “when one wishes 
to publish or translate the works of the troubadours, to consult the differ-
ent manuscripts, to examine and judge variants with taste and critique.”38 
But like Hagen, Raynouard had omitted such critical activity from the space 
of the printed page, a fact that would later be criticized by Raynouard’s 
Prussian follower, Friedrich Diez, in his subsequent edition, Die Poesie der 
Troubadours (1826).39 There was a paginal immaculateness to these earlier 
editions that needed to be discarded, or better, framed, a blank space that 
needed to be typographically bordered by the work of the editor. Between 
the late 1810s and early 1830s, the critical edition emerged as the biblio-
graphic format that motivated but also regulated the interventions of editors 
into their source materials at the same time that it visually and typographi-
cally contributed to their marginalization. Christof Windgätter has argued 
that “at the end of the eighteenth century a form of writing emerges on the 
printed book’s page that is no longer categorized by its  multi- dimensional 
segmentation [as in medieval or  early- modern editions], but rather a unidi-
mensional progression.”40 But in its promotion of a bifurcated rather than 
unidimensional page, the critical edition was not simply participating in a 
romantic reorganization of bibliographic knowledge as a form of “channel-
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ized” knowledge. It also dramatized a space of vertical reading of multiple 
variants that overlay one another in complex ways. Fluid reading was juxta-
posed here with thick reading.

The peculiar genius of the duality behind the critical edition was that 
it reorganized the competing demands of editorial and authorial activity 
that surrounded editorial work. The former intermingling of mediation and 
origination that had surrounded both editorial and authorial work was now 
rigorously separated out into two distinct practices and paginal spaces—
that were nonetheless still related to one another only now according to a 
kind of causal logic. The more you were confronted with the one (original-
ity), the more you needed the other (editing). As Lachmann wrote in his 

Figure 3.1 One can see the Roman original in italics in the lower left corner followed by 
 sections of subsequent commentary. C. Val. Catulli Opera Omnia (1604), 46–47. 

Courtesy of the Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University.
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review of Hagen’s failed critical edition, “From an ample number of good 
manuscripts we should represent a text that lies at the basis of all of these 
texts, which must either be the original itself or come very close.”41 And in 
the preface to his second edition of Iwein (1843), he would write even more 
passionately: “I have sought to give the words of the poet as precisely and 
originally as it appeared possible to me; so that a relatively educated reader 
must only read what has been printed in order to have the impression of im-
maculate reception [um den Eindruck rein zu empfangen].”42 Through an 
attention to the numerous and various records of the literary text—through 
an attention, in other words, to the historical exigencies that underlay the 
text—the editor’s ultimate goal was to locate the original work and thus 
bypass history.

In the course of the early nineteenth century, German and European print 
editions thus moved away from practices like the Erneuung or the “genre 
troubadour,” where the editor intervened directly in the work by transform-
ing the original work’s language. At the same time, they also moved away 
from the Abdruck, where the editor printed a single (and most likely oldest) 
source as accurately as possible (a practice that, today, has gained increas-
ing currency with the New Philology).43 Instead, German editors moved 
towards the category of the “critical edition” to accommodate the compet-
ing demands of mediation and originality that surround the edited work. 
The representational practices of the critical edition were (and continue to 
be) designed to differentiate the tasks of authoring and editing, to create two 
separate spaces where their respective activity could be observed without 
interference from the other, indeed, where their distinct practices in fact 
produced one another. Unlike their humanist predecessors, whose titles 
often invoked the genealogy of editors and editions that supported their 
own edition and thus blurred the boundaries between authors and edi-
tors,44  early- nineteenth- century editors were busy constructing textual and 
typographical borders between these two kinds of writerly work.

Unlike the Erneuung, evidence of the editor’s practice in the critical edi-
tion was pushed beyond the boundaries of the work proper, either to foot-
notes, prefaces, or more commonly to the back of the book. And unlike 
the Abdruck, where the editor’s activity was supposed to be as limited as 
possible, the editor’s work in the critical edition was voluminously on dis-
play, as in G. F. Benecke’s edition of Wirnt von Gravenberch’s Wigalois: Der 
Ritter mit dem Rade (Berlin: Reimer, 1819), with its  sixty- four- page preface, 
two- hundred  fi fty- six- page dictionary, and almost one- hundred- page com-
mentary, or Lachmann’s edition of the works of Wolfram von Eschenbach, 
an unprecedented tour de force of textual notation (fi g. 3.2), a practice that 
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arguably reached its apex with the recent publication of an edition of Büch-
ner’s Danton’s Death in which the 160 page play is followed, rather than 
surrounded by, 1,480 pages of textual commentary.45 Through its emerging 
textual apparatus, the critical edition was designed to produce a Herculean 
image of both author and editor who worked according to very different 
principles and very different places on the page. On the one hand, there 
was the editor reconstructing the routes of transmission and the acts of 
transformation that surrounded his text, and on the other, there was the 
author, overwhelmingly defi ned by originality in both senses of the word—
as someone whose work was as near as possible to his original intent and 
as someone whose work was deeply original (that is, innovative) and who 
thus warranted the attention of scholars, publishers, and readers. Only the 
differentiation of authoring and editing and the simultaneous presentation 

Figure 3.2 Karl Lachmann, Wolfram von Eschenbach (1833), 336–37. 
Courtesy of the Klassik Stiftung Weimar, HAAB / Koe III 121.
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of their practices in distinct paginal spaces allowed the reader to experi-
ence Lachmann’s paradoxical ideal of “immaculate reception.” As with any 
edition, the editor produced the author, but with the critical edition, the 
equation worked according to the logic of revelation: the more the editor 
did, the more one saw the author emerge in all of his original and singular 
splendor.

Walter Scott, the Ballad, and the Book

The notion and nature of the “critical edition” that had emerged largely out 
of the fi eld of Germanic philology in the early nineteenth century—and 
that, to be sure, owed much to an earlier classical philological tradition 
through fi gures like Wolf and Heyne—would go on to exert enormous in-
fl uence in the fi eld of textual criticism down to today. As one scholar has 
remarked, only slightly  tongue- in- cheek, “In the case of editorial theory, 
we are all Germans.”46 But the story of the rise of the critical edition and 
the fall of a particular typology of the editor only tells half of the story of 
how editors produced authors in the romantic age and for long after. It 
may show us the methodological and typographical distinctions that were 
taking place across the pages of printed books, but it does not help us see 
how editing and authoring more nearly overlapped. To understand that part 
of the story I want to turn the clock back to a time (the 1790s), an author 
(Walter Scott), and a genre (the ballad) where we can see how these issues 
were being worked out in very concrete and often deeply paradoxical ways. 
To move from German to Scottish terrain is of course to follow a key cul-
tural circuit of the romantic age. As Goethe would later write to his Scottish 
translator, Thomas Carlyle, “I have to repeat that perhaps never has the case 
arisen where a nation has concerned itself and taken part so intimately with 
another as the Scottish does now with the German.”47

During the late 1790s, Walter Scott began touring the border regions 
of Scotland with his friend, John Leyden, to collect recitations of Scottish 
ballads. Such activity mirrored with remarkable fi delity a similar project 
undertaken by Goethe and Herder over twenty years earlier, when they trav-
eled to the region of Alsace and began recording the folksongs that would 
eventually contribute to Herder’s Volkslieder (1778).48 Two decades later one 
could fi nd the same exploratory poetic ethnography in the work of Charles 
Nodier, who, as the municipal librarian in Ljubljana under Napoleon, be-
gan recording and promoting Illyrian ballads in his periodical, Télégraphe 
offi ciel (1812–13).

Such renewed interest in the ballad as an articulation of an often dis-
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tressed local culture—one believed to be imminently passing away—was 
not simply a transnational phenomenon that took place at different times 
and in different places. It was also crucially an  inter- national one of in-
fl uence and circulation, especially between German and Scottish culture.49 
During the years of his ballad collecting excursions, Scott was also at work 
translating German balladeers like Gottfried August Bürger, and both Scott 
and Bürger were inspired by Herder’s edition of folksongs and ballads from 
across Europe that had appeared two decades earlier, an edition which itself 
derived from Herder’s initial interest in Percy’s Reliques. Indeed, as Han-
nelore Schlaffer has shown, such bardic translations could be seen operat-
ing on a visual plane as well. Bürger’s collection of ballads, which contained 
the version of “Lenore” that Scott would eventually translate, used as its 
frontispiece the same image of the wandering minstrel that had initially ap-
peared in Johann Joachim Eschenburg’s translation of Percy’s collection.50 
Scott’s reimportation of such  anglo- inspired Germanic balladeering would 
then be imported back into the German states as his Minstrelsy of the Scottish 
Border would serve as a key infl uence on Brentano and Arnim’s Des Knaben 
Wunderhorn.51

As a witness to the new international attention to the local, the ballad 
would go on to play an essential generic role in the development of ro-
mantic poetry.52 Whether it was Goethe and Schiller’s ballad year of 1797, 
Coleridge and Wordsworth’s literary “experiment” of the Lyrical Ballads, or 
Victor Hugo’s opening salvos in the wars between the classicists and the 
romanticists with his Odes et ballades, the ballad repeatedly served as a po-
etic opening that attempted to mark a creative opening. With its inherent 
appeal to the oral and the medium of the body (ballad comes from the 
Provençal ballada, or dance tune [Tanzlied]), the ballad came to stand in 
a post- Rousseauean fashion for all things natural, original, and prelapsar-
ian.53 Goethe, we remember, called the ballad the “Ur- Ey,” or original egg, 
of poetic genres.54 As a hybrid between a sung performance and a print ob-
ject, the ballad became the preferred genre to mediate between the increas-
ingly commercial aspects of the book trade and the seemingly evanescent 
authenticity of folk culture. Indeed, it became the ideal poetic vehicle to 
translate the commercial into the natural, the topical into the timeless. As 
Paula McDowell has argued, it was precisely the romantic ballad revival 
itself, with its programmatic exclusion of the print broadside in favor of the 
oral recitation, that helped produce a notion of “orality” and oral culture 
that is still with us today.55

If the ballad was on the one hand one of the most emphatic signs of a 
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greater romantic fascination with orality and the originary, it was also a key 
index of a romantic attention to intermediality.56 As both a print object and 
a record (or basis) of a sung performance, the ballad was also tied to ques-
tions of textual illustration. Not only was the  early- modern broadside bal-
lad often an illustrated sheet well into the eighteenth century, the romantic 
ballad collection would be at the forefront of the rise of illustrated books 
in the 1820s and 30s. When book illustrators sought to make their mark, 
it was the genre of the ballad they most often turned to fi rst. Walter Scott’s 
fi gure of the sorcerer “page” in The Lay of the Last Minstrel was not simply a 
sign of a greater romantic equation of the act of reading with that of visual 
hallucination.57 It was also a key incorporation of the ballad’s very real in-
termedial identity at the level of poetic fi gure.

Despite a wealth of research today that is attuned to the mediality of the 
romantic ballad revival, what much of this work has overlooked is the bal-
lad’s bookishness and, by extension, the way the ballad was a key object in 
 early- nineteenth- century editorial debates. As Steve Newman has shown, in 
the new critical context of the mid- twentieth century the ballad was thought 
to be the literary genre to initiate readers into reading literature in books 
precisely because it was imagined to be a non- bookish genre, a critical move 
imported wholesale from the romantic era.58 But few genres were as tied to 
debates about making books as the ballad was by the early nineteenth cen-
tury. The ballad revival was always intensely mediated through the biblio-
graphic practices of collection and correction. The ballad was in this sense 
not the genre where we learn to read in books, but the one where we learn 
to read the logic of books themselves.

In her groundbreaking work on categorizing the ballad as a “distressed 
genre”—as that which has been made old—Susan Stewart has shown how 
the ballad’s cultural work during the long eighteenth century was its capacity 
to “mean historically,” to mean time.59 But I want to add to Stewart’s claim 
and argue that the ballad’s other signifi cance, at least to the romantic project 
at the end of Stewart’s timeframe, was the way it dramatized the problem of 
textual transmission through books, the way it signifi ed as a genre not just 
time itself but the dual problems of literary ownership and textual stabil-
ity that were at the heart of an expanding  early- nineteenth- century edito-
rial culture. The ballad foregrounded a range of problems surrounding the 
commonality of literary property in an age of the printed book and the 
editor’s role in producing, protecting, and pirating such poetic commons. 
How could poetry belong to an individual and still belong to a public at the 
same time? What was the role of the editor in navigating these questions of 
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propriety, property, and dissemination? And fi nally, how did such editorial 
concerns intersect with authorial concerns through such notions as tradi-
tion, heritage, and innovation?

As a translator of German ballads, an editor of Scottish ones, and an 
author of historical novels that straddled both English and Scottish culture, 
Walter Scott was one of the great mediating fi gures of the nineteenth cen-
tury. In returning to Scott’s early editorial project, Minstrelsy of the Scottish 
Border (1802–3), I want to show how his editorial work was not a phase 
through which Scott passed on his way to becoming a full- fl edged author 
but offered instead the conditions upon which such authorship would later 
be achieved. The Minstrelsy’s importance to the later novels is most often 
understood as a kind of archival well, from which Scott would later draw 
to develop his novels’ elaborate plots. The novel was in this sense under-
stood as the prosifi cation of poetic genres like the ballad and the Volkslied, 
participating in a larger  nineteenth- century narrative of historical progress 
at the level of genre.60 But I want to suggest that it was the problematic 
ownership of narrative property that surrounded editorial work and that 
Scott’s Minstrelsy itself dramatized that became a key “source” for Scott’s 
poetry and novels. As Maureen McLane has suggested, it was precisely the 
impossible presence of minstrelsy as a poetic practice that necessitated and 
in some sense authorized the fi gure of the editor.61 Not only did the fi gure 
of minstrelsy and the genre of the ballad highlight with unusual clarity the 
contests of textual attribution during the romantic period, but Scott’s fi gure 
of the “border” as the location of such poetic creations also drew attention 
to the diffi culties of such literary specifi cation.

Scholars of Scott’s work have repeatedly drawn attention to the way it 
participated in a greater  nineteenth- century obsession with borders, whether 
of time or space, from the making of national or imperial borders, to the 
borders of history, to those of language (most notably between Scots and 
English).62 But while we have been vigorously debating Scott’s role in shap-
ing the  nineteenth- century consciousness of nation, empire, or time, we 
have been ignoring Scott’s place in a literary culture that was overwhelm-
ingly concerned with textual borders, with the boundaries within and be-
tween books. We have overlooked not only the origins of Scott’s own career, 
which began in the editor’s laboratory, but also the larger concerns of a 
literary market that was increasingly beset by an editorial culture that was 
ransacking its textual past and debating how to do it. With so much material 
reappearing and so many hands involved, how was one to tell the difference 
between what belonged to whom, especially in an environment in which 
the very categories of belonging and authenticity were at the heart of such 
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nationalist editorial projects? What were the visual and discursive protocols 
that were to determine the successful transmission and attribution of writ-
ing in the nineteenth century, whether to a person or a place?

It was precisely this problematic relationship of the specifi city of poetic 
language to either person, place, or book that would be dramatized in the 
making of Scott’s ballad edition and that would then reemerge in his nov-
elistic productions, indeed would become the ground of his writerly fame. 
Rather than trace an  intra- genre genealogy of the novel that passes through 
the complex intersections of romance, national tale, gothic and historical 
novel as others have already done,63 I want to understand the way the novel, 
and Scott’s novels in particular, emerged in the early nineteenth century 
within a bibliographic context that was programmatically attentive to the 
transcription, correction, and reproduction of historical narrative material. 
If for Goethe the novel took shape—both materially and rhetorically—
through an engagement with the entirety of  nineteenth- century biblio-
graphic modes of communication, for Scott the novel—and the historical 
novel in particular—took shape in its negotiation with the bibliographic 
format of the edition and its investment in marginalizing the mediating 
practices of the editor. The novel thus represented less the prosifi cation of 
poetic genres like the ballad as it did an engagement with the intense pro-
cess of bookifi cation that such genres underwent at the turn of the century.

The Borders of Books: Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border

Walter Scott’s edition of Scottish ballads, Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border 
(1802–3), began to take shape as a book when he wrote to the printer John 
Ballantyne: “I have been for years collecting old Border ballads, and I think 
I could, with little trouble, put together such a selection from them as might 
make a neat little volume, to sell for four or fi ve shillings.”64 Both Ballant-
yne and Scott were at the beginning of their careers, and the Minstrelsy was 
to serve as a showcase of Scott’s editorial and Ballantyne’s printing abil-
ity. Unlike the relative lack of splendor that surrounded the publication of 
Herder’s Volkslieder, for example, Scott’s ballads were printed in octavo with 
an elegant title page that combined a noticeably large amount of text (there 
are  twenty- one lines of text versus seven for Lachmann’s Wolfram edition 
or eight for Hagen’s Nibelungen Lied) with a typographical uniformity that 
also utilized an array of alternating font sizes (fi g. 3.3). The pages for the 
texts were then characterized by a vast amount of white space, a true sign of 
bookish luxury. As a physical object, the Minstrelsy was designed not only to 
appear as singular and unique as possible, it was also designed, through the 



Figure 3.3 Title page, Walter Scott’s Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border (1802). 
Courtesy of the Carl H. Pforzheimer Collection of Shelley and His Circle, 

the New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.
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effacement of editorial marks on the page, to embody Windgätter’s notion 
of the emerging “channelization” of reading around 1800 and that we saw 
at work in Tieck’s edition of Minnelieder or Hagen’s edition of the Nibelun-
genlied. As Scott would later write in a review of John Todd’s variorum edi-
tion of Spenser (1805), criticizing the  early- modern inspired practice of cu-
mulative commentary, “To conclude, we are well aware that the trade fi nds 
their advantage in publishing what are technically called Variorum editions 
of celebrated authors. It saves copy money, saves trouble, saves everything 
but the credit of the unfortunate poet. . . . It is impossible that the ordinary 
reader can form a just judgment of the text, which is absolutely borne down 
and overwhelmed by the dull, dubious, and contradictory commentaries 
of so many uncongenial spirits.”65 Unlike  early- modern editions with their 
encircling layers of commentary, the romantic edition was supposed to free 
the reader’s imaginative engagement with the text.

At the same time, such typographical exclusivity of Scott’s edition (in 
both the elegance and the relative absence of type) included another level of 
omission: that of musical notation. In Joseph Ritson’s Scotish Songs (1794), 
for example, the poetic texts were very often accompanied by musical nota-
tion, typographically representing the “oral” origins of the ballad genre. In 
a similar fashion, the frontispiece to numerous ballad collections deployed 
the fi gure of the wandering minstrel playing his lyre for a select audience. 
Such “reliques” were understood to belong to a pre- print, pre- bibliographic 
culture of literary circulation and thus shaped in important ways a larger 
romantic fascination with the media of song and voice. Scott’s collection, 
on the other hand, excluded such calls to musicality. There was no musi-
cal notation, and the frontispiece illustration was of a castle ruin, empha-
sizing instead the material fragments that underlay this print artifact. The 
Minstrelsy visually foregrounded the editorial work of textual archaeology 
on which such collections were based instead of the primary orality from 
which they derived. It drew attention through its visual semantics to the 
collective practices of making artifacts instead of the singular practices of 
melodic performance.

This tension between singularity and collectivity in the physical make- up 
of the edition was also enacted through the title Scott chose for it. When Scott 
used the word “Minstrelsy” in his title he was explicitly drawing on Percy’s 
theory of ballad production from the Reliques.66 According to the Minstrel 
theory, ballads were not the work of some collective folk but the product of 
individual bards who performed for chiefs or lords. In this, Scott stood in 
stark contrast to German editors like Achim von Arnim who were busy for-
mulating theories about popular collective authorship, as in Arnim’s essay 



104 / Chapter Three

“Von Volkslieder,” where he invoked the poet as a “Gemeingeist, ein spiritus 
familiaris.”67 The Minstrel theory emphasized the fact of sovereignty—of 
both production and reception—over against any sharedness or collectivity 
that might surround such traditional songs.

At the same time, by referring to his collection as “of the Scottish Bor-
der,” Scott was following Percy’s lead in another way—in Percy’s suggestion 
that the Border region was the cradle of Scottish balladry.68 In grounding his 
ballad collection in a single local culture, Scott was participating in a larger 
trend of publishing folksongs and ballads whose monocultural or national-
ist trajectory stood in stark contrast to the  cosmo- provincialism of someone 
like Herder’s collection.69 Again, the emphasis was on singularity and not 
plurality. But while the “border” signifi ed, on the one hand, a particular 
geographical and political region within Anglo- Scottish history, the border 
also signifi ed, in a more general sense, no space at all.70 The very site, the 
very particularity on which this edition was supposed to be based was in fact 
ungrounded. Its singularity was simultaneously constituted as liminality.

The genre of the ballad that formed the core of Scott’s collection of min-
strelsy exhibited at the level of genre the same tension found at the level of 
both book and title. As a deeply narrative poetic form, the ballad favored 
 third- person narrators and the direct speech of characters over and above 
the lyrical “I” for which romantic poetry would become so famous. There 
were no  heart- felt lamentations, no single guiding consciousnesses, no in-
teriors here. As tales told in the third person according to a standard and 
mostly unwavering rhyme scheme, they were designed for collective owner-
ship, to be passed around from person to person.

When we turn to the content of this form, a similar focus emerges. Taken 
together, the ballads dramatize a relatively homogenous body of material 
that concerns tales of battles, stealing, and revenge, tales of fairies and elves, 
tales of mothers who kill their children or knights who steal their brides 
or wives who cheat on their husbands. As Max Kommerell has pointed out 
about the ballad in general, what all of these themes have in common is 
the problem of legitimacy, as they enact the transgression of various ethi-
cal, corporeal, or property boundaries.71 The border ballads were most of-
ten, and not unsurprisingly, about the problematic status of cultural, social, 
and personal borders. They were about the diffi culties of establishing—and 
protecting—singularity and ownership.

Moving further into the text, we can see how this delicate balancing act 
between the proprietary and the commons is further enacted in the margins 
of Scott’s edition. The Minstrelsy opened with a long, one- hundred and ten 
page introduction, and each ballad was accompanied by introductory notes 



Processing / 105

as well as endnotes. Like the editor of the emerging critical edition, the edi-
tor here was overwhelmingly present at the bibliographic frames of Scott’s 
edition. The individual introductions to the ballads described the numer-
ous sources from which Scott had drawn, putting on display the collating 
as well as completing that he did as an editor. In a number of cases, Scott 
the editor tells his reader that he has produced a more “complete” version, 
participating in those twin pillars of editorial work, addition (new variant 
readings, new supplements, new editions, etc.) and completeness (the con-
jectures and montage used to fi ll in textual gaps and to fi nish fragments). 
Such attention to completeness would be the guiding spirit behind Scott’s 
subsequent editorial project of producing an edition of Dryden’s works. As 
Scott would write to George Ellis about this planned edition, “But in mak-
ing an edition of a man of genius’s works for libraries or collections . . . I 
must give my author as I fi nd him, and will not tear out the page, even to 
get rid of the blot, little as a I like it.”72

Scott’s footnotes, on the other hand, departed from what would become 
the standard use of footnotes in the critical edition. Instead of explaining 
the variant readings that supported his ballads—they did not record the 
exclusions and corruptions that the editor of multiple sources invariably 
faced—Scott’s footnotes were only used to translate or explicate foreign 
(most often Scottish) words. The paratextual elements of Scott’s edition 
thus suggested a gradual, if incomplete, movement of the editor beyond the 
boundaries of his primary text and towards the margins. He was largely con-
cerned with collating and comparing his primary sources, but he was also 
concerned with translating and completing his text according to aesthetic 
criteria. He was both at the margins and in the text at the same time, mir-
roring the editor of both the Erneuung and the critical edition at once. The 
Minstrelsy thus not only captured a certain spatial liminality of the Scottish 
border, it also represented a temporally liminal moment between compet-
ing notions of editorial practice. Like the middling heroes that would popu-
late so many of his novels (Edward Waverley or Henry Morton), Scott was 
once again crucially in the middle.

In order to illustrate how this friction between the commons and the 
singular achieved an ultimately revelatory intensity within the works them-
selves, I want to concentrate on one ballad in particular, “The Sang of the 
Outlaw Murray,” which Scott chose to open the fi rst edition of his ballad 
collection (later replaced by “Sir Patrick Spens”). It tells the story of how 
John Murray became the Sheriff of Ettrick Forest in the sixteenth century, 
which we know was a remarkably autobiographical choice, as Scott had 
been appointed Deputy Sheriff just three years earlier. According to Scott’s 
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introduction, on the other hand, it was said to be at the head of the collec-
tion because “this Ballad appears to be among the most ancient offered to 
the Public in the present collection.”73 Instead of autobiography, then, the 
ballad apparatus offered another competing motivation, that of chronology, 
for the placement of “Murray” at the outset of the collection. By placing the 
oldest fi rst, the ballad collection was lent a developmental logic, mirror-
ing the larger social commitment to the notions of Bildung and betterment 
that the romantic age so persuasively produced. At the same time, when we 
look more closely at the content of this ballad, a third possible motivation 
emerges as to why it was chosen as the frame to the collection. As the tale of 
an “outlaw,” “Murray” was essentially about the problem of property and 
legitimacy, about the diffi cult operations involved in moving from out- law 
to in- law. In this sense, it was a ballad about ballad collections and thus an 
ideal ballad to begin one.

It is when we turn to the poem itself, and specifi cally Scott’s rendering 
of the poem, where we fi nd a fourth, and by far the most signifi cant, pos-
sible reason for this ballad’s location at the head of the collection. Stanzas 
 forty- nine to  fi fty- one do not appear in any other version of the ballad prior 
to Scott’s version (Scott himself writes in a note that “this and the three fol-
lowing verses [49–51] are not in some copies” [23]), and can thus be read in 
some sense as proprietary material, as Scott’s personal contribution to this 
collective text (whether Scott personally authored them is not my concern 
here, but is the subject of considerable debate). In these three stanzas, a 
character named Sir Walter Scott, Lord of Buccleuch, appears, who chal-
lenges Murray’s acquisition of the Forest. The stanzas read:

Then spak kene lair of Buckscleuth,

A stalworthye man, and sterne was he—
“For a King to gang an Outlaw till,

Is beneath his state and his dignitie.

 “The man that wons yon Foreste intill,

He lives by rief and felonie!
Wherefore, brayd on, my Sovereign liege,

Wi’ fi re and sword we’ll follow thee;
Or, gif your Courtrie Lords fa’ back,

Our Borderers sall the onset gie.”

Then out and spak the nobil King,

And round him cast a wilie ee—
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“Now haud thy tongue, Sir Walter Scott,
Nor speik of reif nor felonie:

For had everye honeste man his awin kye,
A right puir clan thy name wad be!” (16)

In the very lines that are unique to Scott’s edition, we fi nd that Scott’s name 
appears (“Now haud thy tongue, Sir Walter Scott”). It is in fact one of several 
instances in Scott’s edition where a character from the Scott family emerges, 
most often when the ownership of property is at stake.74 On one level, we 
could say that Scott’s construction of this ballad makes its autobiographi-
cal function even more explicit, serving as a means of suggesting his own 
genealogical rights to the property whose stewardship he has just been ac-
corded. But on a more general level, the appearance of Scott’s name in lines 
unique to Scott’s edition—lines that appear at the transactional center of 
the opening ballad where the ownership of property is being negotiated—
performs an authorial function. The name functions like a kind of signature 
here, marking this text, and this collection, in some sense as Scott’s text and 
Scott’s collection. The sovereignty of the fi ctional “sir” in “Sir Walter Scott” 
(it would be many years before Scott acquired his baronetcy) only under-
scored the supposed sovereignty of this edition. In the opening ballad to 
Scott’s collection questions of personal and familial property are deeply 
intertwined with questions of literary property.

And yet when we look at the last four lines spoken by the king to Sir Wal-
ter Scott, this very possibility of sovereignty is precisely what the language of 
the ballad calls into question. At the moment that the editor’s name appears 
in the text to make a claim of ownership, he is instructed to remain silent 
(“Now haud thy tongue”). However, the passage does not tell us that he has 
no right to claim ownership, but that the very category of ownership and 
ownness upon which such claims are based has been suspended. He cannot 
speak of “reif” (robbery) or “felonie” because he is operating in a state of the 
absence of legitimate ownership, of the possibility of possessing one’s “awin 
kye” (own cattle). Scott is making an important point here about the inher-
ent diffi culties or contradictions of applying commercial notions of private 
ownership to a space of collective goods. In a world of cattle rustling—or 
ballad collecting—how was one to ground oneself in a notion of legitimate 
property? Better to hold one’s tongue on that score. At the same time, the 
very line that suggests the commonality, not the singularity, of property is 
metrically distinct from the rest of the ballad with fi ve feet instead of four. 
In the passage that stands out in Scott’s edition, the line about one’s own 
property literally stands out from the rest of the ballad. And yet the fi nal 
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word that participates in the stanza’s rhyme, “kye,” the word that denotes 
property, is a distinctly Scottish word, pointing to a common space whose 
singularity and cultural uniqueness is what the ballad collection is designed 
both to capture and produce.

This otherwise simple passage thus performs a series of complex, and 
importantly contradictory, operations. In invoking the name of Walter Scott 
in a passage unique to Scott’s edition, the passage confers a kind of authori-
ality on the edition. It emphatically endorses the uniqueness of this particu-
lar edition. And yet in the sovereign’s command for the editor to hold his 
tongue, it also anticipates the emerging  early- nineteenth- century consensus 
of the marginalization of the editor. It enacts, in other words, Lachmann’s 
principle of immaculate reception. The editor was precisely the fi gure who 
should not speak in a poem. At the same time, the sovereign’s speech calls 
into question the very conditions of sovereignty, the possibilities of own-
ness and ownership (“For had everye honeste man his awin kye”). It high-
lights the internal contradictions of asserting principles of proprietariness 
within an edition. Where Lachmann had argued, following Wolf’s work on 
Homer, that early Germanic literary works like the Nibelungenlied were the 
product of multiple hands,75 Scott’s edition was arguing this for the format 
of the edition itself. And nowhere was the confl ict between the proprietary 
and the commons more pronounced in this passage than in the fi fth line 
of the third stanza cited above, where we experience rhythmic singularity 
alongside semantic commonality.

It was precisely in the addition where we can see Scott offering his readers 
a crucial moment of self- refl ection about the nature of the edition, about the 
contradictions and the tensions that surrounded textual ownership in the 
practice of editing in the early nineteenth century. It was in the transactional 
heart of the opening entry in a collection of ballads about the border where 
Scott teases out the contradictions surrounding the uncertain boundaries 
of literary property inherent in the “edition.” Whether here or on the title 
page, the name of Walter Scott was enmeshed in the competing imperatives 
of the proprietary and the common in a world of common property. The pas-
sage enacted precisely the editor’s dilemma between producing an original 
edition, something his own, and an authentic edition, something decidedly 
not his own. The editor was caught between making too many and too few 
changes to his material, thereby assuming either the position of author or 
of the reprinter, or worse, the plagiarist. The editor was always there, like the 
Walter Scott who discretely emerged in the body of the text, but he was also 
not there, like the Walter Scott instructed to hold his tongue. According to 
the logic of this passage, the editor’s activity was supposed to efface its very 
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presence. That logic mirrored the very terms of the debate that followed over 
German editorial theory and Scott’s own later editorial practice in his edi-
tions of Dryden and Swift—“I will not castrate John Dryden,” said Scott.76 
Like the fi gure of the bookseller that I discussed in chapter 2, the reader to 
be discussed in chapter 4, or the translator of chapter 5, the editor was one 
more ghost in the textual machine of the romantic book.

Narrating Editing: The Historical Novel 
and the Tales of My Landlord

When Scott invented the persona of Jedediah Cleishbotham as the fi ctive 
editor of the novels that would appear under the heading Tales of My Land-
lord, he was not only drawing attention to a professional continuity in his 
own life, he was also participating in a long and illustrious novelistic tradi-
tion. The editor lived a vibrant life throughout  eighteenth- century fi ction, 
from Swift’s use of “Richard Sympson” in Gulliver’s Travels, to Prevost’s use 
of “M. de Renoncour” in Cleveland (1735), to the numerous  editor- fi gures 
of the epistolary novel exemplifi ed by Goethe’s Werther (1774) or Laclos’s 
Les Liaisons dangereuses (1782).77 Such substitutions of the author by the 
editor dated back to Cervantes’ claim that Don Quixote was merely the Span-
ish translation of a work written in Arabic by Cide Hamete Benengali. The 
editor’s function was to affi rm the ownership of the text by a particular 
individual (Gulliver, Werther, Cleveland) and to disaffi rm the ownership 
by another individual, the author. The  editor- function was an effective ve-
hicle to combine the novel’s dual claims to the suspension of referentiality 
(through its fi ctiveness) alongside its affi rmation of referentiality through 
“realist” narrative techniques.

If Scott’s drawing on this tradition through the persona of Cleishbotham 
highlighted an important generic continuity on the one hand, it also under-
scored an important personal and professional continuity as well. Cleish-
botham was not only an echo of Scott’s former self as an editor, he also 
embodied in many ways the concerns Scott continued to have as a historical 
novelist, where the intersection of fi ctionality and facticity common to all 
novels was most intensely compressed. As Scott’s numerous prefaces to the 
Magnum Opus edition attested, the Waverley Novels all depended to one 
degree or another on the transcription, correction, and completion of found 
objects.

But what makes the prefaces and opening chapters (which served as 
prefaces) to the Tales of My Landlord series so important to the history of 
the novel is not the singular fi gure of Cleishbotham but the accumulation 
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of narrative personae responsible for the tales that he oversees. Not only 
do we have Peter, or Patrick, Pattieson, who is the compiler of these tales, 
which Cleishbotham has merely selected and sent to a bookseller (who is 
himself a “counterfeiter of voices”), but we have the various narrators Pat-
tieson cites, such as Old Mortality, Mr Dunover, Halkit, Hardie, Dick Tinto, 
and of course the Landlord himself, to whom these tales somehow belong, 
along with a host of nameless corroborating narrators such as the weavers, 
tailors, moorland farmers, traveling merchants, honorable families, bish-
ops, gamekeepers, and “a laird or two” that Pattieson names in the opening 
chapter of Old Mortality, to which we could add the “real” sources that Scott 
later cites in the introductions to the Magnum Opus edition, such as Joseph 
Train, Helen Lawson, Mrs. Goldie, and the volume Sketches from Nature by 
John M‘Diarmid. That is to say, Scott’s novels, like the preface to his ballad 
collection, exhibit the very multiplicity of sources upon which the composi-
tion of the historical novel is based. They highlight the collecting and the 
collectivity that was at the heart of both projects, whether edition or novel. 
This explicit foregrounding of such a transmissional poetics drew attention 
to the mediating fi gure responsible for the interweaving of these textual 
parts. In highlighting the plurality and not the singularity of the novel’s 
sources, Scott was highlighting the role and the practices of the mediator 
responsible for their collation.

Fiona Robertson has made the point that the Waverley Novels were inti-
mately concerned with problems of historical and political legitimacy.78 In 
highlighting the question of legitimacy in Scott, Robertson has drawn our 
attention to one of the central recurring themes that run throughout Scott’s 
work. But in her analysis Robertson does not address the ways in which the 
Waverley Novels and the Tales of My Landlord series in particular were also 
thinking through questions of textual legitimacy. The prefaces to the Tales 
creatively frame the problem of textual ownership, the diffi culty of attribut-
ing speech to a particular individual, which we already saw prefi gured in 
the primal scene surrounding the name of “Sir Walter Scott” in the opening 
ballad of Scott’s Minstrelsy. They highlight the way the “achievement of liter-
ary authority,” as Ina Ferris titled her study of Scott,79 was a product of one’s 
relationship to a given textual tradition.

Indeed, this fundamental problem of attribution (which was of course 
a basic problem surrounding the Waverley Novels in general with their 
“anonymous” author) is articulated in the very framing title Scott used for 
the series within the series, Tales of My Landlord. Where the double posses-
sion expressed through the “of” and the “my” in the title asserts on the one 
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hand an assurance of ownership, that these texts belong to someone, such 
titular cues of possessive assurance are also undermined in the prefaces, 
where it is made clear that they do not in fact belong to the landlord in any 
direct sense of the word. The landlord, the stated owner of property, merely 
functions as drinking partner and interlocutor of both Cleishbotham and 
Pattieson, just as it will also become impossible to determine with precise 
specifi city to whom “my” in “my landlord” actually refers, whether Cleish-
botham or Pattieson. The title, Tales of My Landlord, refers neither to the land -
lord’s tales nor to a particular tenant (the referent of “my”) but instead, as 
the title pages to the novels make clear, to a citation from Don Quixote. The 
title does not point to that which it contains (narratively or contractually) 
but to another book altogether.

Such contractual ambiguities of possession—of the of and the my—are 
then amplifi ed not only in the fi rst series in Old Mortality, which concerns 
the fate of a covenant, but again in the second series in The Heart of Mid-
 Lothian, where in the fi rst chapter the singular narrator of Old Mortality, after 
whom the novel in the fi rst series is named, is replaced by the triumvirate of 
Mr Dunover, Halkit, and Hardie. When the narrator shifts from an external 
to a  character- bound narrator through the introduction of the narrative “I” 
in the opening of Mid- Lothian’s second chapter, the reader is faced with the 
dilemma of whom this “I” refers to, where possibilities range from the three 
overturned narrators named in chapter 1 to the two compilers, Pattieson 
and Cleishbotham, named in the preface. A similar trajectory away from 
the singularity of direct speech towards increasing degrees of indirection 
could be typographically observed in the fi rst series’ use of quotation marks 
to surround the entire fi rst chapter—to affi rm that the chapter’s contents 
belonged to the single character Peter Pattieson—which are then absent 
from the opening chapter of The Heart of Mid- Lothian in the second series. 
When poststructuralists like Deleuze and Guattari write that “language in 
its entirety is indirect discourse,”80 we can see how such seemingly universal 
sentiments about the nature of language and narration were being prepared 
in the historical cauldron of the romantic historical novel.

The empty “I” that stands over, or at the heart of, The Heart of Mid- Lothian 
not only captured a fundamental feature of Scott’s authorial project that 
dated back to his injunction to Walter Scott the editor to hold his tongue in 
the Minstrelsy and continued through his enduring anonymity in the Waver-
ley Novels. It also, I want to suggest, captured a fundamental feature of the 
narrative organization of this signal romantic novel in particular, where 
the plural signifi cations articulated through the empty “I” are graphed onto 
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the fi gure of the “heart” that is at the heart, so to speak, of both this novel 
and of a  nineteenth- century notion of subjectivity that was increasingly be-
ing produced through the reading of novels.

