


Now available in paperback, this is the first book to describe German
literary history up to the unification of Germany in 1990. It takes a
fresh look at the main authors and movements, and also asks what
Germans in a given period were actually reading and writing, what
they would have seen at the local theatre or found in the local lending
library; it includes, for example, discussions of literature in Latin as
well as in German, eighteenth-century letters and popular novels,
Nazi literature and radio plays, and modern Swiss and Austrian liter-
ature. A new prominence is given to writing by women. Contributors,
all leading scholars in the field, have re-examined standard judge-
ments in writing a history for our own times. The book is designed
for general readers as well as students and scholars: titles and quota-
tions are translated, and there is a comprehensive bibliography.
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Preface

The only word in the title of this book which is uncontentious is the word
‘Cambridge’. What, for instance, does ‘literature’ mean? Does it mean
writing which claims to be ‘high art’ or, at the other end of the spectrum,
any connected text, whether written down or not? The authors of this
history have defined the term as they saw fit in different periods. Charms
and spells are discussed in chapter 1, for instance, polemical pamphlets in
chapter 3, letters in chapter 4, sermons in chapter 5 and radio plays in
chapter 9 — alongside what have been traditionally conceived of as literary
forms, of course.

The adjective ‘German’ when applied to literature is just as difficult to
define. Does it mean literature in the German language? Clearly it does.
But educated Germans have always been a polyglot people, moving at will
between Latin and German for at least the first thousand years of their lit-
erary history, writing in Italian at the great courts during the seventeenth
century, in French and English during the eighteenth and nowadays using
English as the lingua franca of science and technology. In certain periods,
therefore, we must discuss what Germans wrote rather than merely what
they wrote in German. But how do we define ‘the Germans’? One cannot
simply say that they are those people living within the boundaries of the
German-speaking world, for the latter has always contained French,
Italian, Danish, Dutch, Hungarian, Serb, Croat, Polish, Czech and
Yiddish speakers living side by side with German speakers. In earlier
periods one has to operate with that political entity called ‘the Holy
Roman Empire’ while the late-twentieth-century specialist has to deal
with the existence of two ‘Germanies’ and ask herself whether Austrians
and Swiss count as ‘Germans’ for literary purposes and, if they do not,
why not.

But these difficulties are as nothing beside those inherent in the term
‘history’. Some of my colleagues have already told me that it is impossible
nowadays to write a ‘history’ at all. The calm certainty of previous gener-
ations that one could, with the benefit of hindsight, impose a coherent
narrative on the past which laid claim to being ‘the truth’ is no longer pos-
sible. We are aware today that any historical narrative is by definition
biased, partial and written to fulfil the ideological needs of the day —of an

pel
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emerging Prussian Empire, of an embattled Austria, of a National
Socialist plan for domination or of a post-war Germany longing for self-
respect and moral absolution, for instance. There are those who would go
further and say that the writing of ‘history’ is immoral, in that it entails
the construction of an official narrative designed to bolster the standing of
those in power and to silence, indeed to write out of existence, those of the
‘wrong’ social class, religious and political beliefs or gender. If, according
to this view, any history is doomed before it even starts, how much more
futile it is to name a book ‘the history of German literature’ — with the
little word ‘of” implying a completeness which is certainly unachievable.

In spite of all this, it seems to me that each generation has a duty to
write and rewrite history, for only by doing so can it confront the present
and hope to avoid the mistakes of the past. In the case of Germany, the
duty becomes inescapable. Its very complexity clearly makes the task more
difficult but also more exciting. How to tell a story which includes
Charlemagne and Luther, Kant and Marx, Rilke and Brecht, Walther von
der Vogelweide and Christa Wolf? Of course such a story will be a con-
struct, necessarily conditioned by who is telling it, but it does not mean
that there can never be a story.

Writing a literary history also means confronting the vexed question of
‘the canon’. Does one piece together a narrative which links that selection
of authors and works which a later age has decided constitute the ‘litera-
ture’ of a given country? The problem with the German canon, as mani-
fested in school and university teaching programmes not just in the
English-speaking world, is that it traditionally consists of an extraordi-
narily small selection of authors and works: a brief flowering in the
Middle Ages, though many departments no longer teach medieval litera-
ture, a handful of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century writers, one woman
writer in the seventeenth century and one in the nineteenth, no Bavarian
literature, no popular literature at all. The authors of this history have
tried to escape from the tyranny of such a narrow canon by asking them-
selves what Germans in a given period were actually reading and writing,
what they would have seen at the local theatre and found in the local
lending library, rather than confining the discussion solely to those works
which we still know of nowadays. This method, of looking at readers as
well as at writers, reveals that writing by Germans has in all periods been
far richer than it has often been given credit for.

The individual authors of this history were chosen for their proven will-
ingness to rethink the standard story of their own period. ‘Story’ is the
operative word here. This is a history, not an encyclopaedia or a ‘compan-
ion’, a work of narrative, not a work of pure reference. It does not contain
exhaustive lists of writers nor aim to mention each and every work which
has ever been considered canonical, still less each and every work which
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has ever been written. Rather, each author has sought to convey the
dynamic of the period he or she is dealing with, to show, with the benefit
of hindsight, the development of the main trends within it as that author
sees it, and in the full knowledge that another author might have seen
things differently. Each author has fulfilled this task in his or her own way.
No overall editorial line was imposed. The authors were simply exhorted
to be ‘stimulating yet authoritative, challenging yet scholarly’ and to
convey their own excitement at and fascination with the period they were
writing on. But we have all had to make selections and always with a heavy
heart and have in the end included those works which particularly interest
us or which seem particularly interesting today. The study of literature is
not an optional luxury but the surest way to understand the people which
produced it. And who can say, at the end of the twentieth century, that he
or she does not need to understand the Germans?

Note on translations

Each title of a work is succeeded by a translation in parentheses. In a few
cases, where a German work has an established title in English, we have
used that, for example, Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften which is uni-
versally known as Elective affinities. In all other cases the author con-
cerned has provided as close a translation of the original title as possible,
simply for the information of the reader. The same thing applies to quota-
tions. In the few cases where we have used an existing translation, that is
credited.
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I

The Carolingian period and the early
Middle Ages (750—1100)

Br1IAN MURDOCH

The dominant language of written literature in Germany in the eatly
Middle Ages is Latin. Only a very small amount of writing in German has
survived from the reigns of Charlemagne and his successors (from the
middle of the eighth century to the early tenth), of the Ottonian emperors
(the tenth century) and even of the Salians (taking us through the eleventh
century).! Far from making the task of presenting German literature in its
earliest stages easier, however, this causes difficulties which do not arise
once a vernacular literary tradition has established itself. Not only are the
definitions of ‘German’ and of ‘literature’ problematic, but the more
important question arises of whether German literature at this stage may
be defined exclusively as literature in German. Part of the interest in the
period lies in the emergence, from the eighth century onwards, of a self-
conscious written tradition in German within a Christian-Latin literary
and intellectual context, but the fact remains that most of the written lit-
erature in Germany in the Carolingian period is Latin, whereas material in
German is for the most part not literary at all. With what little there is in
German, too, the unconsidered acceptance of the idea of ‘text’ is impossi-
ble. Most of the survivals in German before 1100 exist in unique manu-
scripts and were affected from the start by the inferior position of the
language. One of the most interesting poems of the period, the Muspilli,
dealing with the destruction of the world, is written in the margins and
other spaces of a Latin manuscript, causing problems of sense, structure,
ordering and sometimes of decipherment.

It is possible to treat everything written in German in this period as lit-
erature, but this places works displaying evidence of literary