In the reconceptualizations of the human body that took place around 
1800, the identity of the heart was, not surprisingly, integral to such cor-
poreal reconfi gurations and the communicative poetics they subtended.81 
The question that surrounded the human heart was whether it was to be 
understood as the center or core of the human body or as a circulatory 
relay. In the opening chapter of Scott’s novel in which the fi gure of the 
heart is put through a rapid series of puns, we learn that the “Heart of Mid-
 Lothian” refers to an architectural structure that is both a prison and a toll-
booth, a container and a relay. We can see how the novel enacts precisely 
this  medico- cultural tension between the heart as a signifi er of a closed con-
tainer and the heart as a signifi er of a network node. This fi gural dichotomy 
between the heart as center and relay (amplifi ed in the dual meaning of 
“mid” as in the center and in between) was then threaded through the novel 
through the use of two competing fi gures of speech (about speech) that de-
pended on the fi gure of the heart: to say something “by heart” (to incorpo-
rate, store, and repeat it) and to speak “from the heart” (to reveal or confess 
something). In the latter case, the heart is the origin of an original mode of 
speaking, and in the former, the heart stands for a practice of transmitting 
something not one’s own. In each case the heart is a guarantor of reliability 
and authenticity, but the reference of this reliability shifts from something 
outside to inside the self.

The fi gure of the heart was thus connected to a variety of communicative 
practices that would emerge as central points of tension during the early 
nineteenth century and that would include the categories of confession, 
sympathy, and sentimentality, as well as those of memory, memorializa-
tion, collection, and commonality. As Andrea Henderson has highlighted 
in her reading of the novel, Scott’s Heart was intensely concerned with the 
tensions between legitimate and illegitimate circulation,82 participating in 
what Deidre Lynch has identifi ed as a longer novelistic tradition defi ned by 
an attention to both the commercial and social circulations that inhered in 
an emergent market economy.83 Just as in Scott’s historical narrative poem 
Marmion,84 for example, one could break down the characters of the Heart of 
Mid- Lothian into two groups, those that embodied illegitimate movements 
(Madge, Staunton, Effi e) and those that remained “steadfast” (Jeanie, Butler, 
Jeanie’s father), where the former seemed to disappear and the latter always 
to return home, completing the circuit that they began like Scott’s fi rst hero 
Edward Waverley. As Jane Millgate has argued, “Journeys in [Scott’s] fi ction 
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rarely follow the unidirectional pattern of the simple picaresque. Coming 
home to the father or the place of the fathers is an essential element in his 
characteristic design. . . . London cannot provide a conclusion.”85 This sense 
of circularity and closure that informed so many of Scott’s novels, and The 
Heart of Mid- Lothian in particular, has no doubt been one of the reasons 
why much recent scholarship on The Heart of Mid- Lothian has focused on 
its participation in constructing British nationalism.86 The closed routes of 
the characters’ travels in the novel are meant to reenact the closing of the 
nation’s (or empire’s) borders.

What I want to focus on instead is not the way such circulatory logic 
reinforced emerging national or imperial mentalities or, as Henderson and 
Lynch have suggested, facilitated romantic subjects’ adaptation to the com-
mercial circulations of an ever- expanding market economy. Rather, I want to 
focus on the way these questions of circulation and circularity, transmission 
and reliability, were deployed by Scott to address the increasingly urgent 
problem of textual circulation and ownership, of how to attribute language 
to a person (or a nation) as so much material passed out of a literary com-
mons and into the hands of editors and authors. And here the punning pas-
sage on the heart in the novel’s fi rst chapter is again instructive. When Har-
die asks, “Why should not the Tolbooth have its ‘Last Speech, Confession, 
and Dying Words’?”87 the question that this question poses is, What are the 
rhetorical and technological conditions that are capable of generating the 
speech act of “confession” itself, of aligning the heart—and by association 
the novel that was called a heart—away from speaking by heart and towards 
speaking from the heart? In place of the numerous narrators that the novel 
deploys at its opening, how can the heart speak itself?

“By Heart” v. “From the Heart” in The Heart of Mid-Lothian

In order to try to answer these questions I would like to concentrate on two 
key scenes that concern the performance of a confession—that concern, 
in other words, the very production of singularity that would provide the 
conditions of both The Heart of Mid- Lothian’s success and of course Scott’s 
own career. The novel tells the story of Jeanie Deans whose sister, Effi e, has 
been accused of murdering the child she had out of wedlock and who sits 
in the “Heart of Mid- Lothian” awaiting her fate. Jeanie can free her sister on 
a legal technicality if she perjures herself in court, but she ultimately does 
not. Instead, after her sister is sentenced, she undertakes a voyage on foot to 
London to gain a pardon for her sister from the queen, where the eventual 
overturning of the judicial decision mirrors the overturning of the coach at 
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the novel’s opening that led to its being written down in the fi rst place. The 
overturned case, in both cases, leads to a new narrative reordering of existing 
documents. Upon being freed, Jeanie’s sister will once again disappear, as 
the novel continues to rehearse two different forms of being “wayward.”

In chapter 2, volume 2, Jeanie responds to a written communiqué that 
requests her to meet her sister’s seducer, George Staunton, late one night 
at Muschat’s Cairn in St. Leonard’s Chase. We are told in the novel that 
this enclosed space is also crucially a storied space, much like Washington 
Irving’s Sleepy Hollow (for a discussion of both hollow spaces and texts see 
the next chapter), and while there are numerous legends that belong to this 
space, the Cairn in particular is named after Nicol Muschat, who brutally 
murdered his wife. “With all of these legends Jeanie Deans was too well ac-
quainted, to escape that strong impression which they usually make on the 
imagination” (HM, 135). Like Hoffmann’s living room, it is the natural set-
ting in Scott that is denoted by the presence and power of such oft- repeated 
tales. Landscape is marked as a narrative archive. And like Hoffmann’s mag-
netist who both occupies and activates the storied space of the living room, 
the conversation between Jeanie and her interlocutor will revolve around 
the status and the utility of what one has been told. The performance of the 
conversation corresponds, in Kenneth Burke’s terminology, to the scene in 
which it is acted out:

“But you said there was a remedy,” again gasped out the terrifi ed young 

woman.

 “There is,” answered the stranger, “and it is in your own hands. The blow 

which the law aims cannot be broken by directly encountering it, but it may 

be turned aside. You saw your sister during the period preceding the birth of 

her child—what is so natural as that she should have mentioned her condi-

tion to you? The doing so would, as their cant goes, take the case from under 

the statute, for it removes the quality of concealment. I know their jargon, and 

have had sad cause to know it; and the quality of concealment is essential to 

this statutory offence. Nothing is so natural as that Effi e should have men-

tioned her condition to you—think—refl ect—I am positive that she did.”

 “Woes me!” said Jeanie, “she never spoke to me on the subject, but grat 

sorely when I spoke to her about her altered looks, and the change on her 

spirits.”

 “You asked her questions on the subject?” said he eagerly. “You must re-

member her answer was, a confession that she had been ruined by a villain—

yes, lay a strong emphasis on that—a cruel, false villain called—the name 

is unnecessary; and that she bore under her bosom the consequences of his 
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guilt and her folly; and that he had assured her he would provide safely for 

her approaching illness.—Well he kept his word!” These last words he spoke 

as it were to himself, and with a violent gesture of self- accusation, and then 

calmly proceeded, “You will remember all this?—That is all that is necessary 

to be said.”

 “But I cannot remember,” answered Jeanie, with simplicity, “that which 

Effi e never told me.”

 “Are you so dull—so very dull of apprehension!” he exclaimed, suddenly 

grasping her arm, and holding it fi rm in his hand. “I tell you,” (speaking 

between his teeth, and under his breath, but with great energy,) “you must 

remember that she told you all this, whether she ever said a syllable of it or 

no. You must repeat this tale, in which there is no falsehood, except in so far 

as it was not told to you, before these Justices—Justiciary—whatever they 

call their  blood- thirsty court, and save your sister from being murdered, and 

them from becoming murderers. Do not hesitate—I pledge life and salvation, 

that in saying what I have said, you will only speak the simple truth.” (HM, 

140–41)

In distinction to the very tales that make a “strong impression” on Jeanie 
in this cavernous landscape, George Staunton’s tale does not make a lasting 
impression on Jeanie because she has not heard it before (“But I cannot 
remember that which Effi e never told me”). In invoking frames of reference 
such as “it is in your own hands” or “nothing is so natural,” Staunton at-
tempts to reverse the very unnaturalness of facts such as Effi e’s own act of 
 child- murder at the heart of this dialogue, Muschat’s act of murdering his 
wife that was memorialized where the dialogue occurs, or the prospect of 
a future dialogue where she will say what she has not been told. Alongside 
this invocation of ownness at the heart of the confession, Staunton will 
nevertheless reveal the indirection at the heart of his method (“the blow 
which the law aims cannot be broken by directly encountering it”)—not 
just indirectly freeing Effi e by a legal loophole, but also the use of indirec-
tion itself to achieve this end, that is, the control of Jeanie’s speech through 
his own. Staunton’s project is not simply to control Jeanie’s confession but 
to control confession itself. “In saying what I have said, you will only speak 
the simple truth.” And yet unlike the oft- repeated tales that make a “strong 
impression” on Jeannie—that bear some truth value—Staunton’s tale is a 
novel statement and therefore must remain untrue.

Staunton’s project of trying to control Jeannie’s confession, staged of 
course in the middle of the night in a space of illicit backdrop, is threaten-
ing not because of its illegality—the perjury at its heart—but because of its 
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communicative rationale, that it would redefi ne confession as the speech of 
someone else. The following chapter opens with an epigraph from Hamlet 
concerning the character of Ophelia: “She speaks things in doubt, / That 
carry but half sense: her speech is nothing, / Yet the unshaped use of it doth 
move / The hearers to collection; they aim at it, / And botch the words up 
fi t to their own thoughts” (HM, 143). While the epigraph points towards 
a chapter where we will learn of the  Ophelia- like madness of Madge Wild-
fi re—the fool turned foolish because of the trauma of losing her child as a 
young woman (murdered by her mother to save her honor)—the citation 
also points backward to the previous chapter as well. It highlights the risks 
of Staunton’s project, of reducing Jeanie’s speech, and her speaking from 
the heart, to “nothing,” to something, in other words, that does not cor-
respond to the heart of the speaker as a source and thus allows others to 
“botch the words up fi t to their own thoughts.” Like the natural precipice at 
the conclusion of the novel that almost claims Effi e’s life (vol. 4, chap. 12), 
it is precisely this communicative precipice of speaking “nothing,” of speech 
that cannot be attributed to a stable source, that must be negotiated in the 
novel.

If we turn to the famous confrontation between Jeanie and the queen in 
chapters 10 through 12 of volume 3, we see a similar moment of an attempt 
to control Jeanie’s confession, only this time the operation is far more suc-
cessful (it results in the desired pardon for her sister). In place of Staunton 
as the directorial fi gure, it is now the Duke of Argyle who will orchestrate 
Jeanie’s confession, and in place of the Scottish court of law as the site of 
this confession, it is now the court of the English king to which Jeanie will 
petition her sister’s case. We must remember that the very conditions upon 
which Jeanie acquires the duke’s assistance as a mediating fi gure in the fi rst 
place depended on her own capacity to properly utilize mediation. It was 
only when she presented the document entrusted to her by her fi ancé Butler, 
which explained the Argyle family’s indebtedness to Butler’s family, that the 
effect of her presentation to the duke achieved its desired goal. In repayment 
for being entrusted with this document, Jeanie will perform another act of 
mediation in return by writing in Butler’s Bible (HM, 247).

In response to this media performance, the duke agrees to arrange an au-
dience with the queen, who refers to herself as a “medium”: “Your Grace is 
aware, that I can only be the medium through which the matter is subjected 
to his Majesty’s superior wisdom” (HM, 334). The mediality of the queen 
is the further continuation of all of the characters’ mediality in this scene, 
as both Jeanie and the duke function, each in their own way, as media (to 
which one could add the queen’s attendant, Lady Suffolk, who was then 
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sleeping with the king but was also the former lover of Argyle). “Now I have 
done for you,” says the duke to Jeanie, “what I would certainly not have 
done to serve any purpose of my own—I have asked an audience of a lady 
whose interest with the king is deservedly very high. It has been allowed me, 
and I am desirous that you should see her and speak for yourself. You have 
no occasion to be abashed; tell your story simply as you did to me” (HM, 
328). Yet the duke will continue: “Just say what you think is likely to make 
the best impression—look at me from time to time—if I put my hand to 
my cravat so—(shewing her the motion)—you will stop; but I shall only 
do this when you say anything that is not likely to please.” To which Jeanie 
replies, “But, sir, your Grace, if it wasna ower muckle trouble, wad it na be 
better to tell me what I should say, and I could get it by heart?” “No Jeanie,” 
the duke concludes, “that would not have the same effect.”

Who is the medium here? The duke arranges the connection (“I have 
asked an audience of a lady”) but also orchestrates the performance (“look 
at me from time to time”). Jeannie is merely the vehicle for her sister’s case, 
but she is supposed to speak from the heart, not by heart (“tell your story 
as simply as you did to me”). The success of the performance depends, as 
it will for the queen who will communicate it further to the king and as it 
did for Jeanie’s handling of someone else’s document to gain the queen’s 
audience in the fi rst place, on the delicate balance between mediation and 
originality, saying someone else’s story as though it were your own. It depends, 
in other words, on the delicate balance of the “by heart” and the “from the 
heart.” In place of George Staunton’s “In saying what I have said, you will 
only speak the simple truth,” we have the duke’s assurance to Jeanie’s ques-
tion, “wad it na be better to tell me what I should say, and I could get it by 
heart?”: “No Jeanie, that would not have the same effect.” In moving from 
Staunton to the duke, from the Cairn to the Court, we are always moving 
in the direction of increasing direction, but such direction is always still 
fundamentally coupled in The Heart of Mid- Lothian with the art of indirec-
tion.88 Only in this way, to return to the Shakespearean epigraph above, will 
one’s listeners be moved to “collection”: in both the sense of giving alms 
for such a narrative performance and in terms of becoming a collective. It is 
this particular type of media performance that will result in both fi nancial 
reward for the author and the generation of a reading public.

In exchange for her performance of mediation as origination, Jeanie will 
be rewarded with “a little  pocket- book” (HM, 343). James Chandler has 
identifi ed this scene as a paramount example of the romantic investment 
in the “case” as the essential genre of historiographical discourse, to which 
Scott’s historical novels become some of the most important narrative con-
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tributions (to which we could add the centrality of the “casket” in Goethe’s 
Travels).89 But rather than see the case here as a representation of a more 
universal notion of the case, I want to unpack this object in Scott in a more 
literal and material sense, to look inside, as it were, what is actually there 
on the page. As we saw in chapter 1 and as I will show in the next chapter, 
the “little  pocket- book” was an extremely important bibliographic format 
for organizing literary material in the romantic period and one of the chief 
identities that gets associated with it is as a space of sharing and exchange. 
When Jeanie writes in Butler’s Bible, she is highlighting the way writing in 
books at the turn of the nineteenth century continued to play a crucial role 
in establishing a network of reciprocal obligations through books, nowhere 
more prevalent than in “little  pocket- books.” When the queen gives Jeanie 
this book in which we later learn she has inscribed her own name, “Caro-
line,” she is not only participating in a popular  nineteenth- century biblio-
graphic practice, she is also drawing attention to the complex mixture of 
sharing and owning that surrounded such medial practices of inscription.

When we turn to the inside of the book as case, we see how the contents 
correspond to the container in which they appear. Inside the  pocket- book 
we fi nd, along with the queen’s inscription, the “usual assortment of silk 
and needles” and “a bank- bill for fi fty pounds.” To put it more abstractly 
but no less suggestively, what we fi nd inside the book is handwriting (the 
inscription), printed writing (the bill), and the tools for producing texts / tex-
tiles (the silk and needles). We could organize these symbolic items even 
more concretely by saying that what this book does that is given in exchange 
for Jeanie’s oral performance is replace the oral performance itself with a 
written one that is based on the practices of collection (the silk and needles 
that are used to piece together the textile), circulation (the bank- bill), and 
shared ownership (the inscription).

In the introduction that Scott writes in 1830 to Old Mortality, he recounts 
a tale told by his friend Mr. Walker about how in exchange for being deliv-
ered out of Locher Moss, in which he was lost, he recited a headstone’s epi-
taph that concerned his guide’s family that he knew “by heart” and that he 
then proceeded to write down for his guide. This anecdote that was added 
to the introduction to the opening series of the Tales models, in other words, 
the very same operation that we see occurring in The Heart of Mid- Lothian, 
as we move from a culture of memorization and recitation to one of writ-
ing and exchange. But the crucial difference between these two episodes is 
that the exchange of the “little  pocket- book” for Jeanie’s oral performance 
does not so much mark a transition from a state of orality to that of writing 
as it models a mode of text- making and text- transmitting that combined the 
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principles behind these two regimes and that were associated with the fi gure 
of the heart. Jeanie’s audience with the queen highlights the profound ways 
in which speaking from the heart was not opposed to, but necessarily incor-
porated with, speaking by heart. Scott’s novel dramatized, in other words, 
the necessary overlap between the practices of preservation, transmission, 
and attribution that were underwriting the novel’s rise to prominence in the 
nineteenth century.

Producing Singularity

Scott’s concern with the reliability of confessional speech—with the align-
ment of speech with the individual heart—would continue through the 
conclusion of the Tales of My Landlord in The Bride of Lammermoor (1819) 
that appeared along with A Legend of Montrose in the third series of the Tales. 
Like the ballad “The Sang of the Outlaw Murray,” or Scott’s narrative poem 
Marmion, The Bride of Lammermoor concerned a case of the dispossession of 
inherited property, and, like The Heart of Mid- Lothian, it was also simulta-
neously concerned with the control of a young woman’s speech (Lucy Ash-
ton) and the reliability of the signed document (her engagement letter to 
Ravenswood versus her marriage certifi cate to Bucklaw). When Ravenswood 
intones upon returning in a fi t of rage, “Is that, madam, your hand?,”90 we 
are meant to see the proliferation of signatures as a challenge to authentic-
ity and certainty surrounding written documents. Lucy then throws into the 
fi re the letter of engagement along with the gold locket she had “concealed 
in her bosom” (252). Through the gesture of the discarded text and locket 
(or case), writing in Lammermoor is divested of both its “gold standard” 
and from its quality of being from the heart. It is replaced by writing as a 
site of competing interests and voiceovers. At the conclusion of the scene 
of Ravenswood’s claim to Lucy’s love, Lucy’s mother remarks: “Master of 
Ravenswood, you have asked what questions you thought fi t. You see the 
total incapacity of my daughter to answer you. But I will reply for her, and 
in a manner which you cannot dispute” (252). Unlike Jeanie Deans, who 
speaks for herself through others (the duke and the queen) and for others 
through herself (Butler and Effi e), Lucy’s voice and the possibility of her 
confession is completely occluded by the speech of Lady Ashton. In either 
case, whether as tragedy or comedy, speaking from the heart—the mode 
of confessional speech that was the cornerstone of an  eighteenth- century 
poetics of sentimentality—is reconfi gured in Scott’s romantic Tales as incor-
porating increasing degrees of mediation. Personal speech is aligned with 
the increasing bookishness of subjectivity.
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Many readers have argued for the importance of Scott’s Minstrelsy for his 
later fi ctional works, a point already noted by Lockhart in his introduction 
to the posthumous edition of Scott’s works, where he writes: “In the text 
and notes of [the Minstrelsy], we can now trace the primary incident, or 
broad outline of almost every romance, whether in verse or prose, which Sir 
Walter Scott built in after life on the history or traditions of his country.”91 
Yet the Minstrelsy’s infl uence for Scott’s later work was not simply a matter 
of its content, that it provided a rich amount of material that Scott then 
later rewrote in prose. Rather, it also lay in the way it enacted the problem 
of rewriting itself that would remain at the heart of Scott’s fi ction—and 
its confi guration of the “heart” as a shared, not singular, space. The Min-
strelsy enacted the persistent irresolutions surrounding the borders of liter-
ary property, and it highlighted the negotiations between mediation and 
originality in writing. The opening addition to Scott’s edition (“Now haud 
thy tongue Sir Walter Scott”) prefi gured numerous scenes of the contested 
ownership of documents and speech that suffused Scott’s poetry and fi ction, 
and, I would argue, were the grounds on which his success depended. The 
signature, the heart, the confession—these were all techniques of articulat-
ing singularity in The Heart of Mid- Lothian, of motivating its own as well as 
its author’s singularity in the literary market. And yet they were also simul-
taneously constructed around a series of mediating, and thus plural, fi gures 
such as the duke, the queen, and Jeanie herself. Creation and originality, 
speaking from the heart, were always inseparably intertwined with mediation 
and rewriting, speaking by heart. Like the critical edition and its increas-
ingly pronounced capacity to construct the originality of its authors, Scott’s 
fi ctions too increasingly motivated the principle of the proprietary as the 
heart of writing by pointing to the art of mediation as the necessary pre-
condition—the heart—of origination. In preparation for the publication of 
his fi nal, authorized collected edition, Scott would produce a voluminous 
editorial apparatus to accompany his works. Like the sovereign who undid 
a concept of sovereignty in the Minstrelsy, the inscriber of headstones who 
never received a headstone in Old Mortality, or, fi nally, the persistent inter-
weaving of the by heart and the from the heart in The Heart of Mid- Lothian, 
this fi nal act of auto- editorialism was at once the grandest of all gestures of 
producing one’s own singularity as well as the perfect confession of where 
this incredibly singular, original, and infl uential literary project began: in 
the act of editing.



“What hands are here?”

—Shakespeare, Macbeth

Assorted Books: The Romantic Miscellany 
(Almanacs, Taschenbücher, Gift-Books)

“Sharing is more diffi cult than you think.”1 This was the advice offered to 
the Major by his friend in Goethe’s novella “The Man of Fifty,” and it con-
cerned the diffi culties of transmitting the Verjüngungskunst, the art of reju-
venation, that the Major required to retain his vitality for his niece who, in 
a typical Goethean fantasy, had fallen in love with him. “The Man of Fifty” 
had initially appeared in part in 1817 in Cotta’s Ladies’  Pocket- Book,2 and 
it was a story that was in fact largely concerned with the problem of the 
part—with the parting, imparting, and parting with things. It would later be 
included in Goethe’s last novel, Wilhelm Meister’s Travels (1808–29), where 
it would achieve its fame as one of his most important prose works. And yet 
its initial placement within Cotta’s miscellany disclosed an important fact 
about the culture of  nineteenth- century miscellanies: that the question of 
the part, imparting, and parting with—in a word, sharing—was integral to 
the miscellany’s success as a literary format in the nineteenth century.

In the fi rst half of the nineteenth century whether in France, England, the 
German states, or the United States, a vast amount of writing was circulated 
through eclectic collections of poetry, short fi ction, essays, and anecdotes. 

Like the format of the collected edition, the  nineteenth- century miscellany 
served a crucial ordering function in an age of too much writing. But unlike 
the collected edition, the miscellany was not organized around the unifying 

C H A P T E R  F O U R

Sharing
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fi gure of the author but instead, as Barbara Benedict has suggested, around 
the fi gure of the reader.3 Where the collected edition aimed to canonize its 
author and in the process create a literary canon, the miscellany was far 
more a document of the carnevalesque impulse to undo such rules, stan-
dards, or means. With the absence of any obvious organizing principle and 
the simultaneous presence of high, low, and outright weird texts, the ro-
mantic miscellany authorized the reader to create the linkages between such 
cultural strata. Like the stitching that bound together the loose leaves of the 
book, it was the reader who provided the intellectual threads that connected 
the book’s diverse parts. As Leah Price has argued, anthologies and miscel-
lanies “determine not simply who gets published or what gets read but who 
reads, and how.”4 In their capacity to slice, select, condense, combine, and 
reproduce, miscellanies’ prominence during the romantic period refl ected, 
as Ina Ferris has shown in the case of Isaac D’Israeli’s Curiosities of Literature, 
the continued importance of the elsewhere and the afterward, transmission 
and excision, to romantic literary culture.5

In addition to the work of Benedict, Price, and Ferris, recent work by 
Kathryn Ledbetter, Meredith McGill, and Seth Lerer in English, York- Gotthart 
Mix, Hans- Jürgen Lüsebrinck, and Siegfried Wenzel in German, Armando 
Petrucci in Italian, and Ségolène Le Men in French have put the miscellany 
back onto the literary map.6 In doing so, they have drawn our attention 
to the important role that the miscellany has played within the history of 
literature and the history of the book, either as a printed book in the early 
modern period or as a manuscript book from antiquity to the middle ages. 
Indeed, there is something almost intrinsic to the identity of the book and 
the disorder of the miscellany, the way the miscellany embodies the ety-
mological origins of reading as an act of gathering—as both a collecting 
together and an intermittent plucking. But while the miscellany may be, on 
the one hand, a timeless bibliographic format, a unique type of miscellany 
does emerge during the romantic period, one that has traditionally been 
classifi ed according to different names depending on which language one 
works in. We speak of almanacs in French, Taschenbücher in German, and 
gift- books or literary annuals in English, a diversity of nomenclature that I 
suspect has had much to do with why the study of these books has been 
so nationally focused. While there were of course important differences be-
tween these regional articulations of the miscellany, I want to suggest that 
there was a fundamental continuity in the cultural work that such miscel-
laneous books performed during the romantic period.

In drawing upon the much older book format of the “almanac” or “cal-
endar” that appeared in yearly installments,  nineteenth- century literary 
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miscellanies were drawing upon one of the oldest available bibliographic 
genres and thus engaging in that familiar romantic quest for origins. As 
Leigh Hunt said in his introduction to the English miscellany The Keep-
sake (1828), “The history of  Pocket- books and their forerunners, Alma-
nacks, Calendars, Ephemerides, &c. is ancient beyond all precedent: even 
the Welshman’s genealogy, the middle of which contained the creation of 
the world, is nothing to it.”7 But in mapping such serially appearing collec-
tions onto the seasonal rhythms of nature—most visibly in the calendrical 
tables that so often appeared in these books’ frontmatter, as in this example 
of the Almanach des dames from 1811 (fi g. 4.1)—the romantic miscellany 
was not only participating in the naturalization of literature and the book 
so familiar to romantic readers. It also played an important role in mark-
ing the transition from the cyclicality to the seriality of cultural production 
that would become a hallmark of both  nineteenth- century literature and 
 twentieth- century mass media more generally.8 At the same time, in the 
small size captured in the notion of the Taschenbuch—the book that could fi t 
in one’s pocket—the miscellanies articulated the increasing reproducibility 
and affordability of printed books that brought with them a growing sense 
of a loss of control. The miscellaneous  pocket- book’s identity as an early 
form of popular culture would later be captured not only in the German 
and French words for modern “paperbacks” (Taschenbuch, livre de poche) but 
also in the choice of Pocket Books as the title for the fi rst American paperback 
imprint in the twentieth century.9 As one could see in a popular image of 
the “Scholarly Traveler” from 1820 who was surreptitiously placing a small 
book in his pocket (and being caught by a dutiful dog),10 the “pocket- book” 
was increasingly associated at the turn of the nineteenth century with prob-
lems of regulation, authority, and control.

If the notion of the “Taschenbuch” captured the growing availability of 
the book and related problems of hierarchy and control, it was the appel-
lation of “gift book” that captured the particular way that the circulation 
of these books was being inscribed within an affective economy of gift ex-
change. While books had always functioned as gift objects, the miscella-
neous “gift book” was emerging at precisely the moment when books were 
overwhelmingly being defi ned by their status as commodities.11 In replacing 
a system of anonymous circulation with a more intimate system of exchange 
between friends and family, the gift book was a means of compensating for, 
but also propelling, the new commercial proliferation of books. With titles 
like Penelope, Almanach dédiés aux dames, or Frauentaschenbuch, miscellanies’ 
orientation towards female readers was not just a means of capitalizing on 
a rapidly expanding reading audience but was also a means of locating the 



Figure 4.1 Calendar page, Almanachs des dames (1811). Courtesy of the 
Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University.
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book within household economies of sentimental affection, a key means, 
in other words, of domesticating the book.12 Perhaps more than any of the 
other formats discussed in this book, the romantic miscellany had a decid-
edly interpersonal function. Despite these various functions, what all of 
these books had in common of course was the mixed nature of writing that 
appeared within them. They refl ected, and indeed celebrated, at the level 
of the book the growing heterogeneity of writing within the larger literary 
market. In doing so, miscellanies represented a powerful challenge to as-
sumptions about the book’s capacity to promote a notion of sequential or 
fl uid reading. As the editors argued in the miscellany  Curiositäten- Almanach 
of 1825, which was dedicated to “friends of encyclopedic entertainments,” 
such collections were expressly for people who read “fragmentarisch.”

Common Right v. Copyright

It is precisely the mixedness at the core of writing in the miscellanies that I 
want to explore in this chapter, a mixedness understood not just as the di-
versity of form but as the diversity of ownership. By returning to the biblio-
graphic scene of Goethe’s refl ections on sharing—by reading the linguistic 
and material codes of this particular genre of books—I want to suggest that 
the book format of the romantic miscellany functioned as a particularly 
acute space in which the mutual relationship of sharing and owning (a 
common right and copyright to writing) could be rehearsed during the fi rst 
half of the nineteenth century. How was one to share writing with someone 
else, to have it in common without losing it completely? With so much writ-
ten material moving about with ever greater ease, how was one to reliably 
negotiate the complex contours between the mine, the yours, and the ours? 
Sharing was integral to writing’s diffusion in the nineteenth century, mak-
ing it increasingly available at the same time that writing’s availability made 
sharing that much easier. But the more writing was shared and shareable, 
the more diffi cult it became to claim something as one’s own. The more one 
shared, the less one paradoxically had to give away. As Goethe suggested, 
sharing was more diffi cult than one thought.

Following on the work of Martha Woodmansee, there have been numer-
ous compelling studies in the course of the last two decades on the origins 
and evolution of the notion of copyright, the long and contentious pro-
cess of establishing the conditions for the proprietary ownership of ideas 
that emerged out of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.13 What 
we know less about are the numerous ways that this period emphasized 
the sharing, and not the owning, of information. As Natalie Zemon Davis 
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has argued in an essay that remains a key contribution to the history of 
intellectual property, “We have concentrated on the book as a commodity 
rather than on the book as a bearer of benefi ts and duties, on copyright 
rather than common right.”14 In our emphasis on the proprietary, we have 
overlooked how sharing has served as a crucial practice for literary and 
intellectual innovation both during and after the romantic period. At the 
same time, we have overlooked just how complicated and contentious such 
a practice was and continues to be, the complexity of trying to work out 
the principles of parting, imparting, and parting with something. How was 
one to conceive of a discrete medium like the book as something “held” 
in common?

Few issues have become more contentious today in our emerging envi-
ronment of digital communication than that of sharing. The more mate-
rial is shared and made shareable, the more criminalized such practices 
become.15 There seems to be a growing disconnect between the needs and 
habits of various creative communities and the way we are choosing to regu-
late those interactions. By turning to the history of a common right and not a 
copyright to writing, we can begin to see how our current predicament over 
fi le sharing is not something distinctly new, but refl ects a persistent problem 
that has always surrounded writing as an allographic art, as an art form that 
can be reproduced without degrading or changing its value.16 With each 
new innovation in writing technology, with each new contribution towards 
the reproducibility of writing, the question of sharing only seems to emerge 
with renewed force. Rather than offering another trenchant critique of the 
current institutional exuberance for ever stricter mechanisms of copyright,17 
by identifying the richness of a literary and intellectual tradition of sharing 
and sharedness, we can begin to understand contemporary digital practices 
not as essentially aberrant but as standing in a long and legitimate history. 
We can begin to see how sharing and owning should not be seen as agons, 
as mutually exclusive of one another—as they are increasingly understood 
today—but as standing in a necessary, mutual, and always tangled forma-
tion with one another.

When we take into consideration the romantic miscellany in its entirety, 
when we attend to a range of paratextual elements such as bindings, front-
matter, and dedicatory leaves along with the texts that such material as-
pects enclosed, we can observe the intricate ways that romantic miscellanies 
were addressing questions of sharing and the sharedness of writing during 
a crucial moment of historical change in the conditions of writing. Miscel-
laneity in the romantic era was intimately related to questions of partiality 
and commonality that surrounded the problem of sharing writing. Where 
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critical and collected editions contributed to the differentiation of literary 
property, the format of the miscellany strongly responded to a social need 
to have literature in common.

As I will show, such questions were fi rst and foremost articulated through 
the presence, whether real or imagined, of handwriting in the miscellany. 

Whether it was their nature as gift books, the ubiquity of blank dedicatory 
spaces within them, or in some cases the elaborate white space for diary 
entries or notes, romantic miscellanies were often typographically designed 
to invite readers to write within them. Unlike Laurence Sterne’s use of hand-
writing, who signed copies of the fi rst edition of Tristram Shandy to keep it 
from being pirated,18 the miscellanies used such invitations to handwrit-
ing, not to authorize the printed book, but instead to frame the book as a 
shared space, either between one reader and another or between readers and 
authors. The singular identity of the hand in Sterne’s sHANDy (whether it 
was the author’s autograph or those famous wavy lines that I will discuss in 
chapter 6) starkly contrasted with the commonality of hands in the miscel-
lany, often captured in the familiar miscellany subtitle, “by several hands.”19 
As we will see, the residual technology of handwriting in the miscellanies 
was not principally a form of autography, a guarantor of individuality, but 
an indication of commonality. Where the fi gure of the face played a crucial 
role in the constitution of the collected edition and readers’ identifi cation 
with such books, it was the contested meaning of the hand and its dual 
capacity both to clasp and to give that served as a key corporeal site in the 
self- defi nition of the romantic miscellany.

In contributing to a growing body of work that has drawn attention to 
the manuscriptural spaces within or alongside printed books,20 my aim is 
to expand our notion of romantic bibliographic culture to include obser-
vations of the simultaneity of various writing technologies within what we 
have traditionally called “print culture.” As Margaret Ezell has illustrated 
in her study of late- seventeenth-  and  early- eighteenth- century manuscript 
literature, handwriting continued to have an important role to play in liter-
ary communities even with the ascent of print in the eighteenth century. In 
Ezell’s words, “public” did not always mean “publication.”21 And as a num-
ber of scholars of the romantic period have shown, handwriting continued 
to play an important role in literary culture well after Ezell’s timeframe into 
the nineteenth century, whether it was the centrality of manuscript to Poe’s 
poetics (“MS. Found in a Bottle,” “The Purloined Letter” or his planned pe-
riodical, Stylus), the renewed popularity of commonplace books known as 
literary “albums,” or the important role that letter exchanges played in shap-
ing audience feedback.22 As Wilhelm wrote to Nathalie in Goethe’s Travels, 
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“One has no idea how much people write today. I’m not even talking about 
what is printed, although that is still plenty. One can only imagine what 
is circulated in silence through letters and essays about the letters, news, 
stories, anecdotes, and descriptions of individual lives.”23 If Wilhelm’s ob-
servation was true and manuscript production far exceeded print in the early 
nineteenth century, can we still reliably speak of a “print culture”?

Rather than conceive such manuscriptural work as an alternative writ-
erly space to print in the nineteenth century,24 however, I am interested in 
exploring the ways that handwriting and printed writing were brought into 
intimate contact with one another, the way these two very different technol-
ogies could literally overlap one another in the space of a single book. As 
we will see, the invitation to handwriting in the miscellanies did not serve a 
compensatory function—an articulation of an alternative, human space in 
a world of mechanized, mass- reproduced objects—but served instead as a 
kind of initiation into a way of thinking about writing more generally within 
the printed public sphere as a space of commonality. Such paratextual ele-
ments of miscellaneous gift books were then complemented by the literary 
contributions to these books—a poetics of miscellaneity if you will—that 
motivated the shareability of writing. The all- important romantic fi gure of 
the hollow and a variety of techniques of formal omission would become 
the formal ground where miscellaneous writing explored and promoted the 
divisibility and the commonality of writing. Reformulating the written work 
as a share was not a means of capturing some larger sense of modern frag-
mentation, but was the precondition, indeed the foundation, upon which a 
culture of intellectual ownership was being built in the romantic period and 
that found one of its most successful articulations through the bibliographic 
genre of the romantic miscellany.

Book-Keeping and the Inscription 
(Intermediality and the Book II)

In the introduction to the fi rst issue of the English miscellany The Keepsake 
(1828), Leigh Hunt would write:

What renders a book more valuable as a keepsake than almost any other, is, 

that, like a friend, it can talk with and entertain us. And here we have one 

thing to recommend, which to all those who prize the spirit of books and or 

regard it above the letter, can give to a favourite volume a charm inexpressible. 

It is this: that where such an affectionate liberty can be taken either in right of 

playing the teacher, or because the giver of the book is sure of a sympathy in 
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point of taste with the person receiving it, the said giver should mark his or 

her favourite passages throughout (as delicately as need be), and so present, 

as it were, the author’s and the giver’s minds at once.25

As one of the few extended refl ections on the miscellany that we have, Hunt’s 
essay has a kind of programmatic character about it, an attempt to frame 
for  nineteenth- century readers why this format mattered. In aligning the 
category of the book with that of friendship Hunt was drawing on a familiar 
strategy that dated back at least to Erasmus’s effort to frame the commercial 
printed text as common property, beginning with his choice of “Friends 
hold all things in common” as the opening of his adage collection.26 Equat-
ing the book with a friend was not simply a way of enlivening the dead 
letter on the page, as Hunt suggested (“like a friend, it can talk with and 
entertain us”). It was also a way of replacing the anonymous distribution of 
mass- produced objects through buying and selling with a model of intimate 
circulation of personalized copies among friends, however paradoxical such 
a notion of the “personalized copy” might have been. The Keepsake was in-
tended not to be kept for oneself but to be given away, shared among friends 
and family. The discourse of friendship and the practice of gift- giving under 
which miscellanies like The Keepsake were produced and circulated were 
intended to counteract precisely the anonymity of mass circulation that the 
format itself was engendering.

Perhaps no other practice facilitated this mode of intimate exchange 
more than inscription, the placement of the giver’s handwriting alongside, 
or in front of, the printed text.27 As Hunt intoned, “One precious name, or 
little inscription at the beginning of the volume . . . is worth all the binding 
in St. James’s.”28 Numerous miscellanies contained a printed space or even 
a special leaf designed to allow givers to dedicate these books to their recipi-
ents. Whether it was ornamental presentation leaves, as in this copy of the 
Atlantic Souvenir from 1827 (fi g. 4.2), or dedicatory poems that included a 
blank space to write in the dedicatee’s name, as in this copy of the Taschen-
buch der Liebe und Freundschaft gewidmet (Pocket- Book Dedicated to Love 
and Friendship) for 1811 (fi g. 4.3), miscellanies consistently used white 
space to encourage their users to write within them. Unlike the white space 
of critical editions that functioned as a kind of immaculate border insulat-
ing the author’s work from that of the editor, white space in the miscellanies 
was an invitation to cross the boundaries between reader and author and 
produce the presence of multiple hands on the page.

And readers responded in kind. If we turn to individual copies housed in 
the rich collection of literary annuals at the American Antiquarian Society, 



Figure 4.2 Dedication page, The Atlantic Souvenir (1827). Courtesy of the Rare Books 
 Division, the New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.



Figure 4.3 Dedicatory poem, Taschenbuch der Liebe und Freundschaft gewidmet 
(1811). Courtesy of the Klassik Stiftung Weimar, HAAB / Ff1- 90.
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we fi nd numerous instances of readers’ inscriptions. On December 25, 
1849, Mary Hinsdale received a copy of The Garland from her “Uncle Beard-
sley,” and in a copy of Hyacinth from 1849, we fi nd the note, “Christmas 
present for Sarah J. Lord, North Berwick; from her bro. Charles,” written 
to his sister when she was ten years old. Miscellanies were not only given 
by men to women—as in a copy of The Token of 1830 where we fi nd the 
inscription, “Mrs. Julia A. Jackson from her husband”—but also functioned 
as a means of establishing a matrilineal network of reading. Sarah M. Park 
of Groton, Massachusetts, received a copy of Robert Merry’s Annual for All 
Seasons in 1840 from Mrs. Eliza Green when she was seven, and in The Gift 
for All Seasons (1844) we fi nd the note, “Abby M. Gourgas from her afftn. 
Aunt Anne. Jan 1, 1843,” given to Abby when she was six. At the age of ten 
she would also receive a copy of Longfellow’s Evangeline (fi fth edition) from 
“Mrs. Tyler.” In an interesting case in a copy of The Literary Souvenir of 1838, 
we fi nd two dedications, “Mary F. Quincy from Mr. J. M. Newhall” (when 
Mary was nineteen) and “Lizzie Quincy from sister Mary” (when Lizzy was 
sixteen), suggesting how it was probably not uncommon that such gifts 
were regifted in an ongoing extension of a network of readers. Writing in 
books was not only a way of limiting the book’s circulatory possibility but 
also a means of facilitating it. Finally, there are also examples of these books 
being given to men from women, as in a copy of The Rose of Sharon from 
1852 in which Miss Achsa Hayford of Abington, Mass., dedicated the book 
to Daniel Temple Noyes on November 25.

What such examples illustrate is that at the historical juncture when we 
witness the gradual disappearance of the vertical dedication of author to 
patron in books (in Balzac’s dramatic formulation: “Madame, the time of 
dedications is past”),29 we fi nd the growing profusion of horizontal dedica-
tions between readers in books specifi cally designed to foster such exchanges. 
When we look at the various ages of the recipients of such gifted books 
(when one was beginning to read or becoming a young adult, husband, 
or wife), we see how such horizontally arranged exchanges were also be-
ing reverticalized, only now in the opposite direction. Where the book 
was formerly “given” upwards to an aristocratic patron through the book’s 
dedication as a sign of the recipient’s power, the inscription and the book 
it gave away downwards now marked the power of the giver. Instead of an 
acknowledgment of debt, the romantic inscription transferred debt from 
one reader to another.

On one level, the inscription was part of a larger cultural matrix in which 
the acquisition and deployment of handwriting played a pivotal role in 
the socialization of  nineteenth- century readers and writers.30 As we know 
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from  nineteenth- century handwriting handbooks, the production of manu-
script involved an extraordinary investment of one’s body to the execution 
of this technology (usually involving various techniques of bondage).31 If 
handwriting manuals served as treatises on the incorporation of writing—
of bringing the letter into the body—miscellanies and their inscriptions, on 
the other hand, served as sites for the opposite process of bringing the body 
into the book and, by association, the world of books. Unlike printed dedi-
cations of authors to patrons, which inscribed the private into an otherwise 
public mode of address, the handwritten dedication—writing in a book—
endowed this seemingly private mode of address with a certain publicness. 
But the important message that it communicated, beyond any well- wishing 
included in the often prescribed dedicatory lyrics, was that the printed writ-
ing in the book was something that was fundamentally shareable between 
readers. The inscription conveyed the ease with which printed books could 
be transferred from one reader to another, shared in the sense of held in 
common.

Hunt’s introduction went one step further to motivate another kind of 
writing in books and thus another mode of shareability: that between author 
and reader. When Hunt instructed owners of the book to further “mark” the 
text beyond the inscription (“the said giver should mark his or her favourite 
passages throughout (as delicately as need be)”), this act of handwriting was 
understood not as an act of giving away, but conversely, one of taking. In-
stead of authorizing the shareability of books, such marking with the hand 
authorized the shareability of ideas within them. It instructed readers on 
how to make the ideas in the book their own property, just as their “prop-
erty” was importantly being framed as a selection of someone else’s ideas.

The inscription thus functioned as a starting point—a portal—to initiate 
more writing in books. But where the handwritten inscription emphasized 
the importance, and the singularity, of the material object of the book (this 
copy is special because it bears the handwriting of a friend), Hunt’s invoca-
tion for readers and givers to move beyond the inscription and to mark- up 
the text was a way of prizing the book not as an object but as a bearer of 
ideas (“to all those who prize the spirit of books and or regard it above the 
letter”). The individual book was transformed in Hunt’s injunction into 
a space of literary work. When Hunt concluded this invitation to write in 
miscellanies with the words “and so present, as it were, the author’s and 
the giver’s minds at once,” he was granting to handwriting an extraordinary 
power, suggesting that the reason to write in books was to endow writing in 
books with an authorial status. By marking the book with one’s hand, the 
giver—or more generally the reader—was in some sense making the ideas 
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her own. Her markings would create a new work within the material space 
of the book; she would occupy, as Hunt suggested, the same space and thus 
the same status as an author.

According to the textual economy of the miscellanies, then, writing was 
not only a product of more writing, it was even more signifi cantly founded 
on the critical act of selection and an economy of credit and debt between 
giver (as both author, friend, or parent) and recipient. Following Hunt’s 
directions, when the giver shared a selection of readings (a miscellany) 
gleaned from a particular selection of texts (another miscellany), she was 
modeling an activity for the receiver to create her own miscellany within 
the miscellany. She was illustrating for her how to participate in this system 
of marking one’s debts and forwarding one’s credits. Whether handwritten 
or print, writing in the miscellanies was conceived as miscellaneous, as a 
practice of (medial and transactional) mixing. It was always a share and 
thus shareable.

Hunt’s instructions to mark- up these books was not only a rhetorical 
extension of the typographical frame of their dedicatory leaves. It was also 
an extension of a more general visual logic in the miscellanies’ frontmatter 
that encouraged readers to mark their books. There was an intimate con-
nection between the cosmos of book formats that all fell under the heading 
of the “miscellany” and typographical invitations to get readers to write in 
books, whether it was fi nancial ledgers, as in this copy of Taschenbuch der 
Liebe und Freundschaft gewidmet (1805–7) (fi g. 4.4) or the American Ladies’ 
Calendar (1818); diary spaces, as in this copy of Le Souvenir (1826) (fi g. 
4.5); or, fi nally, wallet bindings that were common to miscellanies and into 
whose pockets readers could place their own writing (fi g. 4.6). Goethe had 
done this, for example, in his many shipments of his writings to his English 
translator, Thomas Carlyle, where he would place his own poems in the 
pockets of the books’ bindings (one of which was called “A Likeness,” and 
was an exquisite comparison of the practice of translation to a vase of cut 
fl owers).32 In all of these cases of writing in books, readers’ writing was im-
portantly being framed as a part—a share—of a larger universe of writing. 
Typographical spaces like the accounting tables or diary sheets encouraged 
readers to learn to narrate their own lives—to recount and thus account for 
their actions—but such tabular autobiographical spaces were taking place 
not in blank books but in books with other writing in them. There was a 
transactional logic to writing that was encoded in the “in” and the “out” of 
those accounting tables. Indeed, the table to calculate credit and debit was 
the logical visual extension of the dedication page itself that established a 
fundamental bibliographic debt between readers. In framing readers’ writ-
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ing according to the logic of bookkeeping, then, writing was not framed as 
an act of keeping books, of possession, but as a way of mapping lines of 
exchange.33

Yet unlike the popular  early- modern commonplace book that was com-
prised of the collection of textual parts, the romantic miscellany did not 
take excerpts of what was “out there” and inscribe them “in here” in one’s 

Figure 4.4 Financial ledger, Taschenbuch der Liebe und Freundschaft gewidmet 
(1805). Courtesy of the Klassik Stiftung Weimar, HAAB / Ff1- 90.



Figure 4.5 Diary page, Le Souvenir (1826). Courtesy of the American Antiquarian Society.
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own personal book. Rather, it inscribed the individual into a book already 
composed of textual parts.34 As in Lucy Walsh’s copy of The American Ladies 
Pocket Book (1818) or Edward King’s copy of The Gentleman’s Annual Pocket 
Remembrancer (1816), which bear their readers’ annotations, the act of writ-
ing took place no longer on the blank page of the commonplace book but 
on the printed page of the miscellany. Far from signaling the repersonaliza-
tion of the printed book, handwriting was an entry point into an interper-
sonal public space. Handwriting did not arrest the circulation of the book 
in the romantic period but was its very precondition. In Prudence Carter’s 
copy of Le Souvenir (1826), for example, we can see how her own annota-
tions mingle with those of another, William A. Howard of Charlestown, 
who has written occasional poems on the theme of friendship on the tissue 
papers that cover the book’s images. When the Major in Goethe’s “The Man 
of Fifty” looks over his commonplace books in order to select a citation to 
adorn his poem that is to be sent in a  pocket- book (a Brieftasche) woven by 
the beautiful widow, we can see how Goethe’s novella was staging precisely 
this bibliographic transition from the handwritten collection of one’s own 
writing to the “woven” collection of the writing of others.

The inscription that framed writing with one’s hand in the miscellanies 
thus functioned as a crucial counterpoint to the romantic fascination with 
the autograph. The inscription captured the fundamental sharedness of 
writing—that it could be owned and given away, that it was (im)partable—
that was then to be amplifi ed in a reader’s underlining, markings, or occa-
sional notes, each act of script capturing the partiality and the appropriat-
ability, not the proprietariness, of what was in a book. An inscription was 

Figure 4.6 Wallet binding of Prudence Carter’s copy of Le Souvenir 
(1826). Courtesy of the American Antiquarian Society.
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importantly not a signature. It depended on a fundamental legibility and 
thus communicability. In engaging with the fi gure of the hand that sur-
rounded the book’s identity more generally—the way the book depended 
upon being “at hand”—the inscription capitalized on a different notion 
of the hand as that which greets rather than grasps.35 In chapter 1, we saw 
how the hand was endowed with a certain narrative depth through the fi gure 
of the anatomical sculpture in Goethe’s Travels. And in chapter 2, through 
the repetitive use of the key word, schlagen, we saw how the hand that popu-
lated the Hoffmannian novella was depicted as the striking hand—as that 
which dislodged and dislocated—a move that would later be  picked- up in 
Théophile Gautier’s poetic study “Études de Mains,” on the murderous hand 
of  Pierre- François Lacenaire. The image of the hand that would emerge most 
popularly in romantic miscellanies, by contrast, was understood instead 
as the exchanging hand (as in the German handeln). In another poignant 
bibliographic scene in Goethe’s “The Man of Fifty,” which we remember 
had initially appeared in part in Cotta’s Ladies’  Pocket- Book, the novella’s 
two young lovers jointly clasp a book in order to read aloud one evening 
as their hands gradually overlap and their joints (Gelenke) begin “touching 
quite naturally in secret.”36 In Goethe’s bibliographic imaginary, grasping 
turns to guiding (lenken), owning to forwarding.

Hollow Texts, Textual Hollows

The possibility of such bibliographic mutuality, of handwriting that both 
personalized and pluralized the book, was crucially dependent on a typo-
graphical program that privileged empty space. As we have seen, the bib-
liographic format of the romantic miscellany was propelled by its own 
withholding of print and a simultaneous advancement of techniques that 
framed such omissions. The promotion of the partiality of the page was not 
limited to the typographic frames of the printed book, however, but was 
amplifi ed by the texts that accompanied these paginal absences or textual 
“hollows.” What I am suggesting is that the very predominant poetics of 
the hollow in romantic miscellanies can be read as a reply to the typo-
graphic hollows that predominated in those miscellanies. Miscellaneous 
prose in the early nineteenth century, and its detailed attention to hollow 
spaces, became a key force in this process of acculturating readers to under-
stand writing and the book as fundamentally shared spaces.

The fi rst exhibit I want to turn to is a relatively late one, but all the 
more revealing for being so because it has an entire tradition behind it that 
it deftly incorporates. In Edgar Allen Poe’s “The Pit and the Pendulum,” 
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which was published in The Gift for 1843, the story’s protagonist is threat-
ened fi rst by a fatal descent into a deep pit and then by being strapped to a 
table as a pendulum with a  razor- sharp edge swings above him and slowly 
descends “designed to cross the region of the heart.”37 The hero’s heart is 
alternately threatened by a “pocket” and “periodicity,” the twin identities 
of the miscellany format for which Poe was writing and which he exploited 
throughout his career with great skill. The reader’s double in Poe is under 
siege by the mechanization of inscription (the writing machine) as well 
as the claustrophobia of the book (the pit). He reels between the double 
threat of the technologization and the sensory isolation of reading, which 
Poe’s narrator will call “the state of seeming nothingness” (135). Absence 
and inscription, the hollow and writing, are brought together here within 
a mutually informed economy, nowhere more suggestively on display than 
in the fl ickering black and white fi gures of the judges whose grotesquely 
thin white lips are set against their black robes and “writhe with a deadly 
locution” as the protagonist’s “sentence” is passed (133). The outcome of 
writing’s writhing “sentence” is either enclosure or dissection, and the only 
gesture that will rescue the reader at risk is the touch of a human hand on 
his arm at the story’s close (“that of General Lasalle”). The book’s handed-
ness resurges in Poe as that which rescues the endangered sociability of the 
reader in an age of too many books.

Almost two decades earlier in another story about a pocket—and a hole 
in that pocket—we can see how the hollow is imagined not as the condition 
of a subjective falling apart that must be repaired but as the precondition 
of a new social confi guration. In A. F. E. Langbein’s “The Misunderstand-
ing,” which appeared in the German miscellany The Narrator (1824), we 
learn of the tale of a misdirected love letter written by a young woman, 
Antonia, who has been banished to a convent. When a bishop’s undergar-
ment, which is in need of repair (there is a hole in the pocket), is brought 
to a nun named, Agathe, instead of the tailor, Agath, we learn that Antonia 
hides a love letter to her forbidden lover, Anton, in the pocket. When the 
underwear is returned to the bishop, he fi nds the letter and at fi rst assumes 
it is from the nun, Agathe. The scandal of a bishop receiving a love letter 
from a nun is soon replaced by knowledge of the scandal of the forbidden 
correspondence between Antonia and Anton. The bishop will not only de-
liver the letter to its proper addressee, however, but in a twist of plot that 
will result in the happy end so common to miscellany writing, the bishop 
will then marry the two young lovers. In this tale by an author who was also 
a recently appointed censor for the newly created Oberzensorkollegium in 
Berlin, the pocket with the hole in it—the double hollow that allows for the 
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misdirection of communication—is fi gured as the medium through which 
social reparation is produced.

The social and medial recirculations generated by the text(ile) with a 
hole in it in Langbein would later be translated by Balzac into a shift from 
one mode of circulation to another. In “La Bourse” (The Wallet), which ini-
tially appeared in volume 3 of the second edition of Balzac’s miscellaneous 
collection of tales, Scènes de la vie privée (Paris: Mame et Delaunay, 1832), 
the story’s hero, who is a painter, fi nds that his wallet or money purse has 
been stolen. It is only as the story unfolds that he realizes that it has been 
replaced by a new wallet given to him by the young woman he is secretly in 
love with. The pocket or purse here is transformed from the quintessential 
site of monetary exchange to one of gift exchange, as the money bag itself 
becomes a gift. The tale of the pocket enacts precisely the cultural work 
that  pocket- books were designed to perform during the romantic age. A key 
component of Balzac’s narrative is the way this reformulation of the con-
tainer from commodity to gift serves as the initiation of the female fi gure 
into the world of (visual) art. Here Balzac introduces an intermedial spin 
to the scriptural work of the miscellany that will be taken up in my fi nal 
chapter.

Perhaps no other writer in the early nineteenth century, however, worked 
more assiduously on, and became more categorically famous for, the prob-
lem of the hollow than Washington Irving. In addition to the thematic 
resonance of the hollow in “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” (with its “se-
questered glen,” “spacious coves,” and “fearful darkness”) that would be 
picked up again in the “deep inlet” at the opening of “The Devil and Tom 
Walker” or the dangerous “eddy” that collected fables at the expense of truth 
in “Hell Gate” (“In seeking to dig- up one fact it is incredible the number 
of fables which I unearthed”), one also encounters the syntactic hollows 
performed by Irving’s deployment of the dash, for example in “Rip van 
Winkle”: “In place of these a lean bilious looking fellow with his pockets 
full of hand bills, was haranguing vehemently about rights of citizens—
elections—members of Congress—liberty—Bunker’s hill—heroes of sev-
enty six—and other words which were a perfect babylonish jargon to the 
bewildered Van Winkle.”38 Here we see how the typographical blank enacts 
the estrangement of a political and rhetorical consensus. Like the fl uidity 
of those handbills stuffed into the pockets of the speaker, language too has 
become unanchored, swirling about in pieces. Or fi nally, consider the nar-
ratological hollow in a work like “The Student of Salamanca,” which the-
matically revolved around alchemy, “the grand secret,” and the quandary of 
partial knowledge. At the very highpoint of the story—in the duel between 
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Don Antonio and Don Ambrosio—Inez, the heroine of the story, faints, 
producing a narrative break that is followed by a retrospective.39 The unity 
of narrated time gives way not only to a degree of anachrony through the 
use of analepsis (the narrative retrospective that predates the duel) but also 
to a new focalization as we shift from her perspective to that of Antonio’s. 
At the same time, the narration assumes a far greater degree of paraphrasis, 
a résumé or  summing- up of events that leaves out a great degree of detail. 
The narrative hollow—her moment of unconsciousness—is conjoined with 
a narrative projection and  fi lling- in of information that she could not other-
wise have known but that itself is continually marked by what it excludes.

“The Student of Salamanca” is of particular relevance here because of the 
way it is also a key witness to the instabilities that surrounded the interna-
tional circulation of texts in the early nineteenth century. As a story that was 
both thematically and narratologically invested in the fi gure of the hollow 
or Leerstelle, it drew attention to the textual gaps that were also prevalent be-
tween print editions circulating across the Atlantic. As Irving’s later editors 
tell us, “The Student of Salamanca was almost entirely rewritten between 
the drafting of [the fi rst American printer’s copy] and the publication of [the 
fi rst English edition]. . . . There is no clear point at which an editor can say, 
‘Here is the fi nished text of Bracebridge Hall [to which it belonged].’”40 In 
the vexed world of American reprinting, numerous variants, both great and 
small, crept into the books of Americans. Irving’s rush to send off his manu-
script to the States before it was “fi nished” was itself an attempt to protect 
himself against the intellectual piracy that beset the American book market. 
And it is telling that Irving’s revisions to “Salamanca” most often took the 
form of precisely the kind of narrative  fi lling- in dramatized by his own nar-
rator in the story after Inez loses consciousness. Revision was formulated 
according to Irving as a kind of projection.

The career of Washington Irving is signifi cant here because both his 
fame and subsequent marginalization within the European and American 
romantic canons have rested on the overt miscellaneity that surrounded his 
writing, whether generically or nationally understood. Unlike his “young 
American” followers whose identities were often emphatically linked to a 
particular place, Irving was, for much of his career, a far more itinerant cul-
tural collector. At the same time, few writers were more associated with the 
genre of the miscellany and the “short story” that emerged out of this format 
than Irving.41 Indeed, he would one day become a miscellany himself: The 
Irving Gift of 1853. Like the genre of the miscellany, no writer has seemed 
both so central and yet so marginal to literary history.42 Irving is at once the 
father of the short story and of the American Renaissance as well as a deeply 
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derivative writer whose work was far surpassed by his followers, a patriarch, 
like Rip van Winkle, always out of sync with his place and time. In trying to 
address the diminution of Irving within American literary history, Paul Giles 
has suggested that it is largely a function of nationalist critical perspectives. 
“Irving is perhaps the best example,” writes Giles, “of an American author 
whose stature is diminished by a forced affi liation with agendas of literary 
nationalism, but whose subtleties can be appreciated more readily once he 
is situated within a transnational context.”43 Michael Warner, on the other 
hand, has suggested that Irving’s troubled reception is a function of Irving’s 
own “rhetoric of anachronism” and the problematic relationship to futurity 
staged in his writing.44

What I want to suggest, by contrast, is that Irving’s sinking fortunes have 
a bibliographic rationale, that the decline in his reputation has been closely 
related to the decline of a bibliographic format with very distinct gender as-
sociations and with which his writing was most intimately associated. The 
ambiguity of his patriarchy, in other words, was tied to both the femininity 
and the secondarity of this bibliographic genre that had little in common 
with the later critical biases of a profession that rested on very different bib-
liographic and gender foundations. In resurrecting Irving around the genre 
of the “short story” and not the miscellany, we overlook in the process the 
tremendous diversity and the remarkable derivative quality that surrounded 
his writing. Irving is, in this sense, a truly “American” writer because he is so 
indicative of the derivative nature of antebellum literary culture. But in this, 
he is also an indicative romantic writer, too, a sign of the way numerous 
local cultures were working out a new calculus of international indebted-
ness and ownership (the “in” and the “out” of the gift- book’s ledger) in a 
changing bibliographic landscape. The derivative that promoted the practice 
of derivation—as though such derivation was one’s own—was precisely the 
complex romantic point of Irving’s literary program.

The proliferating gestures of thematic, syntactic, and narratological 
 hollowing- out that one encountered in Irving’s miscellaneous writing were 
thus intimately related to the nature of the bibliographic genre to which 
his prose corresponded. Both depended upon a fundamental  opening- up 
and  carving- out of the bibliographic text. As we would see time and again, 
Irving’s hollow texts were counteracted by recurrent fi gures of “projection,” 
of throwing- forth and  fi lling- in. Whether it was the prevalence of the gun’s 
discharge at the opening of “Sleepy Hollow,” the gun as the sign of Rip van 
Winkle’s discovered untimeliness, or the fact of the headless horseman’s 
thrown head as the cause of Ichabod Crane’s disappearance (a head that 
was itself, we are told, removed by a canon ball), the thrownness (projectere) 
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of Irving’s miscellaneous poetics provided an imaginary template against 
which readers could learn to negotiate the sharing and the shareability of 
writing that inhered in miscellany culture. In order to look more closely at 
the way this nexus of projection, the textual hollow, sharedness, and mis-
cellaneity worked in Irving’s writing, I want to turn to a contribution Irving 
made to the miscellany The Gift for 1836. By entering into Irving’s piece 
in great detail, we will be able to see the elaborate ways that a short work 
like this made sense of the bookish culture to which it belonged—the way 
it made writing in miscellaneous books intelligible to the readers of those 
books.

The Problem of the “Of”: Washington Irving’s 
“An Unwritten Drama of Lord Byron”

The reading world has, I apprehend, by this time become possessed of nearly 

every scrap of poetry and romance ever written by Lord Byron. It may be 

pleased, however, to know something of a dramatic poem which he did not 

write, but which he projected—and this is the story:—45

This is the opening of Washington Irving’s “An Unwritten Drama of Lord 
Byron,” which appeared in The Gift for 1836 and was based on information 
that Irving had recorded in his journal in 1825 under the heading “Un-
published note by Capt. Medwin.”46 The note that Irving received and then 
transcribed in his journal was based on Medwin’s conversations with Byron 
in Italy about a play that Byron intended to write that was itself based, so 
Irving tells us, on a play by Calderon entitled Embozado de Cordova. No such 
play existed, but Calderon’s El Purgatorio de San Patricio, which was based 
on a long tradition of reusing the St. Patrick myth (beginning most notably 
with Marie de France), was translated by Shelley and read by Byron, who 
eventually incorporated elements of it into his unfi nished drama The De-
formed Transformed.47 To begin to recover the story of “An Unwritten Drama” 
is thus to create a  micro- literary history, a chronicle of the borrowing, shar-
ing, misreading, transcribing, and transforming of words that constitutes 
the fi eld of literature.

But what does it mean to write about something that has not been writ-
ten? There is something wonderfully strange about the title of this work. In 
its emphasis on the unwritten and not the unfi nished, Irving’s piece posed 
an initial problem of genre, a problem whose availability was a function 
of the format of the miscellanies themselves with their constant jostling of 
genres. Was this work by Irving fi ction, philology, literary criticism, biog-
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raphy, or all of the above? He begins by invoking the “scraps of poetry” of 
Byron’s writing, aligning his work with the  manuscript- hunting editors and 
philologists that I described in chapter 3, only instead of resurrecting a dis-
tant textual past they are now contributing to the making of contemporary 
celebrity. At the same, when he writes, “and this is its story,” he assumes a 
narrator’s stance, transforming his contribution from philology to fi ction. 
Irving’s opening mirrored with remarkable precision the fi ctional editors 
of so much romantic fi ction and seemed to hover in that same ambiguous 
space of referentiality. And yet instead of a  twice- told tale, a retelling of what 
has already been recorded, what we are about to hear is something that has 
not been written. At fi rst glance it looks like the exact inverse of Borges’s 
“Pierre Menard,” whose title character’s crowning authorial project was to 
write Don Quixote word for word again. Instead of writing the same work, 
Irving writes a work that does not yet exist.

The opening to this work is as remarkable as its title, and its function 
seems precisely to make an opening. The passage begins with the words, “The 
reading world,” a replacement of the more familiar, “Dear reader,”48 as we 
move from the very outset from a scene of individual to mass commu-
nication, from a closed to an open system. The fi rst verb of the opening 
sentence’s main clause, “has . . . become possessed” (which amplifi es, but 
also reverses the agency of the initial verb, “I apprehend”) performs a clever 
parody of the ideals of completion and ownership—the possibilities of clo-
sure and enclosure—that suffused projects of  nineteenth- century collection 
and that we saw parodied in Poe’s “Pit and Pendulum.” To want “every scrap 
of poetry and romance ever written” was indeed to “become possessed.” 
Possession and apprehension embodied the bibliographic obsessions of the 
nineteenth century at the same time that they illustrated the impossibility 
of such projects in a world of overproliferation. To offer an unwritten drama 
was both to feed this possession of possessiveness as well as to confound it: 
how could you possess that which had not been written? To whom did the 
unwritten drama belong? It was to call the whole project of possession—the 
genitive case in the title (“of Lord Byron”)—into question.

We are offered something that is both there and not there at once, By-
ron’s but also Irving’s, a poem “which he did not write, but which he pro-
jected.” It is “an unwritten drama of Lord Byron,” at the same time that an-
other “I” emerges merely fi ve words into the story (“The reading world has, 
I apprehend”). The key word that Irving uses to negotiate this predicament 
of possession—the very predicament that makes Irving’s authorial project 
possible—is that verb “project.” The author is equated no longer with a 
creator in Irving’s piece but instead with a projector in a double sense: as 
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someone who projects or throws forth so that others will write (here repre-
sented by the proper name Byron) and as someone who projects—who fi lls 
in and also amplifi es—what others have partially written (here represented 
by the proper name Irving). Equating writing with projection was a crucial 
means of participating in the larger romantic alignment of writing with 
sketching, captured in the German entwerfen (to draft, but also literally to 
throw forth). Reformulating writing as projection, as an Entwurf, established 
writing not only as a shared practice (collaborative and partial, transactional 
and creative) but also as a crucially intermedial one as well. As the unwritten 
drama is written, the unpublished note published, writing is reconceived as 
a practice of media translation. In place of the striking hand of Hoffmann 
or the greeting hand of Goethe, here we have the throwing hand of Irving, as 
the author—or each author—is only one component in a larger technologi-
cal “project.” The thrownness of writing at the piece’s opening establishes 
an opening for more writing.

The story that Irving goes on to tell concerns a Spanish nobleman, 
Alfonso, whose passions have become “ungovernable” and who is soon 
plagued by a mysterious fi gure who remains “masked and muffl ed up” and 
who follows Alfonso “at every turn” (“like the demon in Faust, he intrudes 
in his solitude”). The pursuer destroys Alfonso’s “zest” (“the sweetest cup of 
pleasure becomes poison to him”) and soon Alfonso suspects that this de-
mon is seducing Alfonso’s lover. A duel ensues and Alfonso kills the pursuer 
only to learn that he is himself: “The mask and the mantle of the unknown 
drop off, and Alfonso discovers his own image—the spectre of himself—he 
dies with horror!”

Byron’s / Irving’s tale belonged, of course, to the rapidly expanding cor-
pus of works about the Doppelgänger in the fi rst half of the nineteenth cen-
tury and that I discussed in chapter 2. If the double captured a more general 
concern with reproducibility and sameness that inhered in the emerging 
 nineteenth- century mediascape, the crisis of singularity at its heart also dis-
closed, on a more specifi c level, something essential about Irving’s project 
of “projection.” It was precisely the conditions of the “diffusion of iden-
tity” and the “dedifferentiation of the I,” in Christof Forderer’s words,49 that 
were not only at the heart of writing the unwritten but were integral to the 
format of the miscellany in general that increasingly encouraged readers’ 
participation in the space of the book. Irving’s story of the double—of the 
reproducibility of both subjectivity and writing—was thus also explicitly 
about the “ungovernable,” about the diffi culties of order and classifi cation 
that such a system of writing produced. That is one reason why the crowd 
plays such a crucial role here (“he follows him in the crowded street, or 
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the brilliant saloon; thwarting his schemes, and marring all his intrigues of 
love or ambition”), a theme that derived from Irving’s own “The Mysterious 
Stranger” and would be further elaborated in later stories of the double such 
as Poe’s “The Man of the Crowd” or Grillparzer’s “Der arme Spielmann.” 
That is why the concluding event that leads to the hero’s downfall is the 
disruption of the dance: “In the giddy mazes of the dance, in which Alfonso 
is addressing his fair partner with the honeyed words of seduction, he sees 
the stranger pass like a shadow before him; a voice, like the voice of his 
own soul, whispers in his ear; the words of seduction die from his lips; he 
no longer hears the music of the dance” (emphasis added). The order of the 
dance (“the giddy mazes”) gives way to the disorder of the crowd, the hero’s 
form- giving powers of orchestrating intrigues disappears (“marring all his 
intrigues”) along with the orchestrating power of the music that he can no 
longer hear. The harmony of the dance is replaced by the disharmony of the 
whisper, the key mode of communication from Hoffmann’s “The Uncanny 
Guest” that I discussed in chapter 2. Following this whisper, “the words of 
seduction die from his lips,” as we no longer know the content of speech. 
Speech is crucially hollowed out here, as closed forms like the “intrigue,” 
“scheme,” or “dance” are replaced by forms without form that challenge no-
tions of governance and singularity and that were essential to this previous 
social and narrative order. A story concerned with an omission (the unwrit-
ten) and that opens with an opening about openings (the projection) is no 
less about openings and omissions (the whisper, the unheard, the crowd).

Irving’s story (if we can call it that) ends (if we can say that) also in 
 proto- Borgesian fashion:

How far the plan he had in view agreed with the Spanish original, I have not 

been able to ascertain. The latter was said to be by Calderon; but it is not 

to be found in any edition of his works that I have seen. My curiosity being 

awakened on the subject, I made diligent inquiry while in Spain, for the play 

in question, but it was not to be met with in any of the public libraries, or 

private collections; nor could the book- sellers give me any information about 

it. Some of the most learned and indefatigable collectors of Spanish literature 

informed me that a play of the kind, called the Embozado of Cordova, was 

somewhere in existence, but they had never seen it. The foregoing sketch 

of the plot may hereafter suggest a rich theme to a poet or dramatist of the 

Byron school.50

We are offered a textual universe that consists of a chain of writers (Irving, 
Byron, Calderon) at the same time that the status of each preceding node 
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in the network is called into question. The drama that Byron did not write, 
which Irving is merely summarizing and thus not “writing” (in the sense 
of creating), is based on a drama that Calderon himself might not have 
written. Like Byron’s unwritten drama, Calderon’s drama is said to exist but 
has never been seen. Irving consults all of the relevant nodes of the print 
economy (the library, the book- seller, the collector), but the textual gap 
continues to exist. The conclusion of the story creates yet another opening, 
an opening that depends on the precondition of a textual omission. The 
incapacity of Calderon’s work to be possessed seems to be the very condi-
tion upon which its continued circulation depends, much like Irving’s own 
project that is intended to motivate the possibility of future writing (“The 
foregoing sketch of the plot may hereafter suggest a rich theme to a poet or 
dramatist of the Byron school”). The bibliographic economy is conceptual-
ized, like the crowd in the story, as necessarily incomplete, unwhole, and 
open.

To summarize Irving’s story, and to interpret it, is to perform a rather 
dizzying feat of repetition: like Susan Sontag’s “Description (of a Descrip-
tion),” we are summarizing a summary (articulated most forcefully in the 
vague temporal markers that populate Irving’s story, such as “at fi rst,” “by 
degrees,” “at length,” “soon after,” “at every turn”). But Irving’s summary 
is not intended as a summa, a totality, but instead as a projection, as some-
thing to produce more writing. In an insightful essay on  nineteenth- century 
miscellanies, Laura Mandell has argued that miscellany contributions very 
often dramatize what she calls an act of “productive consumption,” where 
“the poems, stories, and pictures in literary annuals are often about view-
ing, listening to, and reading works of art.”51 On one level, we could say 
Irving offers an exemplary instance of this. (Balzac’s “The Purse” would of 
course be another example of the heroine being initiated into the aesthetic 
sphere.) But it is precisely the element of sharedness that suffuses these 
books and their contents that problematizes the dualism of Mandell’s terms 
of producing and consuming. Sharing stands outside of the binary logic of 
both production and consumption, challenging such market rationale from 
within. In calling his story “An Unwritten Drama of Lord Byron,” Irving was 
emphasizing the ambiguity surrounding the ownership of literary property, 
challenging the possibilities and even the legitimacy of possession that de-
marcated the twin, autonomous spaces of production and consumption. 
At the same time, in calling his story “An Unwritten Drama of Lord Byron,” 
he was also demarcating a space for future writers to call their own. Just as 
the origin of Byron’s work (Calderon) could not be recovered, the origin for 
Irving and future writers was not there either. Writing what was unwritten 
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was a way of simultaneously affi rming and effacing the work’s own origins, 
its indebtedness and sharedness to another writer. Like the complicated 
semiotics of the inscription, Irving was both inviting the practice of textual 
sharing at the same time that he was producing boundaries to facilitate the 
paradoxical sense of originality, a space of one’s own, within this shared 
space.

Sharing Sharing: Poe, Hawthorne, and Mrs. Chamberlain’s 
“Jottings from an Old Journal”

In a review of Hawthorne’s Twice- Told Tales written for Graham’s Magazine in 
1842, Poe would address the remarkable similarity between Hawthorne’s 
“Howe’s Masquerade” and his own “William Wilson.” “In ‘Howe’s Masquer-
ade,’” writes Poe, “we observe something which resembles plagiarism—but 
which may be a very fl attering coincidence of thought.”52 Poe’s accusation 
of plagiarism was odd on two accounts. Hawthorne’s story had appeared in 
The Democratic Review in May 1838 before Poe’s had appeared in The Gift in 
late 1839 and then shortly after that in his collection, Tales of the Grotesque 
and Arabesque, in 1840. It is possible that Poe did not know about the initial 
publication of Hawthorne’s tale and, overlooking the nature of the collec-
tion’s title, took its subsequent reprinting in the Twice- Told Tales as the fi rst 
occasion of its appearance. Or perhaps he was accusing himself of plagia-
rism: Poe never in fact says who the plagiarist is.

But this notice is odd, or perhaps disingenuous, on another level because 
of the fact that both Hawthorne’s and Poe’s tales were very clearly based on 
Irving’s “An Unwritten Drama,” which had appeared four years earlier in 
The Gift. Indeed, Mary Shelley’s adaptation of Byron’s play, suggestively ti-
tled “The Transformation,” had already appeared in the 1831 British miscel-
lany The Keepsake, suggesting how Irving’s invocation of an unwritten space 
had itself already been written. When Poe writes that Hawthorne’s line “And 
lowered the cape of the cloak from his face . . . and let fall his sword upon 
the fl oor” mirrored his own “His mask and cloak lay where he had thrown 
them, upon the fl oor,” what he did not mention was that both “paralleled” 
(as Poe called it) a line from Irving that read, “The mask and the mantle of 
the unknown drop off, and Alfonso discovers his own image.”

The resurrection of Irving’s (or Byron’s) tale and its contribution to the 
making of the future canon of American literature depended in part on its 
capacity to dramatize such textual transmission, whether it was symbolically 
within the tale (as in the reference to Calderon) or bibliographically within 
the literary market. “An Unwritten Drama of Lord Byron” was initially pre-
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printed in the Knickerbocker Magazine in August and then in The New York 
Mirror in October of 1835 before The Gift appeared towards the end of 
that year, a not uncommon strategy of a work appearing in more than one 
publication in a single, short span of time. Based on the available evidence, 
however, bibliographers suspect that the versions that appeared before the 
version in The Gift were in fact reprinted from the later miscellany,53 which 
means that this story about sharing was not only capable of sharing itself 
with other authors in the future but had the capacity to engender its own 
material predecessors as well. It orchestrated its future amplifi cation—its 
rewriting and reprinting—not only through a very distinct poetics but also 
through the strategic material practice of preprinting.

Washington Irving’s story about textual sharing and textual hollows was 
thus shared with remarkable success within the  nineteenth- century world of 
books. In doing so, it paradoxically contributed to the singular fame of two 
of the period’s best- known American authors. The  inter- authorial repeti-
tions at the heart of Irving’s retelling of Byron’s own literary recycling were 
translated in Poe into  intra- authorial repetitions that depended upon the 
explicit denunciation of literary borrowing. As Poe would write in his review 
of Hawthorne in praise of stylistic repetition, “Without a certain contiguity 
of effort—without a certain duration or repetition of purpose—the soul is 
never deeply moved.”54 Or as he would later explain in “The Philosophy 
of Composition”: “In carefully thinking over all the usual artistic effects 
. . . I did not fail to perceive immediately that no one had been so univer-
sally employed as that of the refrain . . . [where] pleasure is deduced solely 
from the sense of identity—of repetition.”55 Beauty for Poe was a function 
of writing’s internal repetitiveness, a form of auto- amplifi cation and self-
 projection that eschewed writing’s allographic potential.

Poe and Hawthorne bear witness to the paradox of a poetic program 
of singularization that could grow out of a miscellaneous book culture of 
commonality. Indeed, as we saw in the case of Walter Scott, the ballad, 
and the novel, such commonality was in fact the precondition of such sin-
gularity. One could fi nd a similar program at work in German romantic 
writers like Clemens Brentano, whose landmark novella “The History of 
Virtuous Kasper and Beautiful Anne,” which appeared in the gift book Ga-
ben der Milde (Gifts of Clemency) (1817–18), eschewed a feminine culture 
of shared textuality in favor of a masculine, monumental literary aesthetic 
written in stone.56

But I want to conclude by way of highlighting how Irving’s program of 
sharing, and not just its content, could itself be shared. Rather than contrib-
ute to the singular fame of the heroic author, such techniques were simulta-
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neously being employed in  nineteenth- century miscellanies to engender new 
classes and new communities of writers.57 Turning to one fi nal example of 
miscellany writing, “Jottings from an Old Journal” by Mrs. S. A. H. Cham-
berlain that appeared in The Rose of Sharon (1852), we can see the way such 
textual sharing embodied in Irving’s piece had become programmatic in the 
miscellanies by mid- century—as both widely prevalent but also as a way of 
rhetorically programming the function and meaning of these books.

“Jottings from an Old Journal” was the story of two women who had 
recently spent time together reading aloud from Reveries of a Bachelor (1852) 
by “IK Marvel” (Donald Mitchell)—“you had followed me from kitchen to 
parlor, book in hand.”58 After one departs, the other chances upon a journal 
after “rummaging in an out- of- the- way closet” that belongs to an anony-
mous woman (“the dainty penmanship, and certain other unmistakable 
signs, prove her to have been . . . upon our side of the gens humana”). The 
remainder of the story consists of excerpts from this “old journal” (“I send 
you a few random leaves in place of the spoiled ‘Reverie’”).

In its movement from sociable conversation to the sociability of tran-
scription, “Jottings” mirrored the same intermedial moves with which Ir-
ving’s piece had begun, from the unwritten drama to the written account. 
The writer was equated here with that of the philologist and the act of writ-
ing with that of transmission. But where Irving and the philologists were 
busy explaining the various libraries across Europe where their manuscripts 
had been found, the domestic “closet” (out- of- the- way to be sure) is framed 
as the archival source of women’s writing. At the same time, whether as 
oral performance or silent reading, sharing texts is framed as a means of 
escaping the confi nes of domestic work (“I made pastry and listened to the 
memories of his early days”), a way of substituting one form of home- work 
for another.

Ultimately, however, the signifi cance of “Jottings” is the way it charts 
a trajectory of making something public and thus enunciates a process of 
making publics. The interior, interpersonal space of domestic affection and 
reading aloud gives way to a mediated space of distance, silent reading, and 
random “leafi ng” as women move from readers to authors, the handwritten 
culture of journaling remediated in the format of the printed gift- book. The 
word “jotting,” which the OED tells us made one of its earliest appearances 
in Scott’s Waverley, not only captured the marking of the page solicited by 
the medium of the gift- book. It also captured the miscellaneity at the heart 
of these books, drawing attention to the textual mixing that was on display 
in Chamberlain’s story as well as to the haphazard nature of the personal 
accounts that were being “jotted” down. Jotting and gender had much 
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to do with one another. If the similarity between Irving’s “An Unwritten 
Drama,” Poe’s “William Wilson,” and Hawthorne’s “Howe’s Masquerade” 
highlighted the capacity of Irving’s text to produce a masculine poetics of 
singularity (that was itself based on textual repetition), the continuity be-
tween Irving’s “An Unwritten Drama” and Chamberlain’s “Jottings from 
an Old Journal” refl ected the opposite potential of texts like this to move 
across genders, to create the rhetorical and bibliographical conditions of 
such intergender openings that would be a key means of enabling women’s 
entry into the professional world of writing. As the text itself suggests and 
as I will show in greater detail in the next chapter, the rigorously  closed- off 
feminine space of “jottings from an old journal,” a space that would later 
be canonized through a work like Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, 
paradoxically derived from the necessary and fundamental sharedness, not 
ownness, of writing. It depended on the openness of “the reading world” to 
recreate the intimacy of a new “dear reader.”

To conclude, then, however small or partial this particular miscellany 
entry of Irving’s might have been—indeed precisely because of its synoptic 
and partial nature—I want to suggest that it stands as an ideal entry point 
for understanding the complex logic of sharing and owning that surrounded 
romantic miscellanies more generally. Unlike Irving’s more famous “tales,” 
pieces like “An Unwritten Drama” have not been anthologized with any 
regularity (if at all) and have most often been treated as textual anomalies in 
the critical literature. As the editors of Irving’s critical edition write, “No in-
formation is available as to the impetus which led Irving during the summer 
of 1835 to prepare his sketch for publication in an elegant gift- book. . . . 
Since he was extremely busy—revising and proofreading the second and 
third volumes of The Crayon Miscellany, purchasing and renovating a 
home, and overseeing the researches of his nephew Pierre for Astoria—it 
seems unlikely he would have written the work at this time unless solicited 
to do so.”59 At work on more important miscellanies of his own, we have 
little idea why he would contribute a ten- year- old journal entry to another 
miscellany. Like the blank spaces that populated the miscellanies, Irving’s 
contribution to The Gift is read as a kind of unmotivated blank space within 
Irving’s own corpus of miscellaneous writing, itself a persistent blank space 
in the narrative of American literary history.

And yet “An Unwritten Drama” has much to tell us about the biblio-
graphic importance of Irving’s writing in general, whether it was the dou-
bling of “Rip van Winkle,” the borrowings of “The Art of Book- Making,” the 
incompletions found in “The Student of Salamanca,” or the textual hollows 
of “A Legend of Sleepy Hollow” or “Hell Gate.” They each in their own way 
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contributed to a culture that was motivated by making writing more avail-
able. At the same time, the formal and bibliographic evidence surrounding 
“An Unwritten Drama” suggested the important ways that this piece was 
engaged with the unique culture of miscellanies in which it appeared. It 
illustrated that this was not a random contribution to randomly organized 
books—miscellaneity in extremis—but rather a very considered piece of 
writing that engaged with the principles of writing encoded in these in-
creasingly prominent bibliographic objects. In exploring a notion of writing 
as projection—and all of the related, technologized ideas of amplifi cation, 
division, processing, calculation, and computation that accompanied it—
Irving’s work was engaging with the sharedness of writing that the miscella-
nies themselves were in the process of promoting but also trying to control. 
Like the miscellanies, Irving’s work made sharing a central principle in the 
creative process, and like the miscellanies, it attempted to negotiate textual 
openings as well, to carve out through such shared spaces writing spaces of 
one’s own. As a part itself, it attempted both to impart and part with writing. 
To rephrase Goethe with whom I began, “An Unwritten Drama” suggested 
that sharing was not only more diffi cult but also far more important to the 
romantic bibliocosmos than we have traditionally imagined.



“I still don’t understand! If you listened at his door, you must have heard two 

voices.”

 “No, we heard only his voice. There were strange noises, but we thought they 

came from him too.”

 “Only his voice! But how is it that you didn’t hear . . . her?”

—Stanislaw Lem, Solaris

The Problem of Open Source

At the age of ten, the lyric poet Elisabeth Kulmann (1808–25), who lived 
and died in St. Petersburg, spoke Italian, French, Russian, and German, and 
by age fourteen the list included Latin, Greek, English, Spanish, Portuguese, 
and modern Greek. She was reciting Tasso at eleven, translating Horace at 
twelve, and reading Homer at fourteen. She composed almost every one of 
her poems simultaneously in three languages: German, Italian, and Russian. 
Into German she translated Anacreon and portions of Paradise Lost. Into 
Italian, some of the Iliad. She was a woman who traveled in languages, a “re-
markable meteor” as her biographer said,1 whose career was unfortunately 
cut short: she died at the age of seventeen.

Of course Kulmann offers a fascinating case for any study of translation. 
There is no one language in her writing that emerges as her fi rst language 
or “mother tongue.” She never translates from a “source” language into a 
single “target” language. At the same time that she lacks a mother tongue, 
her poems also curiously lack a mother text. Kulmann named her book 
of poems after the ancient Greek poet Corinna (who it was said defeated 
Pindar fi ve times in poetic contest), but in the early nineteenth century 

C H A P T E R  F I V E
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there were no extant poems by Corinna, nothing of Corinna’s that Kulmann 
could have read. While the queen of poets for a young woman writer in the 
early nineteenth century would more often than not have been Sappho,2 
Kulmann invokes a female predecessor who lacks a literary corpus. Like 
the translating, bicultural heroine of Madame de Staël’s Corinne ou l’Italie 
(1807), who leaves behind no textual legacy and who might have been a 
possible source for Kulmann, there was no work by the ancient Corinna for 
Kulmann to translate or to transform. Poetry begins in this case with a ge-
nealogical absence. It begins with the absence of source language altogether. 
Yet this absence is fi lled in by the song Kulmann chooses for Corinna to sing 
in the title poem of the collection. It is the story of Daphne and Apollo, 
where Daphne escapes her pursuing lover by being transformed into a laurel 
tree—the laurel that will adorn Apollo’s lyre of poetry. Daphne survives—
and poetry begins this time—through the woman’s metamorphosis and her 
silence. Kulmann invents a text for her textless literary predecessor in three 
different languages, but the invented text is actually a borrowed text that 
tells the story of disowning one’s own voice, of going silent. It now signals 
a crisis of target language.

In her fascination with the multiplicity of languages and translating be-
tween them, Kulmann was very much a part of her age. Few periods have 
been more transfi xed by the practice of translation than that of the roman-
tic.3 As Clemens Brentano famously declared in his novel Godwi, “The Ro-
mantic itself is a translation.”4 Or as Goethe put it with familiar hyperbole, 
“Every translator is a prophet among his people.”5 Translations such as Al-
fred de Vigny’s Othello (1829), which served as a pivotal literary turning 
point between the failure of Hugo’s Cromwell (1827) and the  epoch- making 
success of his Hernani (1830), Hölderlin’s Antigone (1804), which was pro-
duced on the threshold to his psychic unraveling and thus became the ulti-
mate signpost of romanticism as the sleep of reason, and Coleridge’s Wal-
lenstein (1800), which appeared in the same year as the expanded second 
edition of the Lyrical Ballads, were just a few signs of translation’s capacity to 
serve as a crucial, and even necessary, accompaniment to literary innovation 
in the years around 1800. As Ezra Pound would later say, “Every allegedly 
great age is an age of translations.”6

If translations and translating were closely aligned with the formal in-
novations of the romantic period, they were also intimately connected with 
the expansions of the book trade. With no international copyright agree-
ments in place until the close of the nineteenth century and informal bilat-
eral agreements only operative by mid- century, translations were cheap and 
thus very profi table to produce. As we will see, translations played a key role 
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in a number of new publishing ventures in the nineteenth century, helping 
satiate the growing demand for new content while circumventing the costs 
of authorial advances. Translations and translators came to stand in the 
romantic age for a new industrializing world of letters.

As they enlarged the reading material available to romantic audiences, 
translations also helped consolidate the collective identities of those au-
diences. Translations were importantly intertwined with the rise of a na-
tional consciousness across Europe and North America. As Franco Moretti 
has argued, one of the principal reasons for translation’s prominence in the 
early nineteenth century was its capacity to contribute to the process of cul-
tural homogenization and centralization necessary for the constitution of 
emerging nation states.7 In this regard, translations played a similar role to 
the  nation- building work of collected editions. In place of an  early- modern 
competition of vernaculars, as Peter Burke has argued,8 where public busi-
ness was often conducted in numerous languages simultaneously, the rise 
of translations in the early nineteenth century played a key role in import-
ing and domesticating the foreign, in smoothing over such linguistic differ-
ences. In responding to the increasingly mass, and monolingual, reading 
public, romantic translations contributed to the standardization of Euro-
pean cultures.

And yet in emphasizing its capacity to assimilate, we overlook transla-
tion’s ability to estrange, to draw readers’ attention somewhere else. A cru-
cial component of translation’s facility to innovate in the early nineteenth 
century (and of course beyond) lay in its ability to foster an alternative in-
ternational literary imaginary, to transcend such local and locatable bound-
aries. Translations drew attention to the foreign as much as they made such 
foreignness intelligible to domestic audiences. Where the early modern 
competition of vernaculars had been underpinned by a stabilizing notion 
of translatio imperii—translation as an orientation towards classical ori-
gins—romantic translation by contrast was marked by an increasing trans-
actional complexity. A new kind of competition of vernaculars emerged that 
coincided, or competed, with the stability of the mother tongue, a point 
strongly evoked by the  criss- crossing vectors of Kulmann’s own linguistic in-
terests. As the editors of The Edinburgh Review triumphantly stated in 1832, 
“Till near the middle of the eighteenth century what had been long called 
the ‘Republic of Letters’ existed only in name. It is not truly applicable but 
to the present period, when the transmission of knowledge is rapid and 
easy, and no work of unquestionable genius can excite much interest in 
any country without the vibration being quickly felt to the uttermost limits 
of the civilized world.”9 Translation was the mechanism behind such inter-
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national cultural “vibrations.” As Goethe would write to his Scottish trans-
lator Thomas Carlyle in 1827, “Whatever one may say about the inadequa-
cies of translation, it remains one of the most important and honorable 
occupations in the whole world [in dem allgemeinen Weltwesen].”10 As David 
Damrosch has argued, translation was and continues to be an essential cat-
egory for thinking about world, as opposed to national literature, for think-
ing about the world as a  world- being (Weltwesen), in Goethe’s terms.11

Kulmann’s interest in the multiplicity of languages and the complexi-
ties of moving between them thus captured something essential about the 
romantic age. But in her acute attention to questions of gender—and the 
twinned problematic of source and target language—Kulmann’s transla-
tions also mark an important entry point for thinking in new ways about 
the role that translation played during this period. Numerous women writ-
ers were active as translators during the romantic period, contributing in 
important ways to what Margaret Cohen and Carolyn Dever have identifi ed 
as women’s efforts at “eroding the comforting ideal of the mother tongue.”12 
And yet despite the widespread activity of romantic women as translators, 
we still have surprisingly few studies of their work from this period.13 While 
we know much about A. W. Schlegel’s Shakespeare, Percy Shelley’s Faust 
(and now Coleridge’s!), or Friedrich Hölderlin’s Sophocles, we know little 
about Fanny Tarnow’s George Sand, Felicia Hemans’s Goethe, or Louise 
Colet’s Shakespeare. In her work on gender and translation, Sherry Simon 
has asked whether discussing women as translators is a way for women 
writers to lose their voice, whether it does not reproduce a gender hierarchy 
of men as producers and women as reproducers.14 As Lori Chamberlain 
has shown, translation has for so long been coded as a feminine writing 
practice that the study of women translators might simply perpetuate such 
dichotomies.15 After all, as feminist scholarship has increasingly made us 
aware, it was precisely during the romantic era when women were writing 
and publishing extraordinary amounts of “original” material, altering the 
literary landscape in crucial ways.

These are important concerns to bear in mind, and yet in leaving trans-
lation out of women’s literary history we recreate a generic hierarchy that 
does not do service to women’s writing or literary history more generally. 
Readers read literature—whether in translation or in their native languages. 
To attend to the history of translation is to contend with a spectrum of 
books that deeply mattered to readers and writers. And as Simon’s work 
has done so much to show, the more we uncover about women’s writing in 
particular and the important position that translation has played as both 
a practice and an idea within it, the more translation becomes a space to 
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recover, not lose, women’s voices. As a growing body of theoretical work 
on the relationship of women’s writing to translation has argued,16 transla-
tion captures the mediations, displacements, and contradictions that sur-
rounded, and continue to surround, women’s place in the literary market. 
Such work, which is emerging in many cases from the bilingual concerns of 
Canadian scholars, foregrounds aspects of women’s writing that have been 
at the heart of some of the most major trends in feminist literary history, 
whether it is Catherine Gallagher’s stress on the poetics of dispossession in 
women’s writing, Susanne Kord’s illustration of the problem of the proper 
name for emerging professional women writers, Joan DeJean and Nancy K. 
Miller’s emphasis on the “displacements” in the making of women’s literary 
traditions, or Margaret Ezell’s proposal about shifting the site and defi nition 
of “publication” and “public” in order to recover women’s contributions to 
the world of writing.17 Translation is an ideal space to contend with such 
problems of literary displacement.

But where Ezell cautions us about using  nineteenth- century models of 
commercial publication to understand  early- modern women authors who 
were writing outside of commercial networks, I would like to suggest, as 
Carla Hesse, Elizabeth Eger, and Margaret Cohen have recently done,18 that 
we have not been attentive enough to the commercialism of women’s writing 
precisely in the nineteenth century. If the years around 1800 have tradition-
ally been understood as marking the emergence of the professional woman 
writer (not as an exception but as a norm), I want to explore how such pro-
fessionalization—the generation of a literature of one’s own so to speak—
very often transpired through an engagement with the extremely mercantil-
ist practice of translation, with a literature not one’s own. It is in the liminal 
space of translation where we can see these writers working through the 
problems of “going public,”19 of negotiating the ambiguous and shifting 
specifi city of the public’s boundaries at the turn of the nineteenth century. 
With their detailed attention to questions of identity, communication, and 
the availability or looseness of narrative property, the translation projects 
of romantic women can be read as extended refl ections on the categories 
of publicness and publication (Öffentlichkeit and Veröffentlichung) that sur-
rounded the changing nature of their bookish world. Translation allowed 
women writers to explore the possibilities, as well as the risks, that the in-
creasing openness of these categories entailed for new classes of writers. 
Going public was always a means of exploring the complicated process of 
making new publics.20 Translation was both a vehicle for invention and ap-
propriation as well as a means of vanishing and effacement, at once a public 
and deeply private mode of communication. It represented the diffi culties 
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surrounding categories like ownership and commonality that accompanied 
a world of increasingly available cultural material. Rather than present a 
history of women writers’ full emancipation at the outset of the nineteenth 
century or their continued exclusion well into the twentieth, my aim here 
is to illustrate the strategies through which they negotiated between these 
two poles, the way translation served as a crucial site for writerly negotia-
tion itself.

In what follows, I will traverse a variety of translation projects by women 
writers from the opening decades of the nineteenth century in an attempt 
to resituate translation within the history of books and women within the 
history of romantic literature. In keeping an eye on how women’s transla-
tional work differed from that of men during this period, I want to draw 
attention to the specifi c ways that women’s translations initiated new modes 
of thought concerning the overlapping fi elds of translation, books, and the 
making of print publics. Like their male counterparts, women translators 
were vigorously engaged with the transmission of literary works across time 
and space in the early nineteenth century. They, too, were actively partici-
pating in the accelerating availability of printed books after 1800 and the 
increasing circulatory complexity that accompanied such availability. But 
where translation projects by men seemed far more invested in a poetics of 
appropriatability—in the belief that translation was ultimately a means of 
making something one’s own (as in Novalis’s formulation, “metamorpho-
sis of the foreign into something one’s own, appropriation [Zueignung] is 
the ceaseless business of the spirit”)21—women translators seemed far more 
committed to exploring precisely the diffi culties of such poetic possessive-
ness. Like the miscellanies that I discussed in chapter 4, women’s transla-
tions broke down the consolidation of the authorial persona between the 
covers of the book that was enacted in formats like the collected edition 
discussed in chapter 2 or the critical edition of chapter 3. Translations by 
women were part of a larger trend of women’s writing in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries that aimed to challenge existing cultural unities, 
resisting in sophisticated ways, as Deidre Shauna Lynch, April Alliston, and 
others have shown, the assumed boundaries of the fatherland or the mother 
tongue.22 Translation became a vehicle to promote the increasing openness 
of romantic book culture as a means to gain entry into books. At the same 
time, it provided women an occasion to refl ect on the challenges that such 
openness posed, whether it was in creating a work, a literature, or even a 
public of one’s own.

Today, an increasingly urgent sense of the endangered nature of privacy 
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has emerged as one of the most salient and pressing issues surrounding 
modern media.23 Where Balzac had placed on the title page of his novel, 
Le Père Goriot (1835), the epigraph “All is true” (from Shakespeare’s Henry 
VIII),24 today we might be inclined to say that “all is public.” Such concerns, 
I want to suggest, were already beginning to take shape in the romantic age. 
As Tom Mole has shown, the problem of celebrity and its attendant cult 
of revelation can be traced back to the opening decades of the nineteenth 
century.25 Romantic writers increasingly worried over but also capitalized 
upon this new culture of endless personal disclosure.26 The work of women 
translators becomes particularly signifi cant in this context because of the 
way they repeatedly and trenchantly addressed the internal tensions behind 
the growing sense of openness surrounding the printed book. On the one 
hand, the book’s openness and availability made room for new writers and 
new readers. Translation drew upon and also promoted the availability of 
writing in books. It facilitated the making of new publics. But on the other 
hand, the persistent openness that surrounded translation and the book—
indeed the book as a translational space—also threatened a sense of per-
sonal ownness and autonomy. A public founded upon private availability 
in books increasingly came to be seen as something potentially dangerous, 
especially for women.

In turning in the second half of this chapter to an intricate body of 
translations by the German romantic writer Sophie Mereau, I want to ex-
plore the way her texts return time and again to the motif of overhearing to 
think through the intersecting fi elds of translation, gender, writing, and the 
book.27 Mereau’s translational work is signifi cant precisely because of the 
way it shows us how overhearing is part of privacy’s—and thus publicity’s—
story and the way that story is tied to how books were being understood at 
the turn of the nineteenth century. For privacy to be constituted and to be 
known, it must be overheard (and not heard). But the knowledge of over-
hearing also marks privacy’s end: if all is overheard, nothing is private. Over-
hearing, one of the oldest literary tropes on record, thus came to serve as a 
kind of metatrope for modernity: it both marked out the dividing line be-
tween those all important modern categories of public and private and sig-
naled their erasure. In circling around the question of overhearing, Mereau’s 
translations provide an extended theoretical refl ection on the changing 
availability of personal narrative as a key feature of modern society and on 
the role that the printed book played in constructing such cultural logic. 
The trope of overhearing united the historical looseness that surrounded 
translation with the growing openness that was coming to surround the 
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printed book. The overheard story in translation became an ideal case to 
think through the dichotomy of the book’s capacity to operate as a crucial 
motor of social and cultural change and as a threat to individual autonomy 
and subjectivity. The signifi cance of Mereau’s translational work was not its 
unmitigated breakthrough into publicness but its persistent questioning of 
the effi cacy of publicness as a public good.

“Le commerce intellectuel”

“Today people are united by their interests; civilization fosters among itself 
a useful exchange of knowledge and products.”28 Such were the opening 
words of the Paris paper Le Globe, founded in 1824, and they pointed to 
the enthusiasm that surrounded the increasing commercial orientation of 
culture that facilitated the growing mobility of language and ideas. Transla-
tion was to be the motor of this new “commerce intellectuel,” an essential 
practice in bringing near what was far.

Such enthusiastic pronouncements about the growing internationalism 
of intellectual life were mirrored by the realities of the book trade, where 
translation came to play an increasingly pronounced role in the market for 
printed books. From the 1790s onward in England, booksellers who sup-
plied popular fi ction for circulating libraries such as the Minerva Press in-
creasingly relied on translations, just as one could observe a rash of Schiller 
and Kotzebue translations during this same decade as a means of responding 
to the French revolution via the German stage (referred to by Wordsworth as 
those “sickly and stupid German tragedies”).29 The vogue for German plays 
in English publishing was the vanguard of a much greater attention to the 
German literary world after 1800. As the Critical Review remarked in 1807, 
“So great is the rage for German tales and German novels, that a cargo is no 
sooner imported, than the booksellers’ shops are fi lled with a multitude of 
translators who seize with avidity and without discrimination whatever they 
can lay their hands on.”30 In the German states in the 1820s, whole series 
began to emerge after the deleterious effects of the Napoleonic wars that 
were devoted to translation, such as the Gebrüder Schumann’s “Taschen-
bibliothek der ausländischen Klassiker.” Alongside such miscellaneous se-
ries, one could also fi nd in the 1820s the appearance of major, and often 
multiple, translation projects of  multi- volume collected editions of British 
authors, from Shakespeare to Scott to Byron. In the fi rst third of the nine-
teenth century there were almost as many translations into German from 
any language as in the entire eighteenth century combined.31 And as Norbert 
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Bachleitner has shown, the number of translated novels produced between 
1820 and 1845 increased fourteen times, while the number of novels only 
increased by a factor of three.32 In the French case, scholars such as José Lam-
bert, Lieven D’Hulst, Katrin van Bragt, and André Lefevere have documented 
the integral role that translation played in the 1820s in facilitating the rise 
of romantic writing.33 Between 1820 and 1830 there were more translations 
produced in France simply from one language (German) than there were 
from all languages in the German states during the same decade.34 Finally, 
this rise of translation was not limited to the European continent but was 
also crucial to the development of American literature and what was ulti-
mately called the “American Renaissance.” In the voluminous landscape 
of American periodicals, reviews or translations of German literature in-
creased from fi fteen in 1800 to  thirty- six in 1830 to one- hundred thirteen 
by 1841,35 the year in which the  Boston- based newspaper The Dial began 
speaking of “this German epidemic.”36 The prospectus for the international-
 minded periodical Brother Jonathan, whose circulation reached 32,000 in 
1840 and whose novel “extras” included with readers’ subscriptions were 
largely driven by foreign imprints, contained the epigraph, “He comes, the 
herald of a noisy world, / NEWS FROM ALL NATIONS lumbering at his 
back.”37 In the market for American books, the year 1840 also saw more 
literary works in translation than works by American authors, with offerings 
ranging from the Arabian Nights to Don Quixote to Faust.38 The bibliographic 
data seem to bear out satires like Cornelius Mathews’s The Career of Puffer 
Hopkins (1842), where two publishers discuss the idea of founding a new 
press: “We shall pirate all foreign tales regularly; and where we can purloin 
the proof sheets shall publish in advance of the author himself; shall in all 
cases employ  third- rate native writers at  journeyman- cobbler’s wages, and 
swear to their genius as a matter of business; shall reprint the old annuals 
and almanacs, systematically, as select extracts and facetiae, and shall repro-
duce their cuts and illustrations, as new designs from the burin of Mr. Tinto, 
the celebrated Engraver.”39

The satirical references to piracy and the exploitation of translators (the 
natives) in Puffer Hopkins revealed an important book- historical fact about 
romantic translation: that before the Berne Convention at the close of the 
nineteenth century, a reliable system of international copyright did not ex-
ist (although bilateral agreements of varying degrees of effect were often 
instituted by mid- century). Understanding romantic literature as tightly 
linked to the rise of  limited- term copyright, as William St. Clair has done 
in his study of the romantic “reading nation,”40 overlooks in crucial ways 
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that a large portion of the literary environment was not subject to the con-
cerns and pressures of copyright. Attending to the reading nation excludes 
considerations of the nature of authorial property between nations.41 Where 
“original” literature during the romantic period vigorously promoted the 
protocols of ownership surrounding writing, translation increasingly came 
to stand for a writerly space defi ned by a loss of authorial control.

Once again the bibliographic facts bear this observation out. The transla-
tion of Walter Scott into German, for example, was a thriving industry in the 
early nineteenth century, with translations appearing in ever shorter time 
spans after the date of the original publication. But by the time of Peveril of 
the Peak, the novel appeared in translation into German before it appeared 
in English. Similarly, Willibald Alexis (a.k.a. Wilhelm Häring) produced at 
least one novel, Walladmor, that claimed to be a Walter Scott translation but 
was in fact an original work.42 In similar fashion, the Gebrüder Franckh, 
publishers in Stuttgart, published the play Octavia as though it were a trans-
lation from the French, although it had originally been published by Kot-
zebue in German through another publisher only a few years earlier.43 Such 
international textual deregulations were not limited exclusively to the fi eld 
of translation, however, as one could often fi nd an author’s suppressed ma-
terial appearing abroad in the original language that one could not fi nd in 
one’s homeland. The booksellers of Parsons and Galignani in Paris were 
some of the most prominent practitioners, where their “English, French, 
Italian, German and Spanish Library” often published works by Byron in 
English that one could not buy in London, explicitly advertising their wares 
as such. And there was of course the celebrated case of Diderot’s Rameau’s 
Nephew that fi rst appeared in print in French as a translation of Goethe’s 
translation into German, which had appeared several years earlier and 
which was based on a manuscript that had been smuggled out of the royal 
library in St. Petersburg by a friend of Schiller’s, although the French edition 
suppressed its true source and claimed to be based on Diderot’s original 
manuscript.44 Just prior to its publication in German, Goethe would write 
to Schiller: “My greatest comfort in this matter is that I can say: sine me ibis 
liber! because I do not wish be present everywhere it goes.”45 In invoking 
Ovid’s well- known saying from the Tristia, “without me, book, you will go 
[into the city],” Goethe was of course referring to his desire to disassociate 
himself from the rather scurrilous nature of Diderot’s work. But he could 
just as well have been referring to the scandalon of translation itself, to the 
looseness of authorial control that surrounded the international circulation 
of texts in the early nineteenth century and the resulting ethical loosening 
of public speech that it seemed to facilitate.
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Women, Translation, Transnation

If translation was beset by a problem of looseness at the turn of the nine-
teenth century—an identity that dated at least as far back as the seven-
teenth century with the emergence of les belles infi dèles, a term that referred 
to a French school of loose translation—I am interested in drawing at-
tention to the way women translators from this period both mobilized 
such looseness to generate authorial openings for themselves as well to 
identify the risks such looseness posed to them as writers and individuals. 
The dislocations of literary nationalisms that were at the heart of women’s 
translations became a means of exploring the problematic of dislocation 
itself. The loose textuality surrounding translation provided an ideal occa-
sion for the “revision” (in Adrienne Rich’s terms) of existing canons and 
literary hierarchies that would be a necessary component of becoming 
publicly valued writers. At the same time, such looseness—understood as 
the unemphatic attribution of person to text—also constituted the very 
grounds of women’s continued marginalization and invisibility within 
the literary market.

To take a closer look at this tension surrounding translation, I want to 
begin by looking at a translation of the Odyssey by Hedwig Hülle which 
appeared in 1826.46 Whether it was through Johann Heinrich Voß’s ground-
breaking Homer translations from the early 1780s, Werther’s fi ctional mus-
ings on Homer in Goethe’s European bestseller, or Friedrich Schlegel’s later 
infl uential theorizing in Gespräche über die Poesie (1800), the Homeric epics 
would become some of the foundational works to motivate the formal revo-
lutions in German poetics that occurred at the turn of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Hülle’s experiment almost half a century after the rebirth of Homer in 
German literary circles implied a series of reversals from the  Voßian- Werther 
revival, fi rst and foremost in her choice of rhyme and meter. While Voß 
had draped Homer in dactyllic hexameter, a form made popular through 
Klopstock’s argument that it was precisely the dactyl and not the iamb that 
was the rhythm most closely related to the German language,47 Hülle used 
the much shorter and swifter form of rhyming iambic tetrameter. If the 
form of Hülle’s translation could be read in one sense as an answer to Voß, 
it was also in conversation with its immediate poetic environment. Faust’s 
opening monologue in the rhyming couplets of Knittelvers—also iambic 
tetrameter—was naturally one important source for Hülle (as was Schil-
ler’s “Hero und Leander”), but so was the larger  nineteenth- century revival 
of Shakespeare that exerted a constant pull on German poetry to be more 
English and thus more iambic. In the same year as Hülle’s translation of 
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Homer, Dorothea Tieck’s translation of a portion of Shakespeare’s sonnets 
appeared in the journal Penelope.

In engaging with the image and status of Homer, Hülle had inserted her-
self into one of the most infl uential poetic projects at the turn of the nine-
teenth century. But in place of Werther’s fantasy that Homer’s works offered 
an ideal image of the patriarchal home or Friedrich Schlegel’s universalizing 
notion of Homer as the “poet of poets,” Hülle saw in Homer’s Odysseus the 
playful trickster capable of reversing fortune at numerous turns. Her own 
playful translation (called a “freie Nachbildung” in the title) importantly 
contained not just one but two proper names on the title page, not only her 
married name (which despite appearances [Hülle = mantle or cover] was not 
a pseudonym) but also her birth name of Hoffmeier, which asserted, while 
not a purely matrilineal nomenclature, at least a pre- marital female identity. 
Her translation also signifi cantly did not begin with an appeal to the muse, 
as her source text did, but with the word “Hellas,” effacing in the process 
one of the more prevalent, and restrictive, notions of femininity as the silent 
inspiration of the male poet. After her translation, Hülle would go on to 
produce an epistolary novel, Seraphine (1830), a collection of poetry and 
poetic translations (1836), and edit a yearly literary almanac for children 
(1833–37). Woman as muse here turns into woman as professional author. 
Translation, like the  fortune- reversing hero of the work Hülle chose to trans-
late, became a means of reversing not only the text’s particular fortuna but a 
woman’s relationship to writing more  generally.

If Homer represented one of the central points of attraction for 
 nineteenth- century German translators, then it was of course Shakespeare 
who occupied another key node.48 While we have a great deal of work on 
the so- called “Schlegel- Tieck” edition of Shakespeare’s works, named after 
A. W. Schlegel and Ludwig Tieck, we have very few readings of the Shake-
spearean engagements of Ludwig’s daughter, Dorothea Tieck, who trans-
lated six plays for the edition and became the fi rst author to translate the 
entirety of Shakespeare’s sonnets into German.49 While the sonnet—and 
in particular the translation of sonnets—played an important role in ro-
mantic poetic production in both England and the German states,50 Shake-
speare’s sonnets always occupied an uncomfortable position within such 
sonnet revivals. The romantics’ circumvention of Shakespeare’s sonnets was 
part of a persistent uncertainty about the sonnets’ position within both the 
Shakespearean “corpus” and the literary canon more generally.51 The gen-
der reversal of Shakespeare’s sonnets to a young man, the fundamentally 
dialogical structure of this epideictic genre (the relationship of the “I” and 
the “you” that was at the core of the sonnet form), the focus on begetting 
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and offspring in Shakespeare’s opening set of sonnets, even the ambigu-
ity or plurality of the speaker in the sonnets’ opening “we” (“From fairest 
creatures we desire increase”)52—such aspects of the Shakespearean sonnet 
posed problems not only for romantic poetic theory. They also posed sig-
nifi cant openings for a woman translator to think about and articulate her 
art. In place of what Goethe saw the Shakespeare of the plays offering his 
readers—what he called “das Eigenthümliche unsres Ichs” (the essence of 
our self),53 that which we most own as ourselves—the sonnets by contrast 
were intently concerned with what J. W. Lever called the “antinomies of 
being,”54 the problems of giving, taking, borrowing, mortgaging, copying, 
leasing, wasting, procreating, you and I. To take up the translation of Shake-
speare’s sonnets in their entirety was in some sense to refl ect on the problem 
of supplementarity, of how a work, a corpus, a canon, or even a public was 
to be closed, constituted, and completed.

And Dorothea Tieck’s translations responded in kind. Whether it was her 
reformulation of the “you” as a gift in the opening sonnet, the equation of 
being with respite in the thirteenth sonnet, or the rewriting of writerly meta-
phors like “engrafting” into that of “encircling” (umgeben) in sonnet fi fteen, 
Tieck’s sonnets continually promoted the contingency and the circularity 
of the translator’s task. There was a vorticular structure to her sonnets’ rela-
tionship to their source text that stood in stark contrast to the owning and 
appropriating promoted by her male counterparts’ thinking about transla-
tion.55 In place of Shakespeare as a middlepoint (Ludwig Tieck) or a sun 
(Dumas), Dorothea Tieck’s translational universe was neither Ptolemaic nor 
Copernican, but rather relational and mutually constitutive.

In their Homer and Shakespeare translations, Dorothea Tieck and Hed-
wig Hülle were engaging the work of two of the most important writers 
that came to defi ne the horizon of “classics” for romantic literature, altering 
the image of these precursors in important ways. While women transla-
tors were actively engaged with the transmission and thus rethinking of 
literary classics, whether it was Felicia Hemans’s translations of Petrarch, 
Lope de Vega, or Camões into English or Aloïse de Carlowitz’s prizewin-
ning French translation of Klopstock’s epic Messiah, they also participated 
in the circulation of contemporary literature across Europe, nowhere more 
visibly on display than in the translation of novels, from Fanny Tarnow’s 
translation of fi fty volumes of French and English novelists into German 
to Sophie de Maraise’s more than twenty volumes of Walter Scott transla-
tions into French. In their work as novelistic translators, women writers 
adhered to both a model of literal and loose translation, freely enacting 
the “chop and change,” in Browning’s words, that was advocated, for ex-
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ample, by Wilhelmine von Gersdorf in the preface to her translation of 
Catherine Maria Sedgwick’s Redwood: A Tale (which was falsely attributed 
at the time to James Fenimore Cooper), where she compares the translator 
to a gardener with pruning sheers.56 Women explicitly revised the plots of 
their male sources, as in Therese Huber’s invented ending for Jean- Baptiste 
Louvet’s Émilie de Varmont, ou Le divorce nécessaire (original 1791, transla-
tion 1794), where Emilie remarries in the German translation but not in 
the French original.57 But they did so to their female sources as well, as in 
the example of Isabelle de Montolieu who during the 1820s resentimental-
ized Jane Austen’s desentimentalization of the novel.58 Far from exhibiting 
a failure or travesty as some critics have contended, Montolieu’s transla-
tional work should be read as an important witness to Margaret Cohen’s 
argument about the confl ictual social production of the novel at the turn 
of the nineteenth century.59 In her over fi fty volumes of translation, Monto-
lieu’s work was an attempt to reinvigorate through translation a particularly 
“feminine” literary aesthetic that was gradually being infringed upon by a 
more “masculine” historical and realist poetics. At the same time, the re-
markable number of women who were involved as translators of one of the 
great exemplars of this new  historico- realist poetics, Walter Scott—Sophie 
de Maraise (23 novels), Fanny Collet (19 novels), Sophie Mayer (12 novels), 
Elise von Hohenhausen (3 novels and the ballads)—should give us pause 
to ask whether such involvement was a sign of the actual accessibility of the 
historical novel for women readers and writers (contrary to what scholars 
have often asserted) or whether such involvement articulated a  large- scale 
effort of literary co- opting. Why so many women were drawn to Scott’s nov-
els as translators and as readers remains a key question in the history of 
gender and genre and awaits a study unto itself.

If translation functioned on one level as an important site for literary 
revisioning—for the pruning of literature’s “protuberances” in Gersdorf’s 
words—it also provided the occasion for women to explore questions of 
place and voice, what Barbara  Becker- Cantarino has called women’s piv-
otal engagement with the problem of “Mündigkeit,” the dual conditions 
of personal sovereignty and self- expression that we saw dramatized in Kul-
mann’s oscillation between textual invention and fi gural self- effacement.60 
Such concerns would achieve some of their most poignant expressions in 
the translational work of Felicia Hemans and in particular her “German 
Studies,” which were a planned series of translations and commentaries on 
the new literature coming out of the German states and which initially ap-
peared in The New Monthly Magazine between 1831 and 1834. Where male 
writers seemed repeatedly drawn to Goethe’s “awful and irregular” Faust, 
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as Hemans called it, Hemans chose to profi le the plays of Goethe’s ear-
lier classical period, Iphigenia at Tauris and Torquato Tasso. “The spirit of the 
imaginary personages,” writes Hemans referring to Goethe’s Iphigenia, “as 
well as of the reader, here moves acquiescently within the prescribed circle 
of events, and is seldom tempted beyond, to plunge into the abyss of gen-
eral speculations upon the lot of humanity.”61 The enclosures of being that 
Hemans foregrounds here are as much a call to classical values of harmony 
and symmetry as they are to isolation and exile, “the bitter taste of another’s 
bread, the weary steps by which the stairs of another’s house are ascended,” 
as she would write in her later piece about Tasso (2:353). Like Elise von 
Hohenhausen’s choice of translating Childe Harold’s farewell song, “Good 
Night,” from the fi rst canto which began with the words, “‘Adieu, adieu! My 
native shore,’”62 Iphigenia and Tasso were similarly also banished fi gures, 
under the control of patrons like Thoas and Antonio and not agents of their 
own wandering like Faust (whose patron was also his servant). Exile and 
silence intersect in Hemans’s thinking about women, writing, and transla-
tion, a fact suggested through her choice of translating the following lines of 
Tasso’s speech to Princess Leonora (act 2, scene 1, lines 797–800):

But, alas!

The more I listen’d still the more I sank
In mine own eyes;—I seem’d to die away
As into some faint echo of the rocks,—
A shadowy sound—a nothing! (2:355)

Doch ach je mehr ich horchte, mehr und mehr

Versank ich vor mir selbst, ich fürchtete
Wie Echo an den Felsen zu verschwinden,

Ein Widerhall, ein Nichts mich zu verlieren.

Hemans takes the doubling at work in Goethe’s image of sinking before 
oneself—“before” in both a spatial and temporal sense—and transforms 
it through the pun of eyes / I’s into a refl ection about the dissolution of self 
through multiplicity (“the more I sank in mine own eyes,” itself an echo 
of a previous citation from Tasso in Hemans’s essay, where she writes of 
“the harvest of the quiet eye”). In transforming Goethe’s “Widerhall” (re-
verberation) into the consonant catachresis of “shadowy sound,” we can 
see how Hemans transforms the acoustic doubling of the passage’s visual 
doublings into an act of rhetorical doubling as well. The doubling of meta-
phor through the use of mixed metaphor here underscores the greater rep -



168 / Chapter Five

resentational crisis that surrounds the threefold fi gure of poet, translator, 
and woman. Translation and transnationalism emerge in Hemans’s trans-
lations as crucial tools to refl ect on problems of self and self- expression, 
fi gured for example in her translation of Camões “Sonnet 239,” itself a 
translation of Psalm 137, where she writes: “How shall our voices, on a for-
eign shore / (We answer’d those whose chains the exile wore,) / The songs 
of God, our sacred songs, renew?” (1:175). For Hemans, who had already 
written powerful refl ections on the public place of the female poet in such 
poems as “Corinne at the Capitol,” displacement as both a geographic and 
communicative imperative served as the grounds of poetic renewal.63

Overheard in Translation: Sophie Mereau,
La Princesse de Clèves and the Loose Confession

If the translational work of Hemans and others illustrated various nodes 
within a larger problematic of women, translation, print, and publicity, the 
translational work of Sophie Mereau provides us with a single extended en-
gagement with the entire range of these concerns, one that transpires across 
a variety of languages, genres, and historical periods. Mereau’s “original” 
work has been some of the most researched of all romantic women writers 
of any national tradition, and yet her body of translations, which constitute 
almost half of her entire literary output, have been almost uniformly passed 
over.64 Mereau is in this sense a classic example of the oversights that ensue 
when we take a historically contingent notion of authorship and apply it 
to new categories of authors in order to make room for those new authors. 
In our attempts to understand Mereau as an author and to include her as a 
major author of the romantic canon, we have reproduced a notion of au-
thorship that the translations themselves repeatedly call into question.

According to Britta Hannemann, whose recent study of Mereau’s trans-
lations now represents the most defi nitive available,65 Mereau’s transla-
tions included, among others, unpublished portions of Corneille’s Le Cid, 
published editions of Mme de Lafayette’s La Princesse de Clèves, selections 
of Ninon de Lenclos’s letters, Boccaccio’s Fiammetta and three tales from 
the Decameron, parts of María de Zayas’s Novelas amorosas y ejemplares (also 
attributed to Clemens Brentano), and a translation of John Nott’s Sappho 
(based on Ovid’s Heroïdes), although scholars now suspect that her sister, 
Henriette Schubart, did most of that translation. Taken as a whole, Mereau 
translated works by both men and women; works that spanned broad cul-
tural spaces, from the late Italian middle ages to the Spanish and French 
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baroque; works that encompassed a range of genres, from letters, to dramas, 
to novellas; and works that were about sexual transgressions (Lenclos and 
Zayas) as well as feminine isolation and suffering (Lafayette, Boccaccio, and 
Nott).

In a key article that opened up Mereau’s translations to scholarly inquiry, 
Daniel Purdy has argued that her translations aimed to create a continuity 
of female authorship, that by translating earlier women’s writing Mereau 
was constructing a literary heritage for her own production.66 Indeed, trans-
lation can function as a way for an author to establish precursors and a liter-
ary landscape in which to work; in this sense, translation is similar to the act 
of editing and literary collection, as a translator selects these texts and not 
those texts to construct a particular heritage. Yet when we look more closely 
at the entire range of work Mereau translated, it is precisely this notion of 
textual continuity that was repeatedly framed as problematic. The choice of 
Lenclos as one of Mereau’s patron saints was itself a revealing one, as her 
life, which we learn in Mereau’s biography of her published in Mereau’s 
periodical, Kalathiskos, was marked by a genealogical crisis as the older and 
sexually adventurous Lenclos ultimately ends up sleeping with her own son. 
The very challenge to romantic poetics that Purdy sees in Mereau has much 
to do with such transmissional aberrations.

Die Prinzessin von Cleves. Frei nach dem Französischen bearbeitet. Von So-
phie Mereau appeared in Dieterich’s Roman- Kalender for 1799, an abridged 
translation of Mme de Lafayette’s well- known novel, La Princesse de Clèves 
(1678). By the time of the translation Mereau was already a familiar poet 
to readers, with her work appearing regularly in Schiller’s Horen and Muse-
nalmanach. At the same time, Die Prinzessin von Cleves was also not her fi rst 
translation. She had already translated Corneille’s Cid, which remained un-
published, as well as two stories from Boccaccio’s Decameron, which had 
appeared in Die Horen (to which I will return later). But in some sense 
the translation of Lafayette’s work marked an important breakthrough for 
Mereau, not only through the emphatic placement of her name on the title 
page—an issue which would remain an issue throughout her career—and 
not only in the aggressively and openly cavalier way she treated her source 
text through her “Bearbeitung.” Rather, the Lafayette translation, which fol-
lowed closely on her translation of portions of Ninon de Lenclos’s letters, 
marked a key moment in her emerging concern with problems of access, 
openness, and control that surrounded bibliographic culture. It established 
a capacious literary argument about the possibilities and pitfalls of women’s 
translational and transitional occupations.
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Lafayette’s work was set at the  sixteenth- century court of Henry II and 
concerned the story of a wife who confesses to her husband that she is in 
love with another man, but who never consecrates the affair. In placing the 
confession at the heart of the courtly romance, Lafayette’s work has repeat-
edly been read as a kind of founding text of both the modern novel and, 
indeed, a strain of modern literature more generally. As Roland Galle has 
suggested, the exceptionality of the  speech- act of “confession” at the center 
of the novel marked a revolutionary break between a courtly aesthetics of 
dissimulation and an Enlightenment aesthetics of authenticity and sincer-
ity.67 Confession, according to Peter Brooks, “is the kind of speech in which 
the individual authenticates his inner truth. . . . [It] creates the inwardness 
of the person.”68 Indeed, one can see how the very exceptionality at the heart 
of the  speech- act of confession was then underscored in this scene by the 
way the confession was framed by its speaker: “I am going to make you a 
confession which no one has ever made to her husband” (Je vais vous faire 
un aveu, que l’on n’a jamais fait à son mari).69 To make a unique confession, 
however, was a tautology. All confessions were by defi nition unique, not just 
because they belonged by nature to an individual but because they signaled 
an exceptional moment in that individual’s own life. The confession was the 
exception within the exception.

In a further amplifi cation of such exceptionality at the core of Lafayette’s 
novel, the private confession takes place not at court but away in the woods 
at the Princess’s remote country estate at Coulommiers, as we can see the 
confession’s exceptionality radiating out to encompass a range of aspects of 
the novel, from utterance, to character, to setting,70 making it little wonder 
that exceptionality would go on to function as one of the primary organiz-
ing principles shaping the novel’s reception. It provided the very terms of 
both the novel’s initial critique in the hands of  seventeenth- century critics—
who saw the implausibility of the novel’s plot (what wife would ever do 
this?) as an affront to a reigning aesthetics of novelistic vraisemblance—and 
its subsequent valorization within both a new critical framework of the 
literary as a form of self- expression and a feminist tradition that saw in the 
Princess’s committed adherence to an alternative “script” an ideal form of 
feminine resistance.71 The exceptionality staged by the novel thus facilitated 
its own exceptional status and entry into the literary canon.

It is important to see, however, what such exemplary readings leave out: 
namely, the act of overhearing, the fact that during the confessional mo-
ment someone else is also there. A third person, indeed the very object of 
the confession, occupies this otherwise dyadic confessional space between 
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husband and wife. The crucial element of this scene, then, is not its ex-
ceptionality or “unheardofness,” in Goethe’s terms, but precisely how it 
is overheard and then circulated throughout a larger social system. What 
matters to the economy of the novel is the way the confessional discourse is 
incorporated into a more complex circuit of social communication. M. de 
Nemours will tell the Vidame what he has overheard, who in turn tells his 
mistress, Mme de Martigues, who passes the story on to Mme la Dauphine. 
The crucial moment will occur when the Princess hears her own story told 
back to her in front of M. de Nemours: “If Mme de Clèves had at fi rst been 
saddened by the thought that she had played no part in this adventure, Mme 
la Dauphine’s last words brought her to despair as her role was now all too 
evident” (PC, 350). Confession thus gives way in the novel more properly 
speaking to the  speech- act of digression—to the accumulation of narra-
tive voices as we increasingly move from forms of direct to indirect speech. 
Such digressive speech will gradually narratively fan out as large portions of 
the novel concern characters’ tales of losing something, whether a letter, a 
portrait, a lover, or of course a confession. As April Alliston has argued, in 
Lafayette the spatial breaks of digressive speech capture the temporal fault 
lines that surrounded the transmission of women’s writing and that were 
fi gured in the untimely death of the Princess’s mother.72 But a key aspect of 
this substitution of digressive speech for confessional speech is the way it 
reformulates speech more generally not as an authentication of some inner, 
personal truth but as an invocation of the way speech itself always involves 
the pressure of an other. Seen in this light, confession’s truth in Lafayette 
is not the truth of the confession, but how it is deployed, circulated, and 
reused—how private speech is publicized and the exploration of the social 
uncertainties that follow. The truth of the confession is in that fi gure of the 
third term standing for the social channel.

If we turn more specifi cally to Mereau’s translation, I think we can fi nd 
some crucial pointers that draw attention to Mereau’s interest in amplify-
ing the availability of speech at the heart Lafayette’s work. On the one hand, 
Me reau’s translation does much to accommodate the work to her romantic 
audience. She renames her heroine “Marie” and cuts many of the digres-
sions concerning courtly life, offering her largely bourgeois female readers 
someone just like themselves. Her work seems in this regard to underscore 
the singularity of her heroine. But on the other hand, Mereau’s translation 
also amplifi es at key junctures precisely the novel’s attention to the circula-
tory nature of such singular utterances. If we turn to the novel’s close, we see 
that Lafayette’s text ends on the words:
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She passed part of the year in this religious home and the other part at her 

own home; but she did so in retirement, occupying herself with tasks even 

more severe than the most austere of convents; her life, which was brief, pro-

vided inimitable examples of virtue. (PC, 390)

Elle passait une partie de l’année dans cette maison religieuse et l’autre chez 

elle; mais dans une retraite et dans des occupations plus saintes que celles des 

couvents les plus austères; et sa vie, que fut assez courte, laissa des exemples 

de vertu inimitables.

Mereau ends hers this way:

Marie enjoyed for a time a spiritual life; her soul took pleasure in her love for 

heaven and for her fellow man, and the number of happy souls increased in 

the region where she lived.73

Marie genoß noch eine Zeit lang ein geistiges Daseyn; ihre Seele ergoß sich in 

Liebe gegen den Himmel und die Menschen, und die Zahl der Glücklichen 

mehrte sich in der Gegend, wo sie lebte.

In her study of Mereau’s translations, Britta Hannemann has commented 
upon how similar these two endings appear to be.74 And yet the differences 
between the two passages are signifi cant, even if subtle. Where Lafayette’s 
original emphasizes the plurality of virtuous acts as an index of her con-
tinued exceptionality—and thus inimitability—Mereau on the other hand 
chooses to emphasize the plurality of those affected by her—not the acts, 
but the recipients of those acts. The Princess does not leave things behind, 
as in the French verb laisser, but multiplies them and shares them, as in the 
German verb sich mehren. In place of a model of exceptionality as a form 
of feminine defi ance, as in Nancy K. Miller’s reading of Lafayette,75 the fi nal 
idea that Mereau’s translation performs highlights instead the transmittabil-
ity, and thus translatability, of her recirculated heroine. It reverses, in other 
words, the damaging effects of the loose confession to a woman’s identity 
and replaces it instead with a morally infused model of feminine circula-
tion. It is the heroine’s translatability—and not her exceptionality—that be-
comes the grounds in Mereau for the engendering of a female community.

Such an emphasis on the translatability of her source text is registered 
even earlier in Mereau’s translation when she has the narrator, and not the 
Princess, say that this is the most singular confession in the history of litera-
ture (a point that Hannemann leaves out of her discussion). Where Lafay-
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ette writes, “I will make you a confession which no woman has ever made to 
her husband,” Mereau writes, “His doubts, his concerns rose until fi nally the 
most singular confession that a wife has ever made to her husband crossed 
her lips” (Seine Zweifel, seine Besorgnisse stiegen, bis endlich das seltenste 
Geständnis, welches ein Weib ihrem Gatten je gethan hat, über ihre Lippe 
schwebte) (263). Instead of having the confessor directly announce her con-
fession (“I will make you a confession”), Mereau tells it from the perspec-
tive of the external narrator. Mereau’s recourse to indirect speech, like her 
alteration of the conclusion, enacts a particular interpretation of Lafayette’s 
work. She places the emphasis not on the confessional logic of the Princess’s 
primary utterance but instead on the crucial role that the borrowing of that 
confession plays in the novel, that the act of confession is always implicated 
in the control of the confession by another. In a novel about overhearing, 
Mereau enacts her own gesture of overhearing at the narratological level by 
shifting the control of the Princess’s confession from the “I” of the character 
to the “I” of the narrator. Her translation highlights at discrete points the 
appropriatability of narrative that was at the heart of this novel and that was 
the very precondition of translation itself.76

María de Zayas’s Novelas amorosas y ejemplares 
and the Betrayal of Writing

María de Zayas’s Novelas amorosas y ejemplares (1637), which Mereau collab-
oratively translated with Clemens Brentano, appeared as part of her edited 
collection, Spanische und Italienische Novellen (1804).77 To move to it from 
Madame de Lafayette’s La Princesse de Clèves is to remain within similar the-
matic concerns while extending those concerns to new terrain. If the crisis 
that La Princesse de Clèves enacted was that of hearing your own story told 
back to you—that your personal narrative was something you could lose 
control of—then the crisis of Zayas’s Novelas amorosas y ejemplares was not 
recognizing your own story when it was told back to you.

Zayas was one of the most popular writers of the Spanish Golden Age, 
referred to by one contemporary as the “Sibyl of Madrid,” and her book 
sales were surpassed only by Cervantes and Quevedo.78 By the nineteenth 
century, however, her salacious tales of torture, rape, dismemberment, mur-
der, and, most of all, infi delity, had drifted into obscurity and disrepute.79 In 
resurrecting Zayas as a supplement to Cervantes as the central romantic pre-
cursor, Mereau was in some sense doing for the Spanish Golden Age what 
Dorothea Tieck would do for Shakespeare by translating his sonnets in full. 
(Tieck would continue in the same vein with Cervantes himself by translat-
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ing his late novel, Los trabajos de Persiles y Sigismunda [The Trials of Persiles 
and Sigismunda, original 1617, translation 1837], as a counterweight to the 
romantic canonicity of Don Quixote, which her father had translated). The 
challenge Mereau’s translation posed to the romantic literary establishment 
was not simply a matter of gender, however, but was also importantly one 
of genre and form. As one reviewer exclaimed, “What? the Mad. Mereau 
who was once so celebrated by us is now writing Spanish novellas, is writ-
ing sonnets, burlesques? She too inclines to that invidious school? Down 
with her immediately!”80 Once again it was the sonnet, embedded as it was 
in numerous places within Zayas’s novella collection, that did not “fi t” the 
(male) romantic corpus, posing problems of both propriety and unity. But 
one can also begin to see here how a third scandalous aspect of Mereau’s 
resurrection of this text was neither its genre nor its content, but the com-
municative poetics that it promoted.

Zayas’s novella collection belongs to the popular  early- modern genre of 
feminine rewritings of Boccaccio’s Decameron, with a few key differences: it 
is set at court and not at a country estate, two tales are told per evening in-
stead of ten, poetry plays a much larger role within the novellas, the plague 
has become a “fever” for the main character, Lisis, who is love sick, and the 
narrators all crucially lack parents—the men have no mothers, the women 
no fathers. As in Lafayette, where the Princess’s mother dies early, leaving 
her without a moral compass to navigate the social intrigues in which she 
becomes embroiled, the genealogical crisis in Zayas is similarly intertwined 
with problems of overhearing and communicative uncertainty. But where 
the act of overhearing follows the confession in Lafayette and then functions 
as the organ that publicizes it, the overheard story in the fi rst tale of the 
opening night of Zayas precedes and produces the confession. Establishing 
a paradigm for all of the later tales, the fi rst story of the fi rst night begins 
with a young man, Fabio, who is walking in the mountains when he over-
hears a voice singing a song. “Scarcely had he caught his weary breath when 
there came to his ears a soft delicate voice whose low tones seemed not 
too distant, suggesting that their source was not far away.”81 The disembod-
ied voice leads the young man to search out the song’s source: “The time, 
the place, desire, and the mountains made him want to continue. His only 
consolation for the fact that [the song] did not last longer was the thought 
that he might soon delight his eyes and his soul with this sight just as the 
voice had delighted his ears” (14–15, translation modifi ed from original; 
34, 21). It is in such moments where one can see just how attractive Zayas’s 
work might have been to romantic writers and readers. The redirection of 
desire staged by this scene—from the realm of nature to the body of the 
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poet—almost perfectly prefi gured a romantic poetics that was moving from 
a representational to a constructive theory of language, where the speaker 
was the ultimate referent of speech.

Instead of an identifi able poetic body, however, Fabio discovers a body 
that resists identifi cation. “I found you and I notice that in your face and 
in your bearing you are not what your dress indicates: your face does not 
match your clothes, nor do your words go with the disguise you wear” (16; 
36; 24). The  cross- dressed body that represents a problem of address—of 
the relationship between speaker and speech—is then undressed through 
the performance of his / her confessional discourse. As the narrator tells us, 
this character will make Fabio into the “archive of her secrets” (archivo de 
sus secretos, Archiv ihrer Geheimnisse, omitted in the English translation; 
13; 19). The singer confesses that “he” is a woman, a widow named Jacinta, 
who has disguised herself as a shepherd boy. The widow continues to tell 
Fabio her story about being betrayed by her lover, and it appears that the 
confessional moment is consecrated and the biographical project—the at-
tribution of song to person—complete. The legibility of lyric is made coeval 
with the legibility of the body.

When we turn to the second novella of the fi rst night, however, we en-
counter an altogether inverted problem. Once again, we have the tale of a 
woman’s betrayal, this time of Aminta by her lover, Jacinto. And as in the 
fi rst story, we have another act of  cross- dressing, as Aminta will change her 
name to Jacinto and become the page to her unfaithful lover by the same 
name. Aminta / Jacinto will then sing a song to Jacinto, her lover, about a 
certain “Jacinto” who has betrayed his lover. But in a reversal of the fi rst 
night, Jacinto will assume, like Fabio, that the object of the lyric narrative 
(Jacinto) is the speaker not the addressee—Jacinto the  cross- dressing page 
and not Jacinto the unfaithful man. Unlike in Lafayette, where the Princess 
hears her own story told back to her and the tellers are unaware whose story 
it is, in the second story of the fi rst night of Zayas someone hears his own 
story told back to him, but he does not know that it is his story.

The signifi cance of Zayas’s work for Mereau, I want to suggest, lay in the 
way it confl ates erotic betrayal with a communicative practice of betrayal, 
the way speech and sex continually overlap here. To betray someone is to be 
unfaithful to him or her, but to betray something is to reveal information 
that is not supposed to be revealed. As an act of communication, betrayal is 
an act of unwanted, or unauthorized, disclosure. Like overhearing, the story 
of betrayal concerns the depiction of a social space in which the control of 
communication has become highly problematic, a space that dramatizes 
the incomplete possession of one’s own speech. As Goethe would write in 
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his “translation” of the medieval Persian poet, Hafez, in the West- East Divan, 
“In vain is the poet silent / Writing poetry is indeed betrayal” (Dichter ist 
umsonst verschwiegen / Dichten selbst ist schon Verrath).82

In reviving these  early- modern courtly tales about erotic and communi-
cative infi delities for a romantic audience, Mereau was, on the one hand, 
addressing—or rather redressing—a longstanding intersection of feminin-
ity, infi delity, and translation captured in the well- known phrase, les belles 
infi dèles, that referred to a  seventeenth- century school of loose French trans-
lation. These  cross- dressing tales of women’s constancy and men’s infi delity 
were in some sense an attempt to legitimize women’s writerly identities, to 
reposition them away from a moral, linguistic, and aesthetic looseness.

But not completely. Woman’s erotic constancy here is still married to 
an important element of communicative infi delity. Jacinta of the fi rst story 
gives away more than she wishes, disclosing her location, her identity, and 
ultimately her story. Aminta of the second tale will give away more than he 
wishes, disclosing his and her story without him realizing this. Mereau’s 
interest in the early modern, then, goes beyond a concern for a historical 
period when women were afforded a greater range of public identities, a pe-
riod that predated a historical consensus surrounding the purely domestic 
identity of femininity. Instead, Mereau’s pointing to courtly literature in-
corporates an interest in the modes of communication through which such 
public identities were articulated and retained. Mereau’s engagement with 
the fi gure of betrayal in her translations of early modern texts becomes, in 
this sense, a means of thinking about the relationship of the act of transla-
tion to public speech at a moment when the conditions of publicity were 
shifting overwhelmingly away from the immediate environment of courtly 
life towards a highly mediated space of social interaction through books. 
Pairing translation with betrayal was not simply an identifi cation of the 
ways a translator was unfaithful to her original; it was a way of identify-
ing translation—and the realm of written public speech to which it be-
longed as part to whole—as an experience of losing control of one’s speech. 
Translation was not only where an author lost control of his or her own 
words—where he or she was “betrayed” by the translator—it was also the 
space where the translator persistently betrayed some textual surplus: the 
language and culture of the original. As in the tales of Zayas’s betrayed and 
betraying women, there was a referential crisis that surrounded the practice 
of translation, one that contained an important commentary on women’s 
complicated position as professional writers. There were risks to such loose-
ness—as in the fi rst tale of the discovered Jacinta or the oppressed Princess 
from Lafayette—but there was also power in the pairing of dissimulation 
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and disclosure, as in the fi gure of Aminta from Zayas’s second tale of the 
fi rst night who disclosed without revealing, indeed who disclosed someone 
else’s story without him recognizing either her identity or his story. Un-
derstanding bookish culture as a space of perpetual betrayal—as a space 
marked by acts of dis- closure—was not only a challenge to traditional ways 
of thinking about books as bounded universes of words. It was also a means 
of developing strategies for women to go public and to make new publics 
in the process.

Boccaccio, Privacy, and Partiality: Fiammetta and Decameron 10.3

Mereau’s fi nal translation before her untimely death in childbirth was of 
Boccaccio’s Fiammetta—the  fi rst- person story of a woman who has been 
be trayed in love but who steadfastly refuses to betray her own identity. This 
fi nal translation constituted a kind of answer to the problem of communi-
cative surplus that Mereau saw at the heart of bookish publics. It offered a 
book- length lesson in the poetics of privacy. That it was, or had to be, culled 
from a pre- print bibliographic heritage was all the more to the point of 
identifying an alternative way of thinking about books. If Zayas and Lafay-
ette had gestured towards surplus as a precondition of publicness—a sur-
plus that posed both an opportunity and a problem—Boccaccio served as a 
site for Mereau to interrogate a related yet different aspect of bibliographic 
publics: that of partiality.

For German romantic readers, Fiammetta had been popularized through 
Friedrich Schlegel’s well- known review essay on the available works of 
Boccaccio,83 who Schlegel sought to resurrect by assimilating him to the 
larger romantic fascination with the topos of unrequited love as a form 
of idealization and the absolute. One could see such thematic concerns 
at work in Mereau’s circle through the translation by her sister, Henriette 
Schubart, of John Nott’s novelistic adaptation of Ovid’s tale of Sappho from 
the Heroïdes.84 But where for Schlegel Fiammetta was reducible to a story of 
pure love—“everything is grand and universal, there is only love, nothing 
but love”85—a crucial element of the story was the way it coupled confes-
sion with illegibility, the way it dramatized revelation without transparency. 
“Even though I am writing things that are very true,” Fiammetta declares, 
“I have arranged them in such a way that, except for the one who knows 
everything as well as I do (for he is the cause of them all), no one else, no 
matter how sharp his intellect, could discover who I am.”86

In her translation of the line, “no one else . . . could discover who I am,” 
Mereau renders the Italian conoscere (to recognize or know someone) as the 
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German errathen (to guess). Mereau’s choice of words here not only nicely 
echoes the central role that verrathen (to betray) had played in Zayas—
indeed, in the passage concerning the discovery of Jacinta in the fi rst night 
Mereau had explicitly used the verb verrathen in place of the Spanish verb 
mostraba (to demonstrate or point). It also established the notion of erra-
then as a negative ideal—where the verb raten (to advise or give counsel) 
coupled with the prefi x er-  (suggesting the completion of an action) con-
veyed a sense of full communion with another. Privacy and nondisclosure 
emerged as the aims of writing in Fiammetta. When Mereau translated Fi-
ammetta’s vaga penna (vague, but also graceful or beautiful pen) as zärtlich 
(tender), she was drawing together the dual literary ideals of elegance and 
anonymity under the rubric of the feminine.87 If translation was marked in 
Zayas and Lafayette by a something more—a linguistic and cultural sur-
plus—in Mereau’s Boccaccio translation it was marked by an equal and 
opposite “never enough”—the impossibility of accessing a textual and lin-
guistic elsewhere.

In her study of the notion of privacy in  eighteenth- century literature, 
Patricia Meyer Spacks has noted the urgency with which women writers 
thought about and depicted forms of privacy in their writing. “Because of 
women’s comparative lack of freedom,” writes Spacks, “their strategies for 
privacy display special ingenuity, and sometimes a certain desperation.”88 
As Helga Meise has suggested, the notion of “innocence” that surrounded 
femininity in the eighteenth century participated in creating a social real-
ity in which women were never left alone, that they were always subject to 
forms of social surveillance and control and thus always at risk of being 
overheard.89 In this context, one can see just how attractive the idea of not 
being overheard could be to a woman writer, how powerful it would have 
been for a woman to truly be alone.

But it is important to see how such valorization of privacy was not a 
retreat to the private, but rather, as Spacks has argued, that it contained a 
decidedly public and political dimension. Freedom from, in Spacks’s words, 
also implied a freedom to.90 Such privacy understood as an alternative writ-
erly space, a space of one’s own, emerged in this sense as a powerful tech-
nique for creating a new public. In place of the androgyny that critics have 
noted as a characteristic of Mereau’s “original” writing,91 her translations 
were marked by a fundamental awareness of sexual and communicative 
difference. Fiammetta helps us see how the more general “subjectlessness” 
of her writing, in Christa Bürger’s words,92 assumes an important politi-
cal dimension because of the paradoxical capacity of the self’s illegibility 
to carve out a distinctly female literary public. The plaintive genre of the 
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heroïdes to which Fiammetta belonged was framed not as the breakdown of 
community in Mereau—as a sign of women’s atomism and isolation93—
but as the means of establishing greater correspondences among women. 
Resistance to overhearing—aloneness and illegibility—became profoundly 
empowering and profoundly feminine in the work of Mereau, prefi guring 
in many ways the discourse of the room of one’s own that Virginia Woolf 
would construct a century later.

In order to understand the extent to which Mereau was invested in these 
questions of the partiality of books, and the way Boccaccio would repeat-
edly serve as the literary site where she would explore such concerns, we 
need to turn to one fi nal piece of evidence, her translation of the third story 
from the tenth day of Boccaccio’s Decameron, which appeared in Schiller’s 
journal Die Horen in 1797.94 All of the stories from the tenth day in Boc-
caccio concern the larger theme of magnifi cenzia, which we might translate 
as “magnanimity,” or the question of giving and reciprocity. This particular 
tale concerns Nathan and Mithridanes, where Nathan is the most gener-
ous man in the world and Mithridanes wishes to imitate him. Upon real-
izing the impossibility of his task, however, Mithridanes decides to murder 
Nathan, and in his generosity, Nathan, who learns of the plot, decides to 
give his life to Mithridanes. But Mithridanes decides he cannot go through 
with it. In return for his generosity of offering Mithridanes his life, Nathan 
asks Mithridanes in return if Mithridanes could instead become Nathan 
so that his generosity could be extended beyond his corporeal limits. This 
too Mithridanes in the end refuses. He cannot “take” Nathan’s life in either 
sense of the word.

Mereau’s translation of this short tale by Boccaccio offered readers a 
 thought- provoking allegory of translation and, by extension, writing un-
derstood as a process of translation (a fact already encoded in Boccaccio’s 
original through the name Mithridanes that diverged through a single let-
ter from the famed Roman emperor, Mithridates, who it was said could 
speak all  twenty- two languages of the nations he ruled and therefore did 
not require an interpreter). Where the texts by women that Mereau had 
translated seemed to authorize overhearing and intervention—that is, their 
translatability—the texts by her male source authorized the limits of over-
hearing: what others could not take and what one could not give. In her 
translation of Lafayette, Mereau had made the inimitable Princess imita-
ble. In her translation of Zayas, Mereau had selected a work that revolved 
around the problem of betrayal, around the openness and too- muchness of 
communication. In both cases, Mereau had underlined the translatability 
of writing. In the work Mereau translated from the Decameron, however, one 
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could never completely take someone else’s story and make it one’s own. 
Just as Mithridanes could never be Mithridates, his story (Boccaccio) could 
never completely be her story (Mereau). In Fiammetta, we encountered a 
text whose author remained explicitly opaque to us, as her story could never 
completely be made our story.

In placing the fi gure of overhearing (and its opposite, privacy) at the 
heart of her corpus of translations, Mereau was making a powerful argu-
ment about the relationship of translation to the work of women writers. 
Her work identifi ed how an engagement with the foreign, whether of lan-
guage, historical period, or gender, could serve as a productive source of 
writerly work and initiate new literary geographies and new literary publics. 
It placed dis- closure and dis- placement at the center of women’s writing. 
But in her attention to the fi gure of overhearing, Mereau was also making 
an argument about the relationship of women writers to the bookish public 
sphere more generally in which translation functioned as an important ini-
tiatory literary practice. Translation was not only a means of getting into 
print. It was also a means of thinking about the nature of print and the 
printed book. Interlacing the categories of translation, the book, and over-
hearing offered a way of thinking about bookish publics as fundamentally 
open, authorizing women writers to participate in debates and discourses 
not addressed to them. Conceptualizing translation as a practice of over-
hearing afforded a position of power to women writers, allowing them to 
use the growing availability of printed books to “talk back” to institutions 
organized to exclude them.95 It identifi ed openness—in both the commu-
nicative and moral sense—as a constitutive feature of modern book culture, 
opening up the book to heretofore excluded members.

At the same time, Mereau’s work consistently pointed to the costs, as 
well as the dangers, of this imagined openness of the book. In the par-
tiality that surrounded the soundscape of overhearing—whether it was the 
Princess’s story that no one knew referred to her, Jacinto’s story that he did 
not know referred to himself, or, most signifi cantly, Mithridanes who could 
not in the end become Nathan (or his precursor Mithridates)—Mereau 
was identifying the way public knowledge was always a form of incomplete 
knowledge.96 To overhear was not only to participate in that which had not 
necessarily been addressed to you. It was also to overhear in the sense of 
to “overlook,” to miss or skip something. The partiality of the overheard 
story drew attention to another key feature of modern publicness—that 
“the” public always gave way to numerous publics.97 The advantage of this 
was that such partiality allowed new groups and new public identities to 
emerge; it offered the precondition of creating a new literature of one’s own. 
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The disadvantage was that as every opening facilitated ever more openings, 
the openness of both publicness and the book meant that these spaces also 
gradually fell to pieces. In an age of too many books, one never knew, could 
never know, the whole story.

Mereau’s Fiammetta was thus a sign of the growing partiality of book cul-
ture during and after romanticism. But it was also a sign of the desire to put 
an end to this constant culture of disclosure. As Peter Brooks would argue 
almost two centuries later about modern media more generally, “Contem-
porary society’s apparent demand for transparency . . . has created a situa-
tion in which there is no evident end to the confessional process, no ritual 
of closure.”98 Fiammetta was precisely such a ritual of closure. Openness was 
ultimately about not just access for individuals but also access to individuals. 
The book’s increasing availability, according to Mereau, was always a func-
tion of the increasing availability of the self. Whether it was the embattled 
Princess or the discovered and disclosed Jacinta, the continual possibility of 
being overheard posed a signifi cant threat to a notion of individual sover-
eignty. Publicness was a dangerous space for private selves. The prescience 
and insight of Mereau’s translational work was precisely its diagnosis of this 
dialectic of the book: the way the openness of the printed book constituted 
both a fundamental contribution as well as a basic challenge to any per-
sonal or political order.





Word and image are correlates that eternally search for one another.

—J. W. Goethe

Romantic Lines

With the publication of The Wild Ass’s Skin in August 1831, Honoré de Balzac 
not only emerged as one of the major literary fi gures of the nineteenth 
century, he also invented the visual epigraph (fi g. 6.1).1 It was a citation 
of the wavy line from volume 9 of Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions 
of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1759–67), which was made by a fl ourish of 
Corporal Trim’s stick in the air in a conversation with Uncle Toby on the 
perils of marriage (fi g. 6.2). In citing Tristram Shandy, Balzac was of course 
citing a work that had become famous for its visual elements, from the 
blank, black, and marbled pages, to its pagination jokes, to the various typo-
graphical events of asterisks and dashes (9,560 of them).2 Sterne’s own wavy 
line was itself a citation, or parody, of Hogarth’s notion of the serpentine 
line as the line of beauty from the Analysis of Beauty and was thus integrally 
tied to  eighteenth- century debates about the relationship between lines, the 
visual arts, and social distinction. But in fusing the scriptural and the visual 
through the device of the visual epigraph, a move that was accentuated by 
turning the vertical line on its side to have it look more like script, Balzac 
was also drawing attention to what had become one of the crucial features 
of the romantic bibliographic universe: the dynamic interaction between 
text and image through the proliferation of illustrated books. The wavy line 
not only captured an ancient notion of narration in the fi gure of Ariadne’s 
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Figure 6.1 The visual epigraph from the title page of Honoré de Balzac, La Peau 
de Chagrin, vol. 1 (1831). Courtesy of the Pierpont Morgan Library, New York.
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thread,3 which was itself addressed by Sterne in a series of visual jokes about 
his digressive style (volume 6, chapter 40). More importantly, the wavy line 
marked a fundamental threshold between visual and linguistic signs. The 
wavy line as epigraph was in some sense the image of the interaction be-
tween text and image, an expression of an increasingly sophisticated inter-
medial sensibility that was emerging in romantic readers and writers.

The explosion of the number of illustrated books and the number of il-
lustrations in books is often dated to the republication of Gil Blas by Victor 
Paulin in 1835 that contained over 600 wood- engraved vignettes designed 
by Jean Gigoux.4 But  early- nineteenth- century readers were well aware that 
major illustrated French editions of Goethe and Walter Scott from the 1820s 
had helped pave the way for this later expansion.5 Balzac’s own homage to 
Tristram Shandy was preceded by another piece of Sterneana, Charles No-
dier’s Histoire du Roi de Bohême et de ses sept chateaux (1830), which was 
based on an untold story of Corporal Trim’s (volume 8, chapter 19) and 
which contained fi fty vignettes by Tony Johannot, illustrator of Balzac’s The 
Wild Ass’s Skin. But in book markets that were less shaken by the French 

Figure 6.2 Corporal Trim’s fl ourish from Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram 
Shandy, Gent. (1767), 9:17. Courtesy of the Rare Books and Special Collections Division, 

McGill University Library.
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Revolution, already by the 1790s observers such as Friedrich Schlegel were 
complaining about the vogue for “Kupferstichromane,” or illustrated nov-
els, and treatises were being written against the new trend.6 In En gland, 
by the late 1780s there emerged a variety of authorial “galleries” which 
served as both spaces of public exhibition for the visualization of litera-
ture and as commercial outlets for the sale of prints and illustrated books.7 
Such popular mobilization of readers as seers coincided with illustrative 
experiments such as those of William Blake, whose  forty- three engravings 
adorned a reissue of Young’s Night Thoughts (1797), as well as the transla-
tion into En glish of Lavater’s Essays on Physiognomy (1792) that contained 
eight hundred illustrations and was one of the most important illustrated 
books of the late eighteenth century. By the turn of the century, German 
and French miscellanies had become key sources for the circulation of often 
allegorical engravings, and by the 1820s a new genre of illustrated travel 
books had emerged, such as Jakob Alt’s Malerische Donaureise (1818–23), 
Charles Nodier’s Voyages pittoresques et romantiques dans l’ancienne France 
(1820f.), and Turner’s various illustrations to a number of “picturesque” 
tours of the En glish countryside. Gil Blas and its followers—such as the il-
lustrated Don Quichotte (1836) with its eight hundred illustrations designed 
by Johannot—were thus much more the culmination of a process of equat-
ing reading with seeing than its beginning.

If one of the key aspects of illustrated books at the turn of the nineteenth 
century was the sheer number of illustrations that began to populate text, 
another important feature was the heterogeneity of such illustrations. Ro-
mantic book illustration seemed to mirror the larger romantic experimen-
tations with form, producing a visual equivalent to Lukacs’s “Gattungsver-
schlungenheit.” Whether it was the revival of classical outline illustrations, 
medieval marginal illustrations,  early- modern wood engraving and the 
use of decorated letters and head- pieces, or the introduction of new visual 
technologies such as  steel- plate engraving and lithography and new types 
of illustrated books such as landscape books, authorial galleries, personal 
albums, and  sketch- books, looking at books encompassed a vast array of 
visual experience during the romantic period. Indeed, the growing overlap 
between seeing and reading was accompanied by a larger expansion of vi-
sual culture more generally. As William St. Clair has written on the romantic 
period, “The explosion of the reading of literary texts was accompanied by 
an explosion in the viewing of engraved pictures,”8 a point that would be 
adroitly exploited in Goethe’s Elective Affi nities (1809) and visually rendered 
in Georg Emanuel Opiz’s watercolor series on the Leipzig Book Fair from 
the 1820s with its depiction of elegant crowds pressing in on the stalls for 
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new prints. And as Gillen D’Arcy Wood has shown, such expanding visual 
commodities were not only limited to an emerging mass- market for prints 
but were part of an expanding public culture of spectacle that included the-
aters, museums, panoramas, and popular exhibits of oriental novelties.9

Despite this overwhelming diffusion of visual culture during the ro-
mantic period, or perhaps precisely because of it, histories of romanticism 
have tended to adhere to a fundamental narrative of romantic iconoclasm. 
Whether it is Gerhard Neumann’s notion of a romantic “media crisis” be-
tween the “optical- imaginary” and the “conceptual- scriptural,”10 Manfred 
Schneider’s dialectic of a romantic Bildersturm and Bilderfl ut (iconoclasm 
and fl ood of images),11 W. J. T. Mitchell and James Heffernan’s notion of a 
“paragonal” relationship between text and image more broadly,12 Alexandra 
Wettlaufer’s study of the “pen vs. paintbrush” in postrevolutionary France,13 
or D’Arcy Wood’s argument about the “shock of the real” and romanti-
cism’s development in reaction to popular visual culture,14 all of this work 
maintains a basic structural antagonism between the romantic—and the 
notion of literature it has bequeathed us—and the image. Literature after 
1800 emerges, and arguably continues to be thought of, as radically anti-
 pictorial.

In place of emphasizing its aversion to popular visual culture, I am in-
terested in this chapter in drawing out romantic literature’s deep interaction 
with the image—and one type of image in particular, book illustration.15 If 
one of the key historical realities of the turn of the nineteenth century was 
the growing prevalence of illustrated books—and the number of illustra-
tions in illustrated books—my aim here is to understand how the texts 
within and around those books were engaging with this increasingly visual 
bibliographic experience. At the same time, I want to explore how illustra-
tions in books were themselves addressing through the use of new graphic 
practices the intermedial origins of visual art, the way the romantic image 
and the modes of envisioning that it promoted were crucially indebted to 
the medium of the printed book.

The illustrated book offers us one of the most emphatic examples of the 
intermedial nature of the  early- nineteenth- century bibliographic imagina-
tion. How could these overlapping spaces of text and image function not 
solely as arenas of anxiety and disgust but importantly as spaces of creativity 
and innovation as well? How can the romantic engagement with the repro-
ducible illustration be read as part of a larger engagement with the problem 
of reproducibility itself that was gradually shaping the romantic bibliocos-
mos? And how might romantic refl ections on such intermedial problems as 
“translation,” “caption,” and “illustration” address contemporary concerns 
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about the interpretability, and thus captionability, of our ever- expanding 
image world?16 That is to say, if one of the key possibilities opened up by 
digital writing today is the saturation of text with images—and the urgent 
question of their dual legibility—how can the romantic book serve as an 
instructive guide in understanding the creative potential of this marriage of 
media?

In bringing together the oft- addressed question of ekphrasis—verbal 
representations of visual representations—and the  under- addressed fi eld of 
book illustration, this chapter tries to identify a number of ways that roman-
tic writers and artists were exploring how the practices of reading and seeing 
increasingly infl ected one another at the turn of the nineteenth century and 
how such infl ections could serve as sources of creative and epistemological 
innovation. The book as an object of inquiry becomes a key tool in breaking 
down disciplinary divisions that have traditionally  walled- off literary and 
art historical discourses from one another. At the same time, it reintroduces 
an important readerly experience that has too often been bracketed from 
literary study. What happens when we read Balzac with Tony Johannot, 
Goethe with Moritz Retzsch, Nepomuk Strixner, and Eugen Neureuther, and 
Stendhal with himself? For such writers questions of illustration, illustrative 
writing, and technologies of illustration were essential for their develop-
ment as writers. An engagement with bibliographic pictorialism was the 
starting point for thinking about writing and the book. As Samuel Coleridge 
would say, “Without drawing I feel myself but half invested in language.”17

In order to approach this romantic concern with the question of illustra-
tion, I will begin, following Balzac, with the fi gure of the line. If, as Garret 
Stewart has shown, the wavy line became the fundamental sign of the book 
within a painterly tradition of reading,18 what did the wavy line mean in a 
 literary- bibliographic tradition of seeing? The story of the romantic line will 
take us deep into the cultural terrain of the romantic age, bringing together 
a diverse range of illustrative practices from the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries, from the vogue for silhouette and outline drawings, to 
the rising fascination with the sketch (both visual and verbal), to popular-
ized notions of the arabesque, to scientifi c breakthroughs such as Chladni’s 
planar representations of sound, Goethe’s work on plants, Fourier’s trigo-
nometric solutions to the problem of heat diffusion, and Humboldt’s car-
tographical work on global isotherms. And it will draw together a range of 
textual experiments, from Balzac’s Wild Ass’s Skin (1831) and his “Unknown 
Masterpiece” (1831–47), both of which appeared in parts in the illustrated 
serial L’Artiste; to Goethe’s novella “St. Joseph the Second,” which initially 
appeared in Cotta’s illustrated Ladies’  Pocket- Book (1810) and then later in 
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Wilhelm Meister’s Travels (1821 / 29); to Stendhal’s illustrated handwritten 
autobiography, The Life of Henry Brulard (1835).

As we will see, such romantic interest in the line depended on the fun-
damental capacity of the line to straddle visual and scriptural representa-
tion, its ability to capture a notion of the “graphic” that was simultaneously 
legible as both writing and image. Where the wavy line functioned as the 
quintessential  eighteenth- century fi gure of distinction (whether social or 
medial), the romantic line by contrast participated in fostering an interme-
dial and intersocial literacy at a historical juncture that witnessed the dra-
matic expansion and availability of both visual imagery and textual mate-
rial, very often in the same bibliographic place. Whether wavy or straight, 
the line seemed to be a key fi gural place where romantic writers and artists 
explored the breakdown of a variety of categories, indeed, of the categorical 
itself. As William Blake would dramatically declare, “Leave out the line and 
you leave out life itself.”19 Following the line through the romantic biblio-
cosmos reveals a series of lines that consistently resist the line’s twin identi-
ties as a marker of either distinction (the outline) or linearity (teleology). 
The historical signifi cance of this particular investment in the line should 
not be overlooked if we remember that the serpentine line of the Laocoön 
statue served as one of the major visual sites in the eighteenth century to 
motivate a differentiation between the visual and the literary arts. William 
Blake’s engraving that reconfi gured Laocoön surrounded by a sea of apho-
risms was perhaps the most pointed example of this romantic rejection of 
such distinguishing lines. The romantic interest in the line was a way of 
exploring the possibility of textual and visual simultaneity, a simultane-
ity that nevertheless always bordered on illegibility at the moment of such 
synthesis. Medial simultaneity was always poised on a temporal threshold, 
constantly threatening to move from one space to another and thus losing 
the availability (and visibility) of this other medial space. The romantic 
line persistently, and paradoxically, tended to represent a vanishing point, 
a point that I will take up at the close of the chapter by looking at how the 
contemporary German writer W. G. Sebald refashions the line of beauty—
the line as a sign of distinction—into a mark of extinction.

Afterimages: Goethe and the Lily

At six- thirty in the morning on May 17, 1807, Goethe began dictating the 
opening chapter of Wilhelm Meister’s Travels with the words, “In the shade of 
a mighty cliff sat Wilhelm . . .”20 In place of God’s command, “Let there be 
light!” (in Luther’s translation: “Es werde Licht!”), Goethe began his sequel 
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with his hero sitting in the shade, a mixed visual space of both light and dark 
that simultaneously conjured a range of intertextual references. The shade 
not only offered an alternative creation myth to that of the Judeo- Christian, 
where a biblical poetics of revelation was being displaced by a poetics of cu-
mulative mediation. As a novel intimately concerned with ways of knowing, 
the opening words also recalled philosophy’s origins in Plato’s cave, where 
the wanderer sitting beneath an outdoor cliff was situated in a far different 
space of projected knowledge than that of the enclosed philosopher’s cave. 
At the same time, the shade also pointed towards the shades of classical 
mythology, those spectral representatives of the dead (written as Erinnen 
in Goethe’s fi rst version of Iphigenia to conjure up the notion of erinnern or 
remembering) who represented what Fritz Breithaupt has called “embodied 
debt.”21 Writing a sequel in old age, such remembering of the dead seemed 
an appropriate way to begin one’s last novel. The novel as sequel—indeed 
one could say the novel in general for Goethe—was in some sense a larger 
exploration of what it meant to come afterwards. Beginning in the shade 
was a sign of beginning in the second degree.

If the shade conjured a visual space with a complex set of archetypal 
textual associations, it also drew upon what Robert Rosenblum has identi-
fi ed as one of the most important trends in the visual arts at the turn of the 
nineteenth century: the rising fascination with outline drawings (Umriß in 
German), which were closely linked to the vogue for silhouette drawings 
(Schattenriß).22 Beginning with John Flaxman’s illustrations to Homer that 
appeared in Italy in 1793 and later in Leipzig in 1804 and London in 1805, 
outline drawings began a vigorous life as a form of textual illustration in a 
double sense: as an illustrative practice that most often appeared in books 
and as a practice that also derived from books.23 Flaxman’s designs were 
indebted to a classical tradition of Greek vase illustration which he had 
studied through the publication of Wilhelm Tischbein’s illustrated edition 
of Sir William Hamilton’s vase collection, a collection which Goethe him-
self had seen during his Italian journey.24 In its explicit rejection of what 
Rosenblum called “that rich variety of spatial, luminary, and atmospheric 
values” of a post- medieval painterly tradition,25 Flaxman’s illustrative prac-
tice was part and parcel of a greater romantic fascination with the primi-
tive and the fragment, prefi guring an aesthetic prioritization of the verbal 
and visual “sketch.” A. W. Schlegel would praise the outline illustration’s 
capacity for “light intimations,”26 and Goethe too would later say that the 
“ruins” of such outlines were enormously productive for his imagination.27 
In translating an illustrative practice from one epoch to another (ancient to 
modern) and from one medium to another (vase to book), Flaxman was 
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not only drawing upon a larger European fascination with cultural origins. 
He was also drawing upon a very specifi c myth of the origin of the visual arts 
themselves, where, according to the story of the Corinthian Maid, painting 
was said to begin when the maid traced the outline of her lover’s shadow in 
order to remember him after his departure.

Such historical and mythological sources for Flaxman’s undertaking, 
however, elided a more immediate source for this new illustrative style: that 
of the book, the very place that served as the new space of this recycled vi-
sual practice and that supplied the raw material for the content of such illus-
trations. In those heavy, straight black lines of Flaxman’s drawings of literary 
texts (Dante or Aeschylus) that were set against a preponderance of white 
space, one could see the poignant way that the book was overtaking the 
visual imagination in the years around 1800. In reactivating a mythology 
of drawing’s origins in the outline, the romantic book of outline drawings 
doubly fashioned itself as the new source of the visual arts, as both its ve-
hicle and its object. Beginning in the shade in Goethe’s sequel thus gestured 
towards yet another key originary myth, this time of visual representation 
in a bookish world.

Readers have often pointed out how Goethe’s subtitle for the opening 
chapter of his novel “The Flight to Egypt” drew upon a key iconic tradition 
in the history of painting. In this sense, Goethe’s novel stood at the outset 
of what Éric Bordas has identifi ed as an emerging self- consciousness of the 
 nineteenth- century novel as a painterly genre, the way the painterly and the 
writerly were intimately intertwined after 1800.28 But what readers have not 
addressed is the way this scenic opening also drew attention to a particular 
type of representation and a particular type of representational technology. 
It was not just a painterly tradition and its infl uence on Western culture 
that Goethe was investigating here. It was also a technological tradition of 
printed images that Goethe was after, one in which outline drawings were 
playing an increasingly important role. A year after Goethe published his 
opening chapters of the Travels in 1810, he would receive twelve outline il-
lustrations to his Faust by Moritz Retzsch.29 Retzsch’s outline illustrations 
eventually appeared in book form in 1816 and served as the basis of nu-
merous subsequent Faust translations, marking the origin of a wave of Faust 
illustrations that fl ooded the nineteenth century (over 1,500 in all).30 With 
Faust’s medieval garb in outline form, the outline drawing as a classical ori-
gin had metamorphosed into a source of national origins, remarkably tra-
versing the shift from classic to romantic schools as the thick, steady strokes 
of Flaxman turned to the fl uid and overpopulated lines of Retzsch (fi g. 6.3). 
In that mimetic rendering of the snake in the upper corner of the plate, 
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one could see Retzsch paying homage to the serpentine line from which 
his work drew. In a sign of the line’s capaciousness, Retzsch’s style would 
then be translated back into classical form in France with Girodet’s sinuous, 
twisting linear illustrations to his Aeneid (1825–27) one decade later.

As Michael Baxandall has deftly shown in his study Shadows and Enlight-
enment, the concept of the shadow played a crucial role in  eighteenth- century 
thought, standing as a necessary counterpart to the prioritization of visual 
and epistemological illumination.31 The importance of shadow in Goethe’s 
development of his theory of colors was but one example of this. But the rise 
of outline drawings and Goethe’s engagement with the outline suggested a 
gradual shift away from thinking about shadow as an index of color and 
contour—as a sign of  three- dimensionality—and instead as a sign of what 
Baxandall has called “linear coding,” the “edge- seeking thrust of the visual 
system” (35). The outline drawings that derived from an  eighteenth- century 
shadow discourse became in romantic hands a technique to learn how to 
read edges, to read the line’s interposition between lines of text and lines 
of image. Reading in the shade contained, in other words, a fundamental 
lesson about reading books in an age of illustrated books.

Figure 6.3 Plate 21 from Moritz Retzsch, Umrisse zu Goethe’s Faust 
(1816). Courtesy of the Klassik Stiftung Weimar, HAAB / F3487.
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I want to turn in greater detail to the opening chapters of the Travels 
that appeared in Cotta’s miscellany and in particular to the chapter entitled 
“St. Joseph the Second.”32 In his explicit secondarity, St. Joseph II offered 
readers a general refl ection on questions of the sequel and a temporal af-
terwards that were of increasing value to the romantic literary marketplace. 
And yet in his numerous engagements with a visual tradition, St. Joseph II 
was also a fi gure who foregrounded questions of a visual elsewhere, of what 
it meant to come after images. The “afterimage” or “Nachbild” has repeat-
edly been identifi ed as one of the crucial fi gures of thought in Goethe’s 
theory of phys iological perception that would infl uence  nineteenth- century 
theories of visual perception more generally.33 But what I want to suggest 
is that in the fi gure of St. Joseph II the “afterimage” ceases to be simply a 
matter of the phys iology of perception and becomes instead a means of ex-
ploring the larger impact of the image’s psychological and cultural residue. 
What happens to human subjectivity and literary creativity in a world of 
proliferating, reproducible images? St. Joseph II emerges as a key character 
in Goethe’s corpus because he allows Goethe to explore a defi nition of the 
self in an age of the image’s increasing reproducibility,34 to explore what 
it meant to move from the chromatic tradition of painting and its funda-
mental singularity to the black and white tradition of print and its essential 
reproducibility and intermediality.

“St. Joseph the Second” was in this sense a key starting point for a series 
of refl ections in Goethe’s late work on the interactions between text, image, 
and reproducibility more generally, work which would largely appear in his 
periodical On Art and Antiquity and that in at least two key cases coincided 
with the initial publication of the Travels in 1821. In projects such as The 
Paintings of Philostratus (1818), which was a redescription by Goethe of a 
famous classical case of ekphrastic descriptions of lost ancient paintings, 
Wilhelm Tischbein’s Idylls (1821), which was a series of prose commentaries 
to poetic commentaries to prints by Goethe’s friend Tischbein, and Engraved 
Leaves after Drawings by Goethe (1821), for which Goethe produced poems to 
accompany reproductions of his earlier drawings, we can see Goethe playing 
with the status of a textual afterwards, both in terms of time (texts referring 
to engravings that were produced in previous cultural or personal epochs) 
as well as representation (prose texts that came after poetic texts that came 
after printed images that came after drawings). Tischbein’s Idylls and Engraved 
Leaves after Drawings by Goethe were closely situated with one another in 
Art and Antiquity and also surrounded by a number of other texts about 
linguistic translation, from reviews of German translations of Calderon 
and Lucretius to a review by Goethe of an En glish translation of Goethe’s 
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review of Leonardo da Vinci. The problem of moving from image to text 
was subsumed in Goethe’s late work under larger questions of translation 
more generally. In this we can see how the program of world literature at 
the heart of Goethe’s late work was dependent not only on the international 
circulation of texts and the practice of linguistic translation but also on the 
circulation and mental availability of visual images through the practice of 
ekphrasis. Like translation, ekphrasis was conceived in Goethe’s late work 
not as an act of substitution but rather as an arrow that pointed to, and thus 
made available, a visual and cultural elsewhere.

Of the numerous visual encounters dramatized in the St. Joseph story, 
I want to focus on one in particular that concerns a lily stem and thus in-
tersects with a key linear icon in the history of painting. St. Joseph II, we 
are told, has organized his life around his ancestor, becoming a carpenter 
and living in a chapel with murals on the walls depicting the original Jo-
seph story. His wife, called Mary, is not a virgin but a widow, who is found 
by Joseph after her carriage has been overrun by bandits and her husband 
severely wounded on a mountain pass. Joseph immediately falls in love 
with her and waits to hear the fate of her husband. Joseph’s fi rst emotional 
struggle is to contend with the confl icting desire for the husband to live 
(out of human kindness) and for him to die (to satisfy his erotic attraction 
to his wife). When the husband does eventually pass away, Joseph sits all 
night before the window of the house watching the silhouette fi gures of the 
wife and her midwife “moving on the curtains.” Eight days later (one day 
after the biblical week), Joseph is allowed to visit, and now through “half-
 opened” curtains he sees the widow. The midwife, Frau Elisabeth, reaches 
into the bed and presents Joseph with the baby. It is at this moment that 
Joseph, who is telling his story to Wilhelm, remarks that he thought of the 
image of the lily stem or stalk (Lilienstängel) that stood between Joseph and 
Mary. “Frau Elisabeth held [the baby] exactly between me and the mother, 
and in that place the lily stem occurred to me, which in the image raises 
itself out of the earth between Joseph and Mary as a witness of a pure re-
lationship. From that moment all of my troubles fell from my heart; I was 
certain of my happiness.”35 Joseph and Mary eventually marry and live in 
the chapel together as the story of immaculate conception turns to one of 
secular adoption.

Central to this story is the way St. Joseph II’s visual encounters with the 
object of his desire are shaped by a shifting engagement with the line and 
its theatricality, from the outline fi gures that dance on the curtains during 
his moment of crisis to the straight line of the “lily stem” that captures the 
anticipation of his happiness to the curtain that is half- pulled back, which 
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could be a visual reference to Dürer’s St. Jerome in his Study (1511) and its 
heroicization of the saint as translator. As Garret Stewart has remarked, the 
framing of the image as stage—as a portal to a  three- dimensional, lived 
universe—is one of the oldest devices used to endow the planar space of 
the painted book with an imagined “depth.”36 The visual plenitude of the 
book, however, that is promised here by the framework of the theatrical 
and the series of narrative “entries” performed in this passage is neverthe-
less persistently interrupted as the visual fi eld in “St. Joseph the Second” is 
continually marked by signs of division. The lily stem—and it is important 
that it is called the lily stem and not just lily—becomes a visual stroke of 
distinction itself. And yet as we saw in the fi rst chapter, where the cut was 
reformulated as connection, the mark of distinction here is used to facilitate 
a series of social and medial connections. Not only will Joseph’s narration 
of the increasingly illegible imagery in the chapel provide the backdrop for 
Mary’s agreement to marry him. But the lily stem that takes the place of 
the baby (“in that place the lily stem occurred to me”) explicitly draws the 
reader’s attention to a visual elsewhere, one that is over- coded, as we will 
see, with bibliographic meaning. In order to understand the stakes of this 
categorical move from the out- line to the lily- line in Goethe’s text, we need 
to read out from Goethe’s work to a larger visual fi eld in which he was writ-
ing and to which his writing points us.

In codex collections of lithographs of European painting that were be-
coming increasingly popular after 1800, one could fi nd ample evidence of 
the lily’s iconic place as a fi gure of mediation in cycles of the Mary paint-
ings that assumed a prominent position in such collections. Consider, for 
example, this print by Nepomuk Strixner of the Annunciation (fi g. 6.4) from 
the collection of Sulpiz and Melchior Boisserée (wrongly attributed at the 
time to Jan van Eyck), which was singled out by Goethe in his essay on 
 early- nineteenth- century lithography as one of the fi nest examples of the 
new art form.37 The Annunciation offered a paradigmatic visual tradition in 
which one could see this intersection of the stem, the book, and the gestur-
ing hand, an iconic overlap of the practices of deixis, writing, and naming 
that were already foregrounded in the opening pages of the Travels (when 
Felix asks his note- taking father, “What do you call this stone?”).38 The lily 
in this particular print represents a quintessential dividing line, not only 
through its almost impossible magnitude that challenges the perspectival 
order of the entire image but also in the way it is amplifi ed through a variety 
of other vertical lines in the image, from Gabriel’s staff, to the two charac-
ters’ outstretched forefi ngers, to numerous folds in the angel’s cloak, to that 
overly strong line marking the outer edge of Mary’s cloak, which fi nds its 



Figure 6.4 Lithograph of The Annunciation by Johann Nepomuk Strixner 
from Sammlung Alt-   Nieder-  und Ober- Deutscher Gemälde der Brüder Sulpiz 

und Melchior Boisserée und Johann Bertram (1821–34), 1:2. Courtesy 
of the Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz / Art Resource, NY.
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mirror image in the half- pulled back curtain of the bed (suggesting yet an-
other source for Goethe’s choice of narrative imagery in “St. Joseph the Sec-
ond”). If the lily served a crucial function in dividing the visual plane, espe-
cially between the chromatic spaces of light and dark, it also functioned as 
a pointer both within and without that visually bounded space. One can see 
how the two uppermost fl owers of the lily, which remain not fully in bloom 
and thus capture an important element of futurity here, mirror the angle 
of the two gesturing hands of Mary and Gabriel (in the orans position or 
posture of prayer). The iconography of the hand that emerges in this book-
ish space is neither that of the grasping nor the greeting hand that we saw 
in earlier chapters, but now that of the praying or beseeching hand. The lily 
points in this sense to an entire social scene of verbal pointing, to the dual 
experience of calling and being called at the heart of the Christian church 
and at the basis of which stood the book. In making his Wilhelm Meister se-
ries explicitly about the theme of work or Beruf (one’s calling), Goethe was 
translating this Christian bibliographic drama into secular terms.

Mary’s arm encircles the Bible in a curvilinear gesture, as her outstretched 
thumb, in yet another echo of the lily, marks, and thus points to, a passage 
in the book of books. The bookishness of the entire domestic scene is then 
amplifi ed through the visual echoes of the open book’s turning leaf in the 
numerous open shudders of the room’s windows (a common device among 
Annunciation imagery).39 One could go still further in underscoring the 
bookishness of both this image and the lily at its center by highlighting, 
as Erwin Panofsky has done, that such Dutch Annunciation imagery was 
crucially indebted to a tradition of manuscript illustration by the Boucicaut 
Master.40 As in the example of the Annunciation in a Book of Hours by a fol-
lower of the Boucicaut Master (ca. 1410) held in the Getty Museum,41 one 
can see how the curling top of the winding speech scroll that was so com-
mon to manuscriptural illustration both mirrors the lily’s drooping fl ower 
and points directly towards it. The straight line of the lily morphs in this 
bibliographic iconic tradition into the wavy line of the word, gesturing to-
wards the line’s capacity to become both an image and an image that bears 
the (legible) line of writing.

The turning (and illegible) page of numerous painted Annunciations 
serves as a visual echo of the turns of the speech scrolls that populated 
illuminated medieval books, one more move in a long chain of remedia-
tion that surrounded the lily’s mobilization within Christian iconography, 
from the written scroll’s appearance in the illuminated manuscript book, 
to the printed book’s appearance in the easel painting, to painting’s ap-
pearance in the lithographed book. Strixner’s lithographed reproduction of 



198 / Chapter Six

a painted Annunciation that appeared in codex form thus pointed towards 
the image’s own bibliographic origins—origins which themselves pointed 
in subtle ways to their pre- codicological medial sources. But it also pointed 
towards its bibliographic future as the book was lionized through this chain 
of interlocking bibliographic references. The book is framed as the medium 
for the continued circulation and cultural potency of the image. Goethe’s 
narrated scene of seeing at the center of which stood the lily stem cites a 
quintessential icon that stands for a bibliographic heritage. The lily’s chain 
of remediations discloses a temporalized notion of intermediality, explor-
ing the larger problematic of the afterimage in a double sense: what it meant 
to come after images and what the cultural status of the afterimage, the 
visual residue, was.

The lily stem’s capacity to function in the early nineteenth century as 
a visual shorthand for an intermedial scene of reading—as an incorpora-
tion of the line’s potential to generate both writing and image, whether 
simultaneously or in succession—was given one of its most memorable 
incarnations by Philipp Otto Runge in his illustrations to Ludwig Tieck’s 
collection of medieval love songs, Minnelieder aus der schwäbischen Zeitalter 
(1803), which I discussed in chapter 3 and which represented a key land-
mark of romantic interlingual and intermedial translation (fi g. 6.5). Runge’s 
illustrative work was extremely popular in romantic books, and one can see 
in his intense attraction to the lily further confi rmation of this fi gure’s in-
termedial associations. Where the pointedness of the lily from Tieck’s Min-
nelieder seemed to embody the lily’s identity as a kind of intermedial arrow, 
it was also the lily’s bowedness, which one could see on display in Runge’s 
print masterpiece, The Seasons (1806), and which Runge sent to Goethe in 
April 1806 roughly a year before Goethe began work on the Travels,42 that 
pointed to another crucial scene of romantic intermediality: that of ara-
besque marginal illustration.43 The straightness of the lily stem in Strixner 
or Tieck was at the same time linked in The Seasons to a visual revival that 
depended on an attention to an unceasing curvilinearity surrounding fl oral 
imagery. With the disproportionate heaviness of its head, the fl oral became 
an ideal representation not of uprightness but of a bowed, elliptical, or vor-
ticular fl uidity. The curvilinear visual line in the book’s margins translated 
the discrete nature of the letter and the line of writing—and of the sense of 
self that they captured— into a fi gure of continuity and connectivity.44 One 
of the key manifestations of this renewed interest in the bowed intermedial 
fl oral line was the appearance in 1808 of lithographed reproductions, again 
by Nepomuk Strixner, of the prayer book of Kaiser Maximilian I, for which 
Dürer had designed the elaborate arabesque marginal illustrations. Goethe 
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would then enthusiastically review in the Allgemeine Literatur Zeitung this 
interesting case of a book that reproduced an earlier book through the new 
visual technology of lithography.45 Goethe’s promotion of this work and 
the general romantic enthusiasm for it would then lay the groundwork for 
the later publication of one of the most stunning illustrated editions of 
Goethe’s ballads by Eugen Neureuther that appeared in 1829 (fi g. 6.6).

The genre of the ballad would become a key source for illustrated books 

Figure 6.5 Lily stem by Philipp Otto Runge from plate 2 of Ludwig Tieck’s Minnelieder aus dem 
schwäbischen Zeitalter (1803). Courtesy of the Klassik Stiftung Weimar, HAAB / Dl1- 161.



Figure 6.6 Eugen Neureuther, “Der König von Thule,” Randzeichnungen zu Goethes Balladen 
und Romanzen (1829). Courtesy of the Klassik Stiftung Weimar, HAAB / BH 1502.
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in the nineteenth century, and as I discussed in chapter 3, this had much to 
do with the ballad’s intermedial origins as both oral song and illustrated 
broadsheet from the early modern period. But where the illustrated broad-
side ballad had positioned itself as a form of popular entertainment, the il-
lustrated ballad collection on the other hand was fast becoming a vehicle of 
social acculturation, a liminal form that introduced readers not just to read-
ing itself but to a reading practice that depended on seeing images through 
text. The ballad’s continued initiatory identity—as the privileged generic 
threshold to a world of reading—now served, in the form of the illustrated 
edition, the new cause of intermedial literacy, of associating reading with 
seeing and vice versa.

Once again, it was the fl oral stem, this time of the water lily, that pro-
vided the visual backdrop for such literary mobilizations. In this example 
taken from Goethe’s ballad “The King of Thule,” one can see how it is pre-
cisely the fl oral origins of the image’s wavy lines that give birth to the script 
of poetry (fi g. 6.7). As David Wellbery has shown, few works were more 
poetically insistent on the notion of containment than “The King of Thule,” 
with its central image of the king’s chalice that cannot be bequeathed and 
that will eventually be thrown into the water in a moment of heightened 
self- consumption: the fi gure of containing fl uidity, the chalice, is itself con-

Figure 6.7 Detail of Eugen Neureuther, “Der König von Thule,” Randzeichnungen zu Goethes 
Balladen und Romanzen (1829). Courtesy of the Klassik Stiftung Weimar, HAAB / BH 1502.
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sumed in a fl uid grave.46 Neureuther’s visual handling of the poem, how-
ever, seemed to draw upon the poetic revisions that Goethe’s later work 
was performing against his earlier, moving away from a poetics of the self-
 contained genius and towards those of the networked media artist. Not only 
does one have to search very hard to even fi nd the chalice in this illustration, 
but Neureuther chooses to represent the container here neither in the mo-
ment of its thrownness nor in its fl uid consumption, but instead straddling 
the horizon line fl oating half above and half below the watery surface. Like 
all of the objects that break through the horizon line between the elements 
of earth and water in Neureuther’s illustration, the  three- dimensional part 
above gradually decomposes into a planar sketch and then into the single 
dimension of the line below. The container no longer contains fl uid but is 
itself made fl uid as it dissolves into nothing but lines; it no longer stands 
for the self as something whole or unique—as a  three- dimensional body in 
space—but instead captures a self that becomes script.

Stems, Spirals, and the New Scientifi c Graphics

The arabesque marginal illustration thus marked one of the most popu-
lar romantic translations of Sterne’s initial intermedial wavy line, and it 
rested in important ways on the fi gure of the lily and its fundamentally 
bibliographic identity. I want to turn now to another key manifestation of 
the wavy line—the spiral line of Goethe’s late poetry and scientifi c note-
books—which unites the vertical and curvilinear identities of the lily. It is 
here, in this axial fusion that also incorporates the problem of time, where 
we can see a new paradigm of scientifi c illustration coming into view in 
the opening decades of the nineteenth century. The wavy line served not 
only as an impetus to creative innovation in the romantic age but also as a 
key component of new forms of knowledge. As we will see in the cases of 
Goethe’s contemporaries, Ernst Florens Friedrich Chladni, Joseph Fourier, 
and Alexander von Humboldt, the story of scientifi c illustration is integral 
to the larger story of the intermedial work of the romantic line.

Under the heading “Chinesisches” (Chinese Matters), Goethe published 
a series of translations of poetic portraits of mythical Chinese women in 
his journal On Art and Antiquity (1827) that had initially appeared in En-
glish translation by Peter Perring Thoms in 1824. In the opening poem, 
“Fräulein See- Yaou- Hing,” we are told the story of the origins of the bound 
foot, which is compared at the close of the poem to the lily.47 Once again 
the lily emerges as a key fi gure of Goethe’s thought, and in aligning the 
linear fi gure of the lily with the spiral cloth of the bound foot, one could 
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see how the lily, as that quintessential fi gure of intermediality, was being 
subsumed in Goethe’s translation within a larger problematic of translation 
and transculturality more generally. Such intersections highlighted just how 
intimately related the fi elds of intermedial and interlingual translation were 
in Goethe’s late work. Like the winding of the turban in “Come, love, come,” 
from Goethe’s West- East Divan (1819), the spirally bound object (the book 
as text / ile) embodied a transcultural textual imaginary.

In the identifi cation of the lily with the spiral line of the bound object, 
this new metaphorical constellation brought together the vertical and the 
bowed line in a single image. It identifi ed the lily as a key fi gure of transla-
tion. But if the lily’s association with the spiral line served on the one hand 
to address a concern with problems of cultural and linguistic translation—
with the problem of the “orient” or “Morgenland”—it pointed towards an 
even more fundamental problem of representational translation as well. The 
spiral gestured not just towards the problem of how the two- dimensional 
line could participate in the making of a perspectival  three- dimensional 
reality.48 It also explored how the static nature of the image could capture 
the dynamic variable of time (intimating why the temporalized notions of 
“occident” and “orient” in German, Abendland and Morgenland, fi gured so 
prominently in Goethe’s thinking here). For Goethe, the spiral was one of 
the two fundamental forms of botanical growth that enabled the formal 
change that lay at the heart of all nature.49 As he would write in his late essay, 
“On the Spiral Tendency” (1829), which accompanied the publication of 
his On the Metamorphosis of Plants published in a dual German and French 
edition in 1831, “We must assume: there presides in vegetation a univer-
sal spiral tendency through which, in connection with vertical striving, all 
structures of plants and their development are completed through the law 
of metamorphosis.”50 The spiral was a fi gure of movement in both time and 
space and encoded a basic potentiality for change and “development.”

When we look at the illustrations that accompanied Goethe’s notes to 
this essay, we can see how Goethe was visually trying to come to terms with 
this problem of the simultaneous representation of time and space within 
a single graphic practice. In this fi rst example of a drawing meant to capture 
botanical growth, taken from his folder of notes from 1829 on the spiral 
tendency (fi g. 6.8), we can see how the wavy line is placed within a spatially 
and temporally arranged grid, updating the abstract curvatures that Goethe 
used in 1787 to capture his inspiration that “all is leaf” (fi g. 0.1). In this 
second example, however, entitled “Spiral Insertion on the Stem” (fi g. 6.9), 
we can see Goethe moving away from the direct representation of the spiral 
through curvilinear form and towards something far more indirect. In the 
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second drawing, Goethe represents the knots where leaves grow on an un-
folded plant stem in order to identify their  spiral- like structure of growth. 
The spiral, which was itself imagined as the visual translation of a temporal 
process into an image, is translated here back into a pattern of straight lines 
as the  three- dimensionality of the plant in the fourth dimension of time 
is graphically captured in two- dimensional space through a series of one-
 dimensional disconnected lines. Once again it is crucial that it is the “stem” 
where these problems of visual translation and intermediality get worked 
out. According to Goethe’s graphical notations of spiral growth on the stem, 
the spiral is a line that the mind must imaginatively reconstruct from ob-
serving a series of straight lines. The spiral comes to stand for a graphic 
regime that is increasingly removed from the strictly mimetic rendering of 
observed reality.

Although he does not cite Goethe’s botanical work in his study, the me-
dia historian Bernhard Siegert has argued that such graphic abstractions 
would become a defi ning feature of a new scientifi c visual paradigm that 
emerged at the turn of the nineteenth century.51 A growing interest in repre-
senting oscillating natural phenomena such as sound, heat, electricity, and 
light led to the conceptualization of new mathematical and visual forms 

Figure 6.8 Goethe’s sketch, “Spiraltendenz der Vegetation” (1829). |
Courtesy of the Klassik Stiftung Weimar, GSA 26 / LXI, 7, Bl. 65.
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of abstract representation. Of particular importance in this genealogy was 
Ernst Florens Friedrich Chladni, whose Discoveries on the Theory of Sound 
(1787), which was later the basis of the fi rst handbook on acoustics (1802), 
would become a landmark romantic book because of the way it visually 
represented the medium of sound (fi g. 6.10). Just as important as the in-
termedial translations in Chladni’s work (from sound to image), however, 
were the spatial translations performed by his illustrations of wavy lines, 
the way he translated the  eighteenth- century problem of representing the 
vibrating string (the moving line) into a problem of planar representation.52 
As Chladni would write in Acoustics, “With the descriptions of the vibrations 
of a plate, bell, etc. that appear in this and the following sections, we will 
not be observing curved lines of vibration [krumme Schwingungslinien], but 
curved planes [krumme Flächen], which are curved in more than one direc-
tion, and on which the parts to be found on the opposing side of the axis 
are not separated from one another by fi xed points, but fi xed lines, which 
one could also name lines of intersection [Knotenlinien].”53 In referring to 
the wavy sound lines represented on his vibrating plates as Knotenlinien 
(which referred to the intersection of two planar phenomena more gener-
ally), Chladni was refashioning acoustical thinking, and the wavy line at its 
heart, away from one dimensional strings and towards two- dimensional 
planes that intersected in  three- dimensional space.

If Chladni’s ecliptic lines represented a double translation from sound 
to image and from a linear to planar theory of sound, Joseph Fourier’s work 
on the diffusion of heat in  three- dimensional bodies marked another es-
sential mobilization of the wavy line, this time as sine and cosine curve as 
the source of translational knowledge about natural phenomena. Fourier 
would become one of the most infl uential fi gures in the history of math-

Figure 6.9 Goethe’s sketch, “Spirale 
Insertion am Stengel” (1829). Courtesy 

of the Klassik Stiftung Weimar, 
GSA 26 / LV, 3, 3, Bl. 4.
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ematics, with his work fi nding numerous subsequent applications that are 
still fundamental to the fi eld of mathematical engineering today. But it was 
the more local identifi cation of temperature as a central fi eld of natural in-
quiry that marked Fourier’s signifi cance for a romantic audience. As Fourier 
would remark in his groundbreaking treatise, Théorie analytique de la chaleur 
(1822), whose genesis dated back to at least 1805, heat represented an-

Figure 6.10 Table IX from E. F. F. Chladni, Entdeckungen über die Theorie des Klanges 
(1787). Courtesy of the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto.
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other fundamental fi eld of natural science akin to Newton’s work on gravity 
and one that was as harmonic, regular, and measurable as the motion of 
physical bodies in space although it was not directly available to our visual 
senses.54 Like Chladni’s work on sound, Fourier’s work on heat diffusion 
had emerged out of  eighteenth- century debates about the problem of the 
periodic analysis of the vibrating string. But where Chladni’s intervention 
was to challenge the linearity of  eighteenth- century acoustic thought, Fou-
rier’s contribution was precisely to linearize with greater rigor all periodic 
functions. No matter how complex or discontinuous, Fourier saw that any 
periodic function could be broken down into the sum of simple functions 
representable through sine and cosine waves. “Through convergent series 
or defi nite integrals,” Fourier argued, “we have represented separate parts of 
different functions or discontinuous functions between certain limits, for 
example as in the measure of the ordinate of a triangle. Our proofs leave no 
doubt of the exact truth of these equations” (587). Every straight or even 
broken line contained the possibility of being reformulated as a continu-
ous wavy line. As the historian of mathematics, Ivor  Gratton- Guinness, has 
remarked, Fourier’s work marked “the birth of an era of linearization in the 
development of mathematical  physics.”55

Fourier’s attention to heat and the problem of measuring its diffusion 
was not an isolated case, however. His work had an important parallel in 
that of Alexander von Humboldt, whose research on plotting isotherms56—
lines connecting points of equal temperature across space—found its visual 
articulation in the landmark atlas project of Heinrich Berghaus (fi g. 6.11). 
The popularization of the hand atlas would serve as one of the key new 
genres of illustrated books in the early nineteenth century, and one could 
see in those wavy lines of temperature that Humboldt’s research supported 
a prime example of a new attention to the connectivity and the circula-
tory aspect of space. Such concerns dated back to Humboldt’s own carto-
graphic experiment in his Tableau physique des Andes et Pays voisins, which 
was published as part of his Essay on the Geography of Plants (1807).57 As in 
the Tableau physique, in which the identities of plant species were defi ned 
through their position relative to a variety of external factors, the isotherm 
challenged the static linear coding of the traditional cartographic grid, over-
laying such visual lattices with a series of dynamic,  boundary- crossing wavy 
lines. According to such cartographic practices, the line became the means 
not only of establishing new geographic constellations but also of redefi n-
ing the very identity of such constellations as relationally determined. The 
various remappings that Humboldt undertook during his career marked a 
signifi cant contribution to a greater reorientation of spatial thought in the 



Figure 6.11 Alexander von Humboldt, “System der  Isotherm- Kurven,” from Heinrich Berghaus, 
Physikalischer Atlas (1837). Courtesy of the Klassik Stiftung Weimar, HAAB / Th.A 1:10(a).





210 / Chapter Six

nineteenth century that one could categorize as the delocalization of “lo-
cation” itself.58 There was a new perspectival mobility introduced through 
Humboldt’s project, one that challenged the static positionality of the early 
modern observer and that had been characterized by the rigid control of the 
cartographic grid or the central role of the horizon line in shaping perspec-
tival painting. Indeed, Caspar David Friedrich’s iconic romantic painting, 
The Monk by the Sea (1808–10), with its simultaneous appeal to a visual 
fi eld of pure horizon that also threatened to disappear from the canvas 
(much like the pictured observer himself), could be read as a key instance 
of this shifting visual protocol.

Whether as stem, spiral, or wave, then, the wavy line emerged in a con-
text of  early- nineteenth- century scientifi c illustration as a key component of 
romantic intermediality, understood no longer as the problem of moving 
between text and image but as the more fundamental problem of moving 
between text and world via the image, of how to render visible that which 
escaped “the imperfection of our senses” in Fourier’s words (xv). The wavy 
line that populated scientifi c editions became a key fi gure within a larger 
program of translational lines during the nineteenth century, capturing a 
profoundly new mode of linear thought that no longer rested on the clo-
sures of an outline or the progress of a telos. Such lines crucially depended 
on a kind of elliptical thinking, one whose indirections and dislocations 
simultaneously traversed dimensions of time and space and whose “mean-
ing” was always a function of some translational principle—a correlate in 
another dimension. These wavy lines were visual icons of a new adaptive 
mentality, of the possibility of rendering in linear form nonvisualizable 
 three- dimensional phenomena that occurred over time.

Overwriting: Balzac between Script and Scribble

Through the prism of Goethe’s opening chapters to the Travels, we have so 
far traversed a visual bibliographic tradition that encompassed the outline 
illustrations of Flaxman, Retzsch, and Runge, the marginal illustrations of 
Dürer and Neureuther, the lithographic reproductions of Strixner, the sci-
entifi c illustrations of Chladni, Fourier, and Humboldt, and Goethe’s own 
practice as a draftsman. What we have seen throughout all of this work 
is the dramatization of a morphological potential of the line—the way 
 early- nineteenth- century lines could be translated into images and images 
could be translated back into lines. Attention to the line implied a bifocal 
perspective of both the visual and scriptural that participated in the making 
of this larger category of text / image.
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I want to turn now from the German scene of adaptation to the French, a 
cultural shift that will also entail a shift in design, from the German vogue for 
outlines and arabesque lines to the French wave of wood- engraved vignettes 
that began to infi ltrate the printed page. But such a shift will also mark an 
important continuum, because at stake in the rise of the “vignette”—the 
illustration that winds itself (like a vine) around the stem of the text—was 
always the question of the serpentine line and its intermedial identity. The 
two central characters in this part of the story are Balzac and the illustrator 
Tony Johannot, who was referred to by Gautier as the king of illustrators and 
whose work would become one of the most recognizable visual signatures 
of the age.59

The bound foot in Goethe’s “Chinese Matters” from the previous sec-
tion nicely leads us to the wavy line in Balzac, not only to the visual line 
from The Wild Ass’s Skin with which I began (fi g. 6.1) but also to the mass 
of ekphrastic lines that would appear in the painterly portrait of Balzac’s 
masterpiece on lines, “The Unknown Masterpiece,” whose only “legible” vi-
sual element was ultimately a woman’s foot. What happens when Goethe’s 
lines that become images turn to Balzac’s images that become lines? What 
are the stakes of these serial de-  and re- compositions that are at the heart of 
romantic composition? How does this movement across national borders 
help tell us something more about the delimiting meaning of the enigmatic 
scribble and, by extension, the romantic book that contained such scrib-
bling (and scribblers)?

Few texts have been more important for a modernist visual tradition 
than Balzac’s “Unknown Masterpiece.” As a work about the visual arts, it 
has experienced an enormously vibrant afterlife in the visual arts.60 Read 
according to its aesthetic fortuna, “The Unknown Masterpiece” appears as 
a kind of modernist manifesto motivating an iconoclastic visual trajectory 
eventually culminating in abstract expressionism.61 But as the work of Sé-
golène Le Men has done so much to show,62 when we read this central tale 
of Balzac’s oeuvre backwards into his formative writerly experiences of the 
late 1820s, we begin to see how it marked a very different culmination, 
one that captured Balzac’s own exploration of the productive possibilities 
proposed by the interaction of text and image initiated by the expanding 
fi eld of book illustration. As Le Men writes, “Balzac integrates his distinctive 
form of art within the collective matrix of the editorial team, continually 
combining word and image within the fraternity of the  writer- journalist and 
the  draftsman- journalist.”63 Both The Wild Ass’s Skin and “The Unknown 
Masterpiece” would appear in parts in 1831 in the illustrated serial L’Artiste, 
and it was precisely this new illustrated space—along with related publica-
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tions such as La Caricature, La Mode, and La Silhouette—that provided the 
bibliographic backdrop for Balzac’s refl ections on the relationship between 
text, image, revision, and excess—a constellation of ideas that always circled 
around the larger problem of illegibility and identity.64 Seldom read in con-
junction with one another, I want to argue that “The Unknown Master-
piece” and The Wild Ass’s Skin constitute an important conceptual pair in 
Balzac’s work, a fact underscored by the way these two works would remain 
bibliographically linked throughout their future permutations in Balzac’s 
various acts of reprinting.

Sterne’s wavy line that was chosen for the epigraph of Balzac’s break-
through novel assumes particular signifi cance here when we consider that 
this would be the only novel by Balzac that was later republished as an illus-
trated edition under a larger plan to produce an entire edition of illustrated 
Balzac novels.65 It assumes even more signifi cance when we consider that 
at the level of content this is a novel intimately concerned with the fi gure 
of the outline. The novel’s hero, Raphaël, will repeatedly draw a line around 
the magical skin, hung on the wall, that allows his desires to come true. 
Raphaël’s outline drawing nicely recalls the myth of the Corinthian Maid 
and the origins of the pictorial arts, but with a crucial difference. While the 
Corinthian Maid froze her lover’s outline on the wall, the wild ass’s skin 
shrinks. Outline and object never perfectly coincide in Balzac because of the 
factor of time.

The skin’s connection to the fi gure of the outline and the problem of 
time was deftly depicted in Johannot’s frontispiece that adorned the fi rst 
volume of Balzac’s novel and that was initially printed in L’Artiste (fi g. 6.12). 
On the one hand we see the outline of the skin separated from the remain-
der of the drawing by a swath of white space, as it functions as a visual 
mirror or window, itself mirrored in the framed image that stands opposite 
it. As an articulation of the self’s desires, the skin assumes a double quality 
of narcissistic refl ection and imaginative portal. When we scan the image 
more completely, however—when we work against the absorbed gaze of the 
image’s own pictured viewers—we see in the various objects strewn about 
the antiquarian’s store, from the skeletal torso and skull to the fragmented 
armor to the oriental tomb, how Johannot draws upon the popular visual 
genre of the “Still Life with Book.”66 In these very recognizable memento 
mori, Johannot’s image portrays the passage of time so central to the skin’s 
identity, visually dramatizing that aspect of time that Lessing had argued 
was the primary concern of text.

I say “Still Life with Book” here because the “skin” that they are looking 
at crucially contains a text, one said to be in “Sanskrit” (actually in Arabic), 
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which is printed in Balzac’s novel in its original form and translated into 
French. In Johannot’s image, however, the skin’s text is no longer legible, 
replaced instead by a few vertical wavy lines that give the skin a certain 
perspectival contour. (In Balzac the skin is said to be composed of “rayures 
capricieuses” (capricious stripes),67 echoing the skin’s visual relations to 
the distorted caricatures of the baroque Italian capriccio). The illegible wavy 
lines of writing on the skin that are then translated into legible words in 
the text (as the image of writing becomes the language of text) are then 
translated in the frontispiece back into visually illegible wavy lines, as the 
frontispiece becomes a mirror image of the illegible wavy line of the visual 

Figure 6.12 Frontispiece, Honoré de Balzac, La Peau de Chagrin, vol. 1 
(1831). Courtesy of The Pierpont Morgan Library, New York.
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epigraph opposite it on the title page. In both the image (of a text) and the 
text (of an image), the wavy line of writing denotes a simultaneous opacity 
and transparency, a window onto the world and an obstruction to that very 
imaginative plenitude. We have here an ideal example of Garret Stewart’s ar-
gument that the point of painted text—so often denoted as an illegible wavy 
line—is to mirror a larger cultural investment in the reader’s unavailability, 
in the imagining of a subject, in Stewart’s words, that is “not all there.”68 The 
reading self becomes an ideal self in the western painterly tradition precisely 
because it is an absorbed self. Such absorption is a function of a private, and 
thus personalized, legibility of the textual / visual line.

If Johannot’s drawing gestured through its content towards this painterly 
tradition of pictured reading and the “removed self” (again Stewart), his 
stylistic innovations also pointed in a vastly different direction. Here the 
frontispiece to the second volume of The Wild Ass’s Skin will be of help, 
also preprinted in L’Artiste (fi g. 6.13). If the frontispiece to the fi rst volume 
was marked by the fi gure of the outline and a simultaneous  fi lling- up of the 
visual fi eld surrounding the scene’s two  reader- observers, the frontispiece 
to the second volume took Johannot’s style of intersecting wavy lines in the 
opposite direction towards a gradual emptying out of the visual plane. The 
fi rst frontispiece visually motivated an attentive look that was also an act of 
reading, one that stood in stark contrast to the image’s overall visual fi eld 
that was marked by an unmistakable material excess. As in numerous other 
scenes of reading, the attentiveness of reading was fi gured as a resistance to 
a greater overabundance of material objects that invited one’s gaze.

The second frontispiece by contrast signaled a kinetic act of looking that 
gradually moved into an unbounded void. Where the eyes in the fi rst fron-
tispiece are concentrated on a single visual plane (the line of sight fi gured 
as precisely that, a straight line), in the second we traverse a  spiral- like form 
of observation that begins in the hero’s feet and gradually follows the char-
acters’ points of view that culminate in looking at a mirror which is only 
half- represented and in which the observer could not possibly see herself—
in other words, in which she is effaced. Looking in the second frontispiece 
is framed as an act of looking away. Such a visual aesthetics of effacement, 
which is integrally related to the curvilinear line that does not assume defi -
nite form (that does not close), is captured in that extraordinarily thick 
serpentine outline of the hero’s outer leg, where the heaviness of the line is 
used by contrast to convey the gradual emaciation of the main character’s 
entire body. The substantive self is gradually reduced in Johannot’s “read-
ing” of Balzac to a single wavy line.

As in the wavy lines that were at the heart of the romantic revival of the 
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arabesque—and we cannot be far from such arabesque thinking in the ori-
entalism of Balzac’s text—there is a temporality of viewing that is being dra-
matized in the second frontispiece, an acknowledgment of the embodied eye 
that travels along the lines of the image. The more an image decomposed, 
the more time it took to take it all in. Abstraction captured an all- important 
temporality of looking, at the very moment that looking was being refi g-
ured as reading. The accumulation of those curving, disarticulated lines in 
the second frontispiece now depicts a fundamental problem of attention. 
Like the frontispiece’s own viewers, the eye is no longer allowed to rest or 
focus. The two frontispieces staged, in other words, that quintessential art-  

Figure 6.13 Frontispiece, Honoré de Balzac, La Peau de Chagrin, vol. 2 
(1831). Courtesy of the Pierpont Morgan Library, New York.
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historical opposition in Norman Bryson’s terms between the “glance” and 
the “gaze,” between two forms of seeing that depended on radically different 
principles of paying attention.69 Johannot’s designs not only captured a new 
velocity of illustration—images could easily populate textual space, thanks 
both to the relative quickness of wood engraving and the time saved by 
printing the engravings on the same press used to print a book’s text. They 
also captured a new velocity of looking, and by extension, reading, which 
was integrally related to the rising tide of books, and the novel’s role in par-
ticular, in such proliferation. Johannot’s style of wavy lines that adorned the 
romantic book highlighted a particular theory of romantic visuality (and a 
visually informed literacy) that depended not on a rapt attention of either 
book or image but instead on a glance that suggested at the same time a 
glancing away. The romantic anxiety about the capacity of book illustration 
to control and ultimately deplete readers’ imaginations—a concern that 
continues to resonate into the present—missed the point of such illustra-
tions that were in fact designed to draw the eye off the page. The legitimation 
of the mobile glance, which was tied to a larger  nineteenth- century aesthetic 
investment in the “sketch,”70 was thus integrally related to a culture of novel 
reading that depended not on spending too much time with a page of text 
but on a certain ocular velocity. The wavy line that adorned the romantic 
book not only signaled a certain opacity to the reading process—the enig-
matic nature of the book—it also denoted a greater cultural hurriedness 
that came to surround bibliographic life more generally.

That such concerns between gazing and glancing fi gured in Johannot’s 
visual illustrations were also concerns of the text can be seen in one of the 
central features attributed to the skin itself—the impossibility of its being 
stretched. On one level, we can read the “skin” at the center of Balzac’s novel 
as a sign that harkens back to a bibliographic tradition before books were 
made of paper. Indeed, the central aspiration of David Sechard, one of the 
two heroes of Lost Illusions (1837), was to discover a new raw material for 
paper, a fact that nicely underscores Balzac’s larger obsessions with the me-
dium of paper and sets the skin in opposition to the new culture of paper.71 
To make the point wittily obvious, Balzac at one point even has the skin 
destroy a “press” that is applied to it in order to stretch it.

But we could read the bibliographically laden sign of the skin another 
way, where this enemy of the press was not a sign of nostalgia but instead 
a  counter- ideal to an imagined print future, one that would be crucially 
worked out in Balzac’s bibliographic experiment of The Human Comedy.72 
A key feature of Balzac’s creative practice was precisely the stretching of 
his texts within ever larger bibliographic worlds, not to mention stretch-
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ing the texts themselves as he continually rewrote and repositioned them. 
Indeed, as Kevin McLaughlin has shown, the skin assumed precisely this 
quality of openness in Louis Lambert, which Balzac began a year after The 
Wild Ass’s Skin.73 Here again the fi rst edition of The Wild Ass’s Skin proposes 
an important piece of paratextual evidence that strengthens its position as 
a threshold to Balzac’s mature work.74 Despite the placement of the title on 
the title page, in the initial version it functioned solely as the title to the 
fi rst section and did not appear as a running header throughout the novel, 
replaced instead by the titles of each subsequent part (a fact not reproduced 
in the critical edition, for example). The title of this particular work is bro-
ken down into parts, much in the way that the title more generally in Balzac 
would always be fi gured as a part and not a whole. Such partialization of 
the whole is performed through the interruption of the typographical line 
of the running header, an early indication of the important intersections 
that the visual and the typographic would assume in Balzac’s project. The 
paratextual devices of Balzac’s Human Comedy were continually designed to 
invite the reader’s eye to look towards a textual elsewhere.

Gerhard Neumann has argued that “anamorphosis”—the deformed but 
also stretched gaze—would emerge as one of the central features of a ro-
mantic visual poetics, embodied in the writer who would function as one 
of Balzac’s most signifi cant infl uences, E. T. A. Hoffmann.75 Critics have re-
turned again and again to Balzac’s indebtedness to Hoffmann,76 but they 
have largely overlooked a crucial practice that Balzac seems to have learned 
from his source, namely the bibliographic experimentation with textual re-
placement that I discussed in chapter 2. The anamorphic image, like the 
anamorphic text, was one that required the  reader- viewer to move one’s 
eyes and body to make something legible. There was a corporal kinesis to 
this new principle of looking / reading, one that rested on a fundamental no-
tion of textual and visual displacement. Whether visual or lectoral, legibility 
was achieved in this new bibliographic space at an angle, off- center, and 
in motion. Such kinetic looking that was dramatized in Johannot’s second 
frontispiece was then captured in Balzac’s text, as we learn how Raphaël 
looks at the skin “from all angles” (sous toutes les faces) (82) in order to 
understand it. In The Wild Ass’s Skin, Balzac’s vision of the secular printed 
book of stretchtext (with due acknowledgment here to Ted Nelson) replaced 
a passing tradition of the unstretchable text of the sacred book made of 
parchment.

All of this should help frame a rereading of “The Unknown Masterpiece” 
as both a companion to The Wild Ass’s Skin and as a “masterpiece” itself 
about the romantic problem of the intermedial line. If the visual line of 
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illegible script functioned as a key intermedial portal to Balzac’s novelistic 
enterprise in The Wild Ass’s Skin, the narrated line of an illegible image 
would become the ekphrastic heart, so to speak, of his short fi ctions of 
intermediality. “Sarrasine,” for example, which was written shortly before 
“The Unknown Masterpiece,” was a veritable homage to the shadowed lines 
of the facial crease and the textile fold, a prime fi gural example of Michel 
Serres’s notion of the fold not as a form of separation but as an  adding- in 
of energy.77

“The Unknown Masterpiece” begins with a drama of crossing a thresh-
old—the door to Porbus’s studio—and we watch as the young painter, 
Nicolas Poussin, gradually ascends the diagonal line of the staircase and 
halts before the arabesque lines of the “grotesque knocker” of Porbus’s door 
(413). It is at this point where Poussin will be introduced to the novella’s 
extraordinarily linearized hero, Master Frenhofer: “Set this head on a slen-
der, feeble body, enwind it in lace sparkling with whiteness and intricately 
worked over, throw a great chain of gold over the old man’s black doublet, 
and you will have an imperfect image of this person . . . like a work of 
Rembrandt walking silently and without a frame in the black atmosphere 
for which this great painter is known” (415). The serpentine lines across 
which fi gures move and through which they are constituted (stairs, knock-
ers, lace, chain, and of course the folds of the black doublet) dissolve into 
pure shadow, the “black atmosphere” of Rembrandtian style. We are back at 
the opening of Goethe’s novel in the shade, the starting point of romantic 
fi ction designed to overcome the boundedness of the line. Upon entering 
the studio, Porbus’s painting, Mary of Egypt, is described by Frenhofer as a 
“silhouette with only a single dimension” (une silhouette qui n’a qu’une 
seule face) (416), the painting’s failure described as a failure of the outline: 
“It is only true in the interior [dans les milieux], your contours are false” 
(417). Frenhofer’s completion of Porbus’s painting will be the result of a 
few added lines (“here two strokes of the brush, here only one” [421]), lines 
that are in fact designed to break down the line as outline. “Look, my boy,” 
continues Frenhofer, “it’s only the last stroke of the brush that counts. . . . 
No one will thank us for what is underneath” (422). The line—and the last 
line in particular—acts as both a quintessential aperture onto an imaginary 
visual world as well as a gesture of division, a mark of the lack of access 
to a material depth (“no one will thank us for what is underneath”). The 
objective of the line for Frenhofer is to negotiate this axial balance between 
its effacement across the horizontal plane of the seen image and its es-
sential opacity across the vertical plane of the accumulated marks of paint 
that coalesce in the image. “The human body isn’t bounded by lines!” says 
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Frenhofer in words that were echoed by the writings of Balzac’s painterly 
contemporary, Delacroix.78 “Line is the means,” says Frenhofer, “by which 
man accounts for the effect of light on objects, but in nature where all is 
continuous [où tout est plein] there are no lines” (424–25).

The very disappearance of the line that is called for here nevertheless 
results in a masterpiece that is composed solely of lines. Poussin and Por-
bus are shocked at what they see—or don’t see—and their looking is de-
scribed in the following way: “they examined the painting by moving fi rst 
to the right, then to the left, then head- on [de face], lowering and raising 
themselves by turns [tour à tour]” (436). Their bodies engage in a kind of 
anamorphic looking, to locate the head that cannot be seen “head on.” The 
linear nature of their movements that come one after another “by turns” 
(tour à tour), are also fi gured as a form of turning and torquing that was at 
the heart of anamorphosis. But no matter how they move their bodies, the 
image’s referent does not take shape. All they see is “a multitude of bizarre 
lines” (436).

Garret Stewart’s work on the painted tradition of reading will again be 
decisive here in understanding the meaning of these lines that are framed as 
resisting meaning to their narrated viewers. As Stewart has written about the 
pictorial tradition, “Print’s pictured illegibility . . . is recognized as a way of 
keeping faith with painting’s own nature.”79 Illegible printed lines in paint 
interpret and give meaning to the medium of paint by highlighting its dual 
claims to simulation and imprecision, to an imagined perspectival unity 
alongside a mass of detail that departs from such an absolute rendering of 
reality—and that are, in painting’s fundamental tautology, necessary for the 
very practice of simulation. If print’s pictured illegibility tells us something 
fundamental about the essence of painting, what is the essence of print, and 
the printed book, that is captured by painting’s narrated illegibility?

Starting at the most basic level, what we have here is a text about a por-
trait, a move that would recur with enormous frequency throughout The 
Human Comedy. As Adrien Goetz has written, “the painted portrait haunts 
The Human Comedy.”80 Goetz cites a variety of reasons why the portrait pro-
vides such a compelling visual genre for Balzac’s fi ctional work, from its 
role as a key site of exchange in the nineteenth century to its own internal 
aesthetic contradictions between copying and idealizing. The intermedial 
consequences of this choice, however, should also be apparent from my 
discussion in chapter 2 of the expansion of authorial portraits that began to 
adorn books around the turn of the nineteenth century and that of course 
would assume a prominent position within Balzac’s own collected project. 
The portrait was not only a sign of the rising commercialism of art in a 
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bourgeois age, it also signaled a decisive bibliographism of art in an age of too 
many books. Seen the other way around, with this traffi c between portraits 
and books, the book also gradually transformed itself into a portrait, an ac-
cumulation of lines (of text) that added up to, and coalesced in, an image 
of the author’s face. When Raphaël in The Wild Ass’s Skin is said to examine 
the magical skin “sous toutes les faces,” we can see in this pun the way his 
reading of the text is framed as a reading of the face(s) of the text, as the text 
is lent both faciality and  three- dimensionality as an object of visualization. 
Indeed, faciality becomes the very precondition of reading practices that 
depended upon imaginative visualization and textual “depth.”

Balzac’s reduction of the text into face and the face into lines thus dis-
closed something essential about the intermedial drama that was at the 
heart of the “portrait” itself. It not only highlighted the bibliographic un-
derpinnings of the pictorial arts in the nineteenth century just as it drew 
attention to the cultural work of the romantic book that asked to be read 
as a portrait. As Jean- Luc Nancy has reminded us in his extended refl ection 
on the portrait,81 with its derivation from the Latin trahere, “to pull,” the 
portrait’s aim was to pull us in like a line of thread, shifting the plane of 
representation from one of mimesis to that of methexis. The portrait com-
posed solely of lines disclosed something fundamental about a particular 
type of looking (and reading) that was framed by the genre of the portrait. 
It does not ask us to piece it together into a legible whole, but to enter into 
its frame, into the imaginative hole or aperture that it marks out on the 
page. But the portrait composed of illegible lines was designed by contrast to 
block precisely this eroticized, attentive gaze, motivating instead the ergodic 
glancing staged in Johannot’s second frontispiece for The Wild Ass’s Skin as 
well as Porbus and Poussin’s torquing bodies before this unknown (and 
illegible) masterpiece.

In her astute reading of Balzac’s relationship to the image, Alexandra 
Wettlaufer has made the argument that this tale more than any other em-
bodied a kind of Balzacian antipathy to the visual arts. Frenhofer’s (and 
the painter’s) failure is a sign, in Wettlaufer’s reading, of Balzac’s (and the 
writer’s) success.82 But such a reading seems to subordinate Balzac’s tale and 
its “take” on the visual arts too much within the confi nes of the genre of 
parody. “The Unknown Masterpiece” does not read well as a parody, and it 
is hard to imagine that its enormous subsequent allure to future generations 
of visual artists would be possible if there was not something about this 
tale that articulated a deep affi nity between author and subject. In place of 
seeing Frenhofer as the embodiment of a failure that Balzac writes against, I 
want to suggest that Frenhofer’s failure is an embodiment of a certain kind 
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of writerly success that Balzac projects. The narration of painting’s failure 
should be understood as the promotion of a kind of intermedial literacy, 
one required to understand the medium of the printed book for which 
Balzac was writing and on which his success as a writer depended. The story 
of the overwritten portrait—image as line and line as image—was about 
residing between text and image, a collapsing of two distinct representational 
spaces into one single  visual- lectoral experience. These lines crucially push 
and pull, embodied (literally) in the only form of the portrait that is legible, 
the foot, which here stands for (again literally) such corporeal and sensorial 
mobility.

To support this point we need only look at two fi nal pieces of para-
textual evidence from the tale. The fi rst are the two dates that frame the 
story: “1845,” which is placed underneath the dedication “À un Lord,” and 
“février 1832,” which is placed at the story’s close. As William Paulson has 
suggested, the differential dating that frames the story discloses the way this 
written work explicitly marks itself by the work of “overwriting” enacted in 
the pictorial project of the novella’s hero.83 There is an equivalence here be-
tween the dual images of authorship and “paintership” that the text makes 
available, proposing on some level an identifi cation between the two. The 
second and more interesting piece of evidence is the illegible dedication 
above the opening date of 1845, which was added to the Furne edition of 
The Human Comedy and was composed, in Sternean fashion, of fi ve lines of 
points. What was a dedication doing atop this single tale within the larger 
whole, especially from an author who had said that the age of dedications 
was past?84 And more signifi cantly, why was it illegible? How did the meta-
morphosis of type into an image (through the illegible line of type) fi t 
within the novella’s larger concern with the relationship between reading 
and seeing via the illegible line of drawing?

The positioning of the dedication assumes its signifi cance, I want to sug-
gest, through the way it visually stands in for two other paratextual devices 
that were common to the romantic book but that were not there in this 
case: the epigraph and the illustrated head- piece. The illegible dedication 
replaces, but also conjoins, the visual and the textual paratext. Such para-
textual echoes (can one speak of the intertext of the paratext?) suggest the 
extent to which this particular paratextual device was invested with a cru-
cial intermedial identity, much like the wavy line on the title page of The 
Wild Ass’s Skin. Indeed, the illegible typographical line (of discrete points) 
translates the (handwritten and handcut) continuous line into the new 
media technology of print. In this sense, the dedication, which one could 
not read, was not a dedication at all, but functioned instead as another vi-
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sual epigraph. The fi nal version of “The Unknown Masterpiece” thus drew 
one more line of connection with its counterpart, The Wild Ass’s Skin, that 
also initially appeared in the intermedial space of L’Artiste. Far from insu-
lating the typographic from the image, as Le Men has argued in her study 
of Balzac’s controlling relationship to his illustrators during the making 
of The Human Comedy,85 it was precisely the typographic that was being 
transformed here into an image—and not just any image, but the image of 
romantic intermediality, the illegible line.

Parallels, or Stendhal and the Line of the Self

Balzac’s text about illegible visual lines would receive its most prominent 
translation into the visual arts through Pablo Picasso’s illustrated edition 
of Balzac’s tale that appeared with Ambroise Vollard in 1931.86 Such a 
 textual- linear foundation of modern art would then go on to inspire some 
of the major subsequent artistic projects of the twentieth century from Cy 
Twombly to Brice Marden. (Goethe’s own implication in this story was 
nicely captured by Twombly’s six- part series, “Goethe in Italy.”) That Pi-
casso acutely understood the importance of the intermedial line (both 
typographic and wavy) could be seen in the  fi fty- fi ve wood engravings of 
line drawings for his text that were entitled “En manière d’introduction par 
Pablo Picasso” and that consisted of numerous wavy lines connected by a 
series of points.

Where Picasso’s work marked a watershed moment of the translation 
of Balzac’s intermedial program into a visual tradition of the artist’s book, 
I want to look at the way such Balzacian writing also gets rewritten in the 
twentieth century, principally through the intermedial poetics of the Ger-
man writer W. G. Sebald. Sebald would become one of the most important 
postwar writers working with text and image, and his books have arguably 
done more than any other contemporary writer to reinvigorate our literary 
memory to attend to the history of visual and textual adaptation that has 
transpired across the page of the printed book. That Balzac’s work would 
mark a key infl uence on Sebald’s is thus hardly surprising. Sebald was not 
only one of the most literarily self- conscious of writers, Balzac’s intense 
interest in the intersections of erasure and visualization through the over-
lapping lines of writing and image also foreground some of the basic con-
cerns of Sebald’s oeuvre. In the novella “Max Aurach,” from The Emigrants 
(translated as “Max Ferber” in the En glish edition), we are told about the 
making of a portrait, one that could have come straight out of “The Un-
known Masterpiece”:
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He drew with vigorous abandon, frequently going through half a dozen of 

his  willow- wood charcoal sticks in the shortest of time; and that process of 

drawing and shading on the thick, leathery paper, as well as the concomitant 

business of constantly erasing what he had drawn with a woolen rag already 

heavy with charcoal, really amounted to nothing but a steady production of 

dust, which never ceased except at night. Time and again, at the end of the 

working day, I marveled to see that Ferber, with a few lines and shadows that 

had escaped annihilation, had created a portrait of great vividness.87

At the end of this romantic tradition of the wavy line we see how “a few 
lines and shadows that had escaped annihilation” work instead to create 
a portrait of “great vividness,” a sympathy of observation that marks a di-
rect reversal of Balzac’s alienated, shifting, and stretching viewers who see 
“nothing.” And it was precisely this possibility of the sympathy of the trace, 
the possibility of recovering a subjectivity from a few illegible lines, that 
was one of the main aims of Sebald’s own work, emerging as it did within 
a German cultural matrix shaped by the postwar, postmodern, and postho-
locaust.

Before we move completely from Balzac to Sebald and the question of 
the vanishing line of subjectivity, however, we must fi rst move back to one 
of Balzac’s contemporaries and Sebald’s most signifi cant sources, Stendhal, 
whose illustrated autobiography would serve as a key handbook for Sebald’s 
writerly beginnings. The opening chapter of Sebald’s fi rst prose work, Ver-
tigo (1990), was entitled “Beyle, or Love is a Madness Most Discrete,” and 
it contained several images of illustrations from Stendhal’s autobiography, 
Vie de Henry Brulard (1835 / 36), a work which would serve as one of the 
major romantic refl ections on the nature of the intermedial line. Stendhal, 
and his intermedial refl ections on life writing, would become the principal 
portal to Sebald’s prose.

Stendhal’s autobiography was never published during his lifetime, and 
its manuscriptural form, which as we will see played a crucial role in shap-
ing its meaning, nicely draws attention to the important way that “the ro-
mantic book” was not exclusively synonymous with “the printed book.” 
Sketchbooks, notebooks, commonplace books, workbooks, albums, led-
gers, police records—these were all bookish spaces in the romantic era that 
were not printed spaces. The manuscriptural in Stendhal is both fi gured as a 
pretext—he repeatedly refers to its future printing—as well as an endpoint. 
With its numerous incorporations of print conventions, Stendhal’s manu-
script book self- consciously remediates the printed book. But at the same 
time, it also walls off the technology of print through the overwhelming 
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signifi cance of the line drawings that populate the book and of the way the 
letter plays a role as both image and text. As numerous subsequent editors 
of Stendhal’s work have remarked, one cannot produce a print edition of 
this work without effacing the important continuities staged in the book 
between the line of writing and that of drawing.88

The illustrations that populate Henry Brulard are marked by a high degree 
of heterogeneity, traversing letters, signatures, objects, topographical plans 
(of rooms, roads, and rivers), and landscape views most often of some ho-
rizon line (precipices, bridges, or mountains).89 Through the proliferation 
of lines, whether literal or visual, life writing in Stendhal is invested with an 
essential graphic element, and such attention to the intersections of autobi-
ography and vision are complemented by Stendhal’s inclusion of a number 
of engraved images that were bound together with the manuscript pages 
and that were often indebted to Rosenblum’s “international style” of out-
line illustration.90 The various visual elements of Stendhal’s autobiography 
thus situated readers within a shifting perceptual framework between look-
ing over, looking at, and looking through, even as such looking was always 
intimately bound up with the act of reading. The line drawing was never 
very far from, indeed was often concomitant with, the line of writing.

Turning to the opening illustration in the autobiography, we read the 
following entry that accompanies it: “The other day while musing on life on 
the lonely road above Lake Albano I discovered that my life could be sum-
marized in these names, and thus I wrote their initials in the dust like Zadig 
with my walking stick, sitting on the small seat behind the Stations of the 
Cross of the Minori osservanti built by Urban VIII’s brother, Barberini, next 
to those two beautiful trees enclosed by a small circular wall.”91 Stendhal 
proceeds to list the fi rst names of his lovers, and on the verso of the preced-
ing leaf (page  twenty- two), Stendhal gives us the work’s fi rst illustration, 
which would later be included in Sebald’s Vertigo. Here we see a landscape 
drawing of where Stendhal was sitting when he experienced this epiphany. 
Five manuscript pages later, he will describe the same scene, but in place of 
drawing the scene he will draw the lovers’ initials (plus a numerical coef-
fi cient that corresponded to the number of sexual encounters) as he said he 
did that day in September (fi g. 6.14).

While Voltaire is said to be the immediate reference point for Stendhal 
(“like Zadig”), there is something decidedly Sternean going on here, not 
only with the stick that becomes a writing instrument, but more signifi -
cantly in the wavy line captured in the scriptural “Z” of the proper name 
that is said to be the literal / literary referent point for this entire scene.92 
The shift from one graphic mode to another, from the horizontal to the 
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topographical (as we move from looking at the mountainside above the 
lake to looking down at letters written in the sand), also represents a shift in 
representational codes, from the mimetic to the paraphrastic, that transpires 
through the line(s) of text that also serve as an image of literal lines. Much 
like Sterne’s wavy line with its capacity to summarize a series of arguments 
against marriage, these initials in the sand are said to play a paraphrastic 
role, standing for the entirety of Stendhal’s “life.” At the same time, in their 
function as code, not words, they also assume an elliptical nature, signs that 
stand for information that is not revealed, much like Trim’s fl ourish that 
stands in, as image, for a text we cannot read. In each case, the line wavers 
between the two rhetorical devices of ellipsis and paraphrasis, standing in 
for something more and leaving something else out (standing for what is 
not there).

This precious balance between the legibility and illegibility of the line 
in the dust is itself doubled in the signs’ capacity to function as both im-
age and text. They are at once letters and images (of letters), and Stendhal’s 
intermedial game is crucially tied to the particular medium of the book in 
which he is working. It is the manuscriptural nature of Stendhal’s project 
that allows for this slippage between text and image within the text itself. 
Those manuscriptural letters can look like both images and writing in a 
way that they could not in a printed edition, where the typographic letters 
of the text would amplify, rather than parallel, those handwritten letter’s 
visual aspect.93 And it is precisely this hovering between the seen and the 
read that allows the line of script to function like code, to be both opaque 
and meaningful at the same time. Once again we can see how handwriting 
remains a key locus of the romantic bibliographic imaginary, only now it 
serves to address the question of the book’s dual identity as a pictorial and 
literary medium.

The signifi cance of the ambiguous legibility of the line emerges even 
more clearly when we attend to another detail from the manuscript—that 

Figure 6.14 Initials in the sand from Stendhal, Vie de Henry Brulard (1835 / 36), 
1:23. Courtesy of the Bibliothèque Municipale de Grenoble, France.



226 / Chapter Six

Stendhal has written each of the lines of the above passage twice, the second 
more neatly than the fi rst (fi g. 6.15). Stendhal would repeatedly return to 
the question of the legibility of his handwriting in his autobiographical 
work,94 and such concerns would enter into his novelistic writing at the mo-
ment in The Red and the Black (1830) when Julien Sorel’s upward mobility is 
threatened by a case of misspelling “cela” with two l’s while copying letters 
for the Marquis (which Stendhal later recounts about himself in chapter 40 
of Henry Brulard). Indeed, it is signifi cant that Julien’s mistake is revealed 
during a moment of pouring over an  eighty- volume edition of Voltaire’s 
works, a “masterpiece of the best bookbinder in London.”95 Attention to the 
book is interrupted by an attention to the letter. Mediacy and literacy are, in 
The Red and Black, mutually dependent upon one another.

Returning to the autobiography, we can see how the doubled lines of 
text here disclose a key fact about the dual function of the coded letters 
to which the lines refer and which are intended to be both legible and 
illegible to subsequent readers—legible as image (we can read these let-
ters as signs), but illegible as text (we cannot read the names and stories 
attached to them). And here again the question of the letters’ medial reso-
nance is crucial: in the carefully serifed fl ourishes of the coded initials we 
can see Stendhal endowing the coded manuscript letters with a typographical 
identity (and thereby turning his lovers into “types”). The illegibility of the 
manuscriptural scribble embodied in the “Z” of Zadig that had to be rewrit-
ten is replaced by the legibility of the curvilinear typographical line of the 
serif that must be decoded. The manuscript letter requires a reperformance 
and repetition, while the typographical letter requires interpretation and 
undoing. In each case, it is the curvilinear fl ourish that lends meaning to 

Figure 6.15 “Zadig” from Stendhal, Vie de Henry Brulard (1835 / 36),
1:28. Courtesy of the Bibliothèque Municipale de Grenoble, France.
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the letter as sign, whether as tale or serif. In yet another recall of that Stern-
ean line, it is precisely the tale loop of the rewritten “Z” in Stendhal that 
transforms it from squiggle to letter. The proper understanding of the letter 
passes through a particular graphic practice.

If these coded letters were in some sense the premier sign of the in-
termedial line in Stendhal—between text and image, between manuscript 
and typography—it is important to attend to the way the wavy horizon 
line would also assume a privileged visual identity in Stendhal’s various at-
tempts to capture the problematic convergence of writing and life through 
the fi gure of the line. It is precisely in such moments in Stendhal where we 
can see a new relevance being lent to Balzac’s gesture of turning Sterne’s 
wavy line on its side. In a description of a duel (is there any more prevalent 
romantic notion of life than the duel?), Stendhal describes his experience 
in the following manner:

There the pistols were loaded; a number of horrifying paces were measured, 

perhaps twenty, and I said to myself, here is the moment to have courage. I 

don’t know why, but Odru was to fi re fi rst, I looked fi xedly at a small piece 

of rock in the shape of a trapezoid that was above point A, the same one one 

sees from the window of my aunt Elisabeth’s next to the roof of the St. Louis 

church. (HB, 2:771)

As we can see in Stendhal’s illustration (fi g. 6.16), the letter “A” is en-
closed by a line drawing of the  trapezoid- shaped rock which trails off in 
a squiggle in the lower  right- hand corner. Once again we are in the pres-
ence of the coded letter, only now the letter no longer is an image but ac-
companies the image of the line as a form of interpretation or “key.” The 

Figure 6.16 The horizon of the duel from Stendhal, Vie de Henry Brulard (1835 / 36), 
2:484. Courtesy of the Bibliothèque Municipale de Grenoble, France.
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letter marks out a point of visual attention and thus represents on the one 
hand an ideal example of Murray Krieger’s argument about the spatializing 
tendency of ekphrastic writing.96 Time is arrested in the visual letter as it 
becomes a point in space. Indeed, the looking at that it dramatizes is itself 
transformed into a looking through as the two dimensional plane of writing 
fi gured through the basic line of the horizon recedes into a vanishing point 
in perspectival space.97 On the other hand, perhaps no other icon captured 
a sense of time passing more acutely than the ascending and descending 
line of the alpine silhouette. The outline of the mountain range, which 
also appears for example in numerous places in Coleridge’s notebooks to 
denote visual vanishing points,98 captured something that was also miss-
ing from view. The prevalence of such forms in Stendhal’s autobiography 
articulated a notion of life defi ned by the fi gure of the “turn,” by a narra-
tive of a rise and fall. Indeed, Stendhal would use this same visual fi gure 
at a later point to capture a sense of decline, only in the second example it 
lacks the focalizing energy of the letter and is instead marked by the serial 
force of numbers and dates (HB, 2:809). This overlap of a notion of life 
with that of the “turn” was of course already disclosed through the central 
alphabetic sign of the “Z” that provided the literary and visual frame for his 
entire work and that derived in important ways from Trim’s fl ourish and 
Balzac’s epigraphic reappropriation.

The wavy line of the horizon marked by a coded letter thus captured 
the contradictions of the autobiographical pact itself: how to represent the 
mobile subject of “the life” in the single moment of its fi xation on the page? 
Conversely, how could the writer identify precisely those singular “mo-
ments” that assumed paraphrastic signifi cance—that could “summarize” 
the entirety of random events in a single visual / textual stroke? The moment 
of confl ict (the duel) that was represented through the letter as a point of 
focalization and framed by the infi nite oscillations of the wavy horizon 
line captured this latent confl ict between the  stretched- out moment (the 
anamorphic bow) and the condensed whole (the paraphrastic point). Such 
antinomies of life, line, image, and writing would arguably achieve their 
most profound moment of synthesis in the fi gure of yet another crucial line 
in Stendhal, that of the parallel line, to which I want to turn next.

Mathematics marked an essential ingredient of both Stendhal’s own life 
and the way he tried to understand that life. But what emerges over the 
course of the autobiography is the way math is repeatedly used to capture 
the divergence between the line of writing and the line of life.99 Musing on 
the importance of mathematics in his life, Stendhal writes:
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If − × − = + had caused me much sorrow [chagrin], one can imagine the black-

ness that took hold of my soul when I began Louis Monge’s Statics. . . . At 

the beginning of geometry it says: We give the name of parallels to two lines 

which, when extended to infi nity, would never meet. But right at the begin-

ning of the Statics the famous animal Louis Monge has written something 

like this: Two parallel lines can be considered to meet if they are extended to 

infi nity. (HB, 3:155)

Stendhal continues by recounting how he had asked his teacher, M. Chab-
ert, for an explanation, who tells the young Beyle, after drawing an image 
of parallel lines on the blackboard, which Stendhal reproduces in his auto-
biography (fi g. 6.17), “You can see very well that at infi nity they may be said 
to meet” (HB, 3:155).

In this seemingly banal anecdote about the ignorance of his contempo-
raries, Stendhal is once again on Sternean terrain, for in volume 6, chapter 
40 of Tristram Shandy, Shandy tells us that his narrative aspires, after so 
much indirection, to the straightness of the straight line. “If I mend at this 
rate,” writes Shandy, “it is not impossible—by the good leave of his grace 
of Benevento’s devils—but I may arrive hereafter at the excellency of going 
on even thus; [image of straight line] which is a line drawn as straight as I 
could draw it, by a  writing- master’s ruler, (borrowed for that purpose) turn-
ing neither to the right hand or to the left.”100 At stake in both Sterne and 
Stendhal—in the nonfi ctional replaying of the fi ctional autobiography—is 
ultimately the possibility of the straight line and its signifi cance for the au-
tobiographic project. Sterne’s typographical idealization of the manuscrip-

Figure 6.17 The parallel line from Stendhal, Vie de Henry Brulard (1835 / 36), 
3:58. Courtesy of the Bibliothèque Municipale de Grenoble, France.
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tural line turns in Stendhal to the mathematical idealization of the line 
itself. But in both cases, the signifi cance of the line is the way it confounds 
its own visualization. “You can see very well that at infi nity they may be said 
to meet,” says M. Chabert, which of course one cannot see at all. But then 
again neither can one see that they do not meet.

On the one hand, the “parallel” was an ideal visual fi gure that asserted 
the relationality between the line of writing and the life it was said to repre-
sent. The autobiographic ideal was that the book, no matter how selective, 
paralleled the life behind it. It was precisely this imagined semiotic cor-
respondence between sign and referent that underwrote autobiography’s 
increasing importance to the romantic age. And such semiotic correspon-
dence was then amplifi ed in Stendhal by an asserted parallel between tex-
tual and visual signs. Their intermedial interchangeability paralleled that 
between book and self. But on the other hand, the parallel line ultimately 
represented a graphic impossibility, whether of text or image. Like Shandy’s 
feigned naïveté, M. Chabert’s seeming ignorance revealed a deeper truth. 
The parallel line—the line that was identical to itself—was as impossible to 
see as the text that was identical to the self. And the confounding variable in 
this graphic conundrum was always the function of time. Only the unrepre-
sentable category of infi nity would allow the truth of the parallel line (either 
its convergence or failure to converge) to emerge into view. The parallel line 
paralleled the autobiographical project precisely because it captured just 
such graphic vanishing points—the ultimate lack of coincidence between the 
line (whether of text or image) and the self.

Coda: Sebald’s Bibliographic Vanishing Points

With the introduction of the paradox of the line as the fi gure of an interme-
dial and autobiographical vanishing point, we are now fi nally on Sebaldian 
terrain and in this sense at the outer edges of the romantic bibliographic 
imaginary. The combustion that was at the heart of Stendhal’s autobio-
graphical pseudonym (brûler = to burn) would of course become a key ele-
ment of Sebald’s project of writing after the Holocaust, and it suggested a 
decided limit to the imagined effi cacy or continued vitality of the book. 
While so much of Sebald scholarship has turned on his relationship to the 
photograph to the point that we now have a monograph on photography 
after Sebald,101 we should not overlook just how important the graphic line 
was for Sebald’s visual and textual poetics, an investment whose lineage, we 
can now see, stretches back from Stendhal to Balzac, Goethe, and Sterne. I 
do not have room to unravel all of the ways that the line functions in Sebald, 
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but to the question of where the intermedial wavy line goes after Stendhal, I 
want to supply the following image from the “Max Aurach / Ferber” chapter 
of Sebald’s Emigrants (fi g. 6.18), which bears a familial resemblance to those 
wavy lines in Sterne and his followers.

The narrator is visiting the Kissingen salt- frames, and the illustration is 
a drawing of the process of salt crystallizing in pools of water as a result of 
passing over blackthorn twigs attached to the walls of the mine. Crystalliza-
tion was an idea that Sebald had taken from Stendhal’s theory of love from 
De l’Amour, which opens with a description of the Salzburg salt mines.102 But 
in Sebald’s rewriting, the visual transparency of the saline crystal, which had 
stood in Stendhal as the prism of love, is transformed into a metaphor of os-
sifi cation and death. It is no longer the branch or bough (“rameau d’arbre” 
in Stendhal) that becomes crystallized, but the water itself crystallizes—the 
fl uid becomes fi xed—in a form that looks like the bowed line of the tree 
branch. In the crystalline line’s paralleling of the line of the tree branch, we 
can see how the line in Sebald hovers between the visual registers of mime-
sis and abstraction, indeed an act of mimesis that negates itself to become 
an abstraction. The crystalline line is capable of imitating nature (a mirror 
of the twigs on the wall) and, in the narrator’s words, “sublating” it as well, 
as those very twigs are gradually denaturalized by so many years of being 
covered by mineral water. Mimesis eventually effaces the very object it aims 
to represent. The crystalline line becomes the sign of the dual capacity of 
nature to imitate itself and destroy itself in the process. It marks a poignant 
reversal of the aspirational potential of Goethe’s spiral line.

The wavy line is, once again, marked by an extraordinary degree of leg-
ibility (the crystal) and illegibility (death), and similarly assumes an in-
termedial resonance in Sebald. In the narrator’s refl ections immediately 

Figure 6.18 The crystalline line from W. G. Sebald, “Max Aurach,” Die Ausgewanderten: 
Vier lange Erzählungen, 320. © Eichborn AG, Frankfurt am Main, 1992.
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following this image of nature imitating itself to death, we learn of the nar-
rator’s inability to write the story of his subject, Max Aurach (whose name 
combines an echo of both a lament, Ach, and the word for smoke, Rauch). 
Such concern will result, according to the narrator, in hundreds of pages of 
illegible “pen and pencil scribbles” (Bleistift-  und Kugelschreibergekritzel).103 
The crystalline line of self- destruction is translated into the wavy line of the 
narrator’s graphite / graphic scribble. When the narrator refers to his prob-
lems as the result of his own moral “Skrupulantismus” (scrupilism), we can 
see in this German neologism how even the narration of his incapacity to 
narrate is gradually infected by a certain degree of illegibility, an illegibility, 
it should be added, that is a function of an ingrained mimetic desire to ac-
curately render the subjectivity of his object of study through writing. The 
more he wants to capture Aurach on the page, the more illegible the writing 
becomes.

The intermedial identity of the wavy line that I have been tracing over 
the course of this chapter and that seems to end in an act of vanishing 
rather than bringing into view emerges most visibly, so to speak, in Sebald’s 
engagement with yet another culturally laden line, that of the train line. In 
an earlier novella from The Emigrants, “Paul Bereyter,” we learn the story of 
a  quarter- Jewish school teacher who is banned from teaching during the 
Nazi years and who eventually throws himself to his death onto train tracks 
many years later after the war. At a crucial moment in the narrative, we are 
presented with a drawing of train lines that contains the text, “So it is since 
October 4, 1949” (So ist es seit dem 4.10.1949). Only the presence of text 
in the image (which remains untranslated in the En glish version) draws 
our attention to what is missing in the image, namely the prior organiza-
tion of the town’s train line for the deportation of Jews. Neither the subjects 
who were carried by this medium nor the institutional organization of the 
medium itself are visible any longer. The line of text in the image serves as 
a caption to the line of drawing, but it does not caption what is depicted 
in the image but what it leaves out. Once again lingual and medial transla-
tion mutually highlight one another, as the untranslatable caption in the 
image illustrates not only the limits of translating images but also the limits 
of visual illustration itself. With the image of the disappearing tracks that 
would eventually mark the space of Bereyter’s own death with which the 
novella begins (fi g. 6.19), we can see the most emphatic instance of how 
Sebald takes the serpentine line—the quintessential  eighteenth- century 
fi gure of beauty and grace—and transforms it into the most recognizable 
 twentieth- century sign of extinction. It comes to represent the loss of person 
and with it, the loss of story and knowledge.
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This then marks the endpoint of the romantic bibliographic imagina-
tion. The wavy line that captured the precarious emergence of intermedial 
knowledge in the romantic book turns into a sign marking the vanishing 
point of knowledge in the postmodern book. At the moment of its threat-
ened obsolescence in the late twentieth century, the book is refi gured as a 
marker of just such a medial threshold. The book as universe that was trans-
formed in the romantic period to a universe of books is refi gured in this 
subsequent turn of the century as a dividing line that marks off a receding 
bibliographic horizon, as that which we can no longer see, read, or directly 
experience. Unlike the hero and heroine of Goethe’s “Man of Fifty” whose 
joints touch each other in secret as they jointly hold and read a book, the 
book in Sebald is reimagined as the marker of things permanently out of 
reach, whether a self, a culture, or even the book itself. And yet if one can 
draw a sense of hope from Sebald’s intermedial project of vanishing points 
(which is hardly self- evident) it might be this: that the intermedial interac-
tions between text and image in the book propel us to search out the other-
wise invisible intermedial interactions that take place beyond the boundar-
ies of the book with other media. It is there, in this entanglement, where the 
book’s identity—and the remnants of its vanishing—are to be found.

Figure 6.19 The train line from W. G. Sebald, “Paul Bereyter,” Die Ausgewanderten: 
Vier lange Erzählungen, 41. © Eichborn AG, Frankfurt am Main, 1992. 





He talked. After a while she began to understand what she was hearing. It took 

many levels of perception. It took whole social histories of how people listen to 

what other people say.

—Don DeLillo, The Body Artist

Lection / Selection

In July 1999 at a castle in Elmau, Bavaria, the German philosopher Peter 
Sloterdijk delivered a talk to an audience of Christian and Jewish theolo-
gians entitled “Rules for the Human Zoo: An Answer to Heidegger’s Letter on 
Humanism.”1 The theme for the conference was “Exodus from Being,” and at 
the heart of Sloterdijk’s polemical talk was the assertion that the project of 
humanism and humanistic learning had come to an end in a world domi-
nated by mass media. For Sloterdijk, humanism had emerged out of and 
intimately depended upon a culture of the printed book. The book’s grow-
ing marginality signaled the waning power of the humanities to socialize 
individuals. “Social synthesis is no longer—no longer even apparently—
primarily a matter of books and letters.”2 The future of the humanities, and 
by extension the human itself, were crucially tied in Sloterdijk’s vision to 
the future of the book.

Sloterdijk’s talk went on to become a sensation in the German press, 
with numerous articles, interviews, and public letters being issued on the 
topic in the months leading up to the turn of the millennium.3 On the one 
hand, Sloterdijk’s talk was little more than a garden variety tale of the end of 
the book that was becoming increasingly popular by the mid to late 1990s, a 
genre that owed much to the initial popularity of works like Sven Birkerts’s 
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Next to the Book
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Gutenberg Elegies (1994). But on the other hand, what drove the talk’s pecu-
liarly vibrant afterlife was Sloterdijk’s original association of media technol-
ogy and biotechnology, his assertion that the book had played a crucial role 
as an “anthropotechnology” of human domestication. In identifying the 
“humanizing power of reading classics,” Sloterdijk placed the book within 
a much longer trajectory of technologies of human engineering. “Reading 
and selection” (Lektionen und Selektionen), argued Sloterdijk using words 
designed to get the attention of his German and  German- Jewish listeners, 
“have more to do with one another than any cultural historian has been ca-
pable or willing to consider.”4 The book was to be understood as a precursor 
of a (necessary) biotechnological future. As Sloterdijk later said in an inter-
view, “Man has always been made.”5 Genetic engineering silently emerged 
as the implied successor to the vanishing book.

Dreaming in Books is conceived as an answer to answers like Sloterdijk’s 
to the increasingly unsettled relationship between the future of the book 
and the future of the humanities, between the shifting terrain of media, in-
tellectual, and literary history today. How we understand the history of the 
book will determine how we understand the book’s future role in society as 
a medium of both knowledge and creativity. As Sloterdijk vividly pointed 
out in his talk, the identity of the humanities and their pedagogical effi cacy 
are intimately linked to the identity of the printed book. We simply can-
not understand how modern societies have made knowledge—and made 
intellectual making itself, poiesis—without understanding the changing rela-
tionship between individuals and their books. But by reconceptualizing the 
history of the book not as a narrative of rise and fall but precisely as a series 
of social, historical, and technological negotiations, we can begin to see in 
a more critical light the negotiations that are underway today in revaluing 
our relationship to the book. Rather than prophesy (yet again) the end of 
the book, the point would be to rethink (yet again) the place of the book 
within the humanities, both as an object of study and a mode of commu-
nication. My aim is to reposition the “nextness,” in Michael Joyce’s words,6 
that suffuses media studies with a move towards the “next to,” what I want 
to call a “translational humanism.”

“Book was there, it was there.”—Gertrude Stein

At a key moment in Goethe’s novella “The Man of Fifty,” a guest of the 
beautiful widow reaches for a book of poetry upon the arrival of the Major, 
the so- called man of fi fty, who will soon become the widow’s lover. The 
grasping of the book (greifen in German) that this scene stages, the act of 



Next to the Book / 237

bringing the book closer to oneself, poignantly mirrored the social grasping 
that was about to transpire between the widow and the unsuspecting major. 
In doing so, it also captured a fundamental identity of the book itself, one 
that depended upon a physical as well as conceptual proximity to the self. 
Being next to the book was what allowed one to understand (begreifen) the 
book’s contents, a metaphorical constellation that one could trace back to 
Augustine’s own bibliographic epiphany that was induced by the voice of 
a child, “tolle lege, tolle lege” (take up and read, take up and read).7 As I 
have tried to show in numerous places throughout this book, the book was 
repeatedly endowed during the romantic era with a notion of being “at-
 hand.” Whether it was the greeting, grasping, giving, beseeching, or even 
striking hand, such handedness that surrounded the romantic book par-
took in a much larger alignment of grasping and reading that has crucially 
shaped the book’s meaning in the Western tradition.

Such dramas of being next to the book in Goethe were nevertheless sub-
tly being transformed in his work by a very different notion of bibliographic 
next- to- ness, one that has important implications about how we might think 
about the book in the future. When the guest in “The Man of Fifty” takes up 
the book, she also sets in motion an increasingly complex exchange of texts 
and textual containers. After requesting that the Major recite his poem of 
“the hunt,” which he refuses, the widow then hands him an embroidered 
case (Brieftasche) as a “deposit” so that he will return it with a handwritten 
copy of his poem inside. As we later learn, the widow’s “case” is not quite 
complete (it is referred to as her Penelopean work), and she tells us that 
she worked on it while “overhearing” the conversations of others. Upon 
returning home and looking through his papers, the Major will place a “fair 
copy” of his poem (a term denoting a manuscript prepared for printing) in 
the case and will then decide to place a verse translation of a passage from 
Ovid (about Arachne, the weaver of webs) as an epigraph to the poem. The 
case that was composed while listening to or listening in on the stories of 
others contains and transmits the story of another (about a man on a hunt), 
which is itself framed by the translation of yet another text (about women 
and webs). Upon delivering the bound object the Major wonders to himself 
whether his meaning has not in fact gotten away from him. In exchange for 
his efforts, the widow will one day return a case of letters that the Major has 
written but that were not addressed to the widow but to his sister regarding 
the planned marriage of their children to one another. None of these cases 
will ever be “fi nished,” as the novella itself does not come to a conclusion 
but is only completed later within the novel in which it is embedded.

As “The Man of Fifty” nicely illustrates, the book was being refi gured 
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by Goethe as an increasingly shared and syncretic textual space—a distinct 
rejection of the popularized notion of the book as a closed and socially iso-
lating mediaspace that still endures today. Texts in books were imagined to 
be participants in larger social dramas, their discrete specifi city (“book was 
there, it was there” in Gertrude Stein’s words) seen as increasingly dispersed 
and problematic. Goethe’s short work was part of a much larger romantic 
investment in addressing what I would call a “crisis of address,” of mak-
ing sense of the sense of the book’s newfound ubiquity at the turn of the 
nineteenth century. Far from marking out a world that was then superseded 
by the “mass media” of the twentieth century, as Sloterdijk suggested in his 
Gutenbergian elegy, the world of the romantic book was intimately con-
cerned with the shifting alignment of the broadcast and the interpersonal. 
Being open to the ways in which the book addressed questions of commu-
nicative and social disclosure in the past can allow us to see how it might 
continue to do so in the future under new circumstances.

If Goethe’s fi ction gestured towards a growing textual heterogeneity, both 
within and among books, it also drew attention to a technological hetero-
geneity as well as the characters in the novella continually shifted between 
various forms of textuality, from the printed book, to the fair copy manu-
script, to handwritten letters, to the woven case. Writing, and the social 
interactions it made possible, were taking place in Goethe between various 
medial registers. Such romantic dramas of intermediality should stand as 
important reminders today as we think about conditions of new media not 
in terms of replacement but as renegotiation.8 In Lisa Gitelman’s words, 
“The introduction of new media is never entirely revolutionary: new media 
are less points of epistemic rupture than they are socially embedded sites for 
the ongoing negotiation of meaning as such. Comparing and contrasting 
new media thus stand to offer a view of negotiability in itself.”9 Dreaming 
in Books has tried to recover precisely such sites of negotiability, not only 
in moving from one medium into another (from manuscript into print in 
the critical edition, for example), but also in moving from one medium to 
another (from manuscript to print in the miscellany or from text to image 
in the illustrated book). While translation may have emerged as a “basic 
structure of romantic thought,” in Andreas Huyssen’s words,10 it signifi -
cantly referred not only to the interlingual transfers of an increasingly open 
literary system that the book’s expansion made possible but also to the 
intermedial transfers that were daily taking place between different forms 
of writing and different forms of representation. During this crucial period 
of media change, nextness was as much about the “next to” as it was about 
what came next. Understanding the future of the book depends upon a bet-
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ter understanding of the history of interactions between residual and new 
communications technologies.

Besides: Toward a Translational Humanism

At the conclusion of his talk, Sloterdijk proposed that the future humanist 
would soon be nothing more than an archivist. Books that were no longer 
read could no longer be considered to be in circulation. “It is their fate to 
stand in quiet stacks, like dead letters that are no longer retrieved from the 
post- offi ce, representations—or misrepresentations—of a wisdom which 
contemporaries no longer succeed in believing in.”11 Books had sunk ir-
retrievably into the “timelessness of the archive.” Those who guarded over 
them were irrelevant, foolish, or just plain mad.

In place of the lonely fi gure of the bookish humanist as an archivist, 
wiseman, or madman—yet another variation on the myth of the ivory 
tower—I want to reimagine the humanist as a translatologist, as a scholar of 
those fi elds of negotiability that individuals like Gitelman and Bolter have 
identifi ed in their work on the history of new media. The future humanist 
in this thought experiment is not an isolated and anachronistic fi gure—a 
deeply resonant leitmotif that has been associated with the printed book 
from its inception (as in the canonized images of Messina’s St. Jerome in His 
Study [1475] or Dürer’s Erasmus of Rotterdam [1526]). Rather, this humanist 
would be multiply situated across linguistic, disciplinary, and communi-
cative spaces. This humanist breaks down what Espen Aarseth has called 
the “media chauvinism” of the humanities into  media- specifi c disciplines 
(art history, literature, fi lm, theater),12 at the same time that s / he would 
also avoid the pitfalls of the discourse of “convergence” that surrounds so 
much recent new media theory.13 Instead of either separating or effacing the 
communicative differences between media, the humanist as translatologist 
studies the losses, breaks, ruptures, discoveries, additions, negotiations, and 
doublings that occur in moving from one medium to another. In this vision 
of the humanist, the study of literature is reconceived as a linguistic perfor-
mance across multiple media channels, requiring something akin to Alan 
Liu’s notion of a new “transliteracy.”14

How does this impact the study of the history and future of the book? It 
would mean fi rst and foremost reaffi rming the importance of history. Next 
to the book refers, as it did for Goethe, to the ability of the scholar to get 
close to the physical book, to grasp it in both senses of the word. As much 
as the study and engagement with digital media has brought into sharper 
relief the unique qualities of the printed book, exemplifi ed in studies such 
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as Jerome McGann’s Radiant Textuality: Literature after the World Wide Web or 
N. Katherine Hayles, My Mother Was a Computer: Digital Subjects and Literary 
Texts, such differential analysis cannot replace an encounter with historical 
material and the attempt to reconstruct the book as a lived experience.

At the same time, being next to the book implies moving beyond the 
teleologically oriented frameworks of studies such as McGann’s with its ex-
clusive emphasis on the “after,” on how to move from book to web. Such 
work only reaffi rms the hegemony of the computer and collapses otherwise 
diverse media spaces. When new media theorists such as Lev Manovich talk 
about the “transcoding” of culture through the computer today,15 they are 
identifying the powerful and pervasive ways that all media are increasingly 
infl uenced by the logic of computerization, whether it is in the form of 
digital cinema projectors, sound and image editing software, or basic word 
processing programs that facilitate, in the words of Michael Joyce, a “no-
madic style” of cut- and- paste.16 Such a view of the computerization of cul-
ture, however, overlooks the variety of other media that crowd our lives and 
between which we move every day. In our claims about it being a universal 
medium, the computer threatens to become the new book.

Instead, we need to make room for the spatially relational study of the 
book, of how the printed book and computer (but also handwriting, speech, 
video, sculpture, theater, and a host of other media) have existed and con-
tinue to exist side by side, with, as Goethe put it, “their joints touching quite 
naturally in secret.” We need to account for what Mette Ramsgard Thomsen 
has called “mixed reality,”17 not the way a single medium might absorb and 
consume us, but the way we incorporate various media into our interac-
tions with and understanding of the world. Media are not simply forms of 
displacement, but also come with us. The point is to explore not just the 
different nature of marking systems (XML or type) or projection surfaces 
(screens or pages) but the way media themselves generate very different 
experiential spaces and encounters, whether intermedially or intramedially. 
In place of Friedrich Kittler’s tripartite 1800 / 1900 / 2000 media paradigm of 
universality, differentiation, and convergence, this kind of research would 
draw attention to the persistent recurrence of media differentiation and in-
teraction over time.

In highlighting these interactive, performative spaces, such work would 
explore the different ways that we express ourselves when using different 
media—when we write with our hands or our computers, when we speak 
to someone in person, over the phone, in a lecture hall, or into a micro-
phone or a recording device. It would explore the different meanings that 
are conveyed when reading a book, listening to a radio play, or watching 
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a podcast. In short, it would draw attention to what Hanjo Berressem has 
called the “dynamism of the signifi er.”18 In doing so, it should offer a cor-
rective to the book’s perceived universality well into the nineteenth century 
as well as its perceived marginality at the turn of the  twenty- fi rst. It shows 
us how the romantic self can be understood as a precursor of the modern 
self who comes into being through numerous different channels of com-
munication, as both sender and receiver. It will provide a useful framework 
to understand our own (and our students’) future uses (or non- use) of the 
book, to begin to conceive of our work as  multi- medially situated, increas-
ingly reliant on both the separate and overlapping uses of text, speech, and 
image depending on the intellectual goals at hand.19 It is time to conceive 
of visual translations of literary works and oral performances of reading 
experiences and not just more books about books.

Translational humanism orients scholarship towards the study and prac-
tice of how different individuals translate themselves into different media in 
different situations at different points in their lives. Indeed, it reframes the 
human itself not as something made, as an inert object, but as a translation, 
as a process. That such an understanding of the human is not exclusively an 
invention of the digital but already resident in bibliographic culture (and 
no doubt even earlier) can be seen on the second and third pages of Mal-
larmé’s experimental book Un coup de dés, which begins with the command 
“Soit” (“be”) in the upper left corner of the page and ends with the word 
“par” (“through”) in the lower right.20 Being is refi gured as “being through” 
that takes shape not only across the page, but also across the fold between 
the verso and recto sides of separate leaves.

Ultimately, translational humanism will undertake to provide what John 
Durham Peters has called a “morphology of communication,” to “seek to 
describe the communicative crafts that abound in our species.”21 It requires 
that we pay attention to the historical interactions between language and 
media and the various ways that such interactions have been thought about 
and conceived over time. The six categories of communicating that I have 
proposed in this book (networking, copying, processing, sharing, overhear-
ing, and adapting) are intended as just such a preliminary morphology, 
with many more no doubt to be found in between.

Beckett’s “Eff”

I want to conclude by way of reading, as well as listening to, a work that 
condenses precisely these concerns with media, language, and translation. 
In moving between these different forms of critical attention, I want to fore-
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ground a work that illustrates just how intimately connected all three of 
these categories are to one another as our lives increasingly become both 
more “connected” and “mediated.” Samuel Beckett’s Embers was produced 
as a radio play by the BBC in 1959, and its title provides us with another 
echo of Stendhal’s Brulard (discussed in the last chapter) and the interme-
dial tradition to which it belonged. In Beckett’s radio play, we are presented 
with a monologue of the main character, Henry, who is sitting by the sea 
and who has a conversation with his dead wife, Ada, at the same time that 
he hears incidents from the life of his absent daughter, whose name is Ad-
die. In one incident Addie is attending a piano lesson with her Italian music 
instructor. After  warming- up with a scale of A- fl at major, she begins to play 
Chopin’s Fifth Waltz in A- Flat Major, with the music instructor keeping time 
with a stick. When she plays an E instead of an F, we hear a “resounding 
blow,” in the words of the stage directions, of the stick against the piano.22 
Addie stops playing and the following exchange ensues:

MUSIC MASTER: (violently). Fa!

ADDIE: (tearfully). What?

MUSIC MASTER: (violently). Eff! Eff!

ADDIE: (tearfully). Where?

MUSIC MASTER: (violently). Qua! (He thumps note.) Fa!

Addie plays again and makes the same mistake. Another blow is followed 
by the instructor’s repeated cries of “Eff! Eff! Eff! Eff!” Addie’s subsequent 
crying is abruptly cut off as we return to the muffl ed sound of the sea.

In its staging of the character who hears voices in his head—in the am-
biguous ontological status of the voice in general—Beckett’s Embers would 
become famous for its capacity to draw attention to the impact of radio on 
human subjectivity. The radio listener fi nds his double in the character of 
Henry, who undergoes that rather revolutionary experience of no longer 
being able to place or physically visualize the voices that one hears. This 
particular scene with Addie is similarly out of place, with no verbal or acous-
tic cues as to its temporal location within Addie’s life or its purpose within 
the plot of the radio play itself. It just appears, and then disappears with a 
sudden end to the sound, no fade- in or fade- out like the ebb and fl ow, the 
rising and falling of sound of the sea’s waves that punctuate other characters’ 
speech in Embers. As in E. T. A. Hoffmann’s “Uncanny Guest,” the ambigu-
ous diegetic location of the voice occurs immediately following a “blow” 
(here the instructor’s rhythm stick against the piano, in Hoffmann the knock 
at the door). The singular, shocking sound indicates a series of subsequent 
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sounds that cannot be easily placed within a narrative order. In beginning 
with the enigmatic word “On,” Embers indicates a foundational crisis of 
acoustic reference after radio, where the listener experiences an automatic 
tension of who speaks between the “turn on” of the narrator / technician and 
the “go on” of the weary old character. At the core of Beckett’s radio play is 
a question about the place of sound and the meaning of words.

If the scene with Addie indicates a larger crisis of address, of where these 
sounds are coming from and where they were going to, I want to focus in 
particular on the work that the letter / word / sound “eff” performs in the 
course of this scene. The instructor begins by shouting “Fa!,” a word used to 
denote the fourth note of the musical octave in a fi xed system of solmization 
(solfège), which is commonly used in Romance language countries. But in 
a moveable system of solfège, which is typically used in  English- speaking 
countries and would likely have been more familiar to Addie, “Fa” would 
refer to D- fl at in the key of A- fl at major. There is already a problem of trans-
lation being staged here even at the level of the syllable. In reply to Addie’s 
cry of “what?”—of both not hearing something (what did you say?) and not 
understanding something (what did you mean?)—the instructor translates 
“Fa!” into “Eff!,” a word for the alphabetic letter that denotes the musical 
note F. He moves from a word for a sound to a word for a letter for a sound, 
at which point Addie’s problem of grasping what is going on is no longer 
expressed through the word “What?” but “Where?” The location of the note 
is the problem now (is he pointing to the piano keys or the sheet music?), 
to which the instructor replies, in Italian, “Qua!” The deictic “here!,” in 
Italian, points to something that we cannot see and that Addie cannot hear, 
a multisensory misapprehension that is then amplifi ed in the foreignness 
of the untranslated “Qua!” Our understanding of her misunderstanding is 
stretched across four possible levels—is it a function of language (Italian /
 English), sound (the sound of F versus E), the language of sound (the differ-
ence between Anglo and Romance solmization), or writing (misreading the 
sheet music)? The problem of translating between the media of sound and 
writing (the various moves from “Fa!” to “Eff!”)—and the referential gap 
that ensues in moving between them—is tied to the problem of translating 
between sound and space (and the referential gap of pointing to a visual 
“here” on the radio), as both are ultimately tied to the problem of linguistic 
translation (in the misunderstood “Qua” and the instructor’s accent that 
turns “Eff” into “Eff- e”). Addie’s tears are the sign of the listener’s exhaus-
tion of having—and failing—to traverse the gaps between these various 
linguistic, acoustic, cultural, and medial registers.

There is of course one fi nal resounding resonance in that word “Eff.” 
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The one word we never hear in Embers is “Off,” the counterpart to the play’s 
opening word, “On.” Precisely the problem that the sea poses is that one 
cannot drown it out; the sea drowns you, you do not drown it (there is a 
death by drowning that always hovers in the background of the characters’ 
biographies). Henry’s fascination with a drip at one point in the play is a 
sign of fantasizing about a sound—about sound in general—that is discrete 
and not continuous. It marks a direct reversal of the romantic fascination 
with the bow and an imagination of the discrete medium of the book as 
somehow continuous. The core identity of sounded existence in Beckett is 
precisely one of continuity and fl ow, that which cannot be turned off, as 
the sea wave becomes an ideal fi gure of the sound wave. Sound in Beckett 
captures something crucial about media traffi c in general, that it is always 
there, whether we are or not. Media for Beckett pose a problem of arrest 
and resting. Just as the title word “Embers” refers, as we are told in the play, 
to a level of burning that one can neither hear nor see—a word that resists 
translation into a human sensory state, that resists sense itself—“eff” is a 
word that signifi es both a wish for, and an impossible touching of, “off.” 
The vowel shift—a shift of sound—not only signifi es a shift of meaning, 
from a word that means a sound (eff) to a word that means not sound (off). 
It also signifi es a displacement or an echo, a something that can never quite 
be reached. It is always next to, but never coincident with, a kind of acoustic 
tangent. Through sound, “eff” tries to approximate that which it cannot, 
“off.” It hopes and fails. “Eff” is the sound of translation.

Embers ends with the fi gure of a book. In doing so, it marks a key turning 
point in my own book’s portrayal of the bibliographic imagination and a 
key challenge to the contemporary imagination of how to think about the 
study of books today. Where there was still a pervasive sense of closeness to 
the book in the romantic age—despite, or perhaps because of, the fl ourish-
ing circulation of the book—we can no longer be sure that the book is there 
anymore in Beckett’s sounded universe. Unlike Goethe’s dramas of grasp-
ing books that transpired in books—of being next to the book—the book 
in Beckett is always somewhere else. In one sense (hearing), the radio has 
superseded the book. But in another sense (touch), the book is still there, 
only now it is less substantial. It is this new, ambiguous relationality to the 
book that Beckett’s radio drama challenges us to understand. The conclud-
ing words of the play are those of Henry reading aloud, as speech is used via 
the medium of the radio to both affi rm and disown the continued presence 
of the book. The mediated relationship to the medium of the book is not 
imaginatively overcome but is rather painfully underscored as Henry reads 
from a calendar (a  pocket- book) which is fi lled with “nothing”:
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Little book. This evening . . . Nothing this evening. Tomorrow . . . tomorrow 

. . . plumber at nine, then nothing. Plumber at nine? Ah yes, the waste. Words. 

Saturday . . . nothing. Sunday . . . Sunday . . . nothing all day. Nothing, all day 

nothing. All day all night nothing. Not a sound. (Sea.)

We are left in Beckett with the task of interpreting an endless series of me-
dial and lingual translations: an empty book that we hear, an invocation 
of silence on the radio, and fi nally, a stage direction for a sound that is a 
homonym of the verb for sight. Perhaps no other work shows us with such 
clarity how to move forward from here.
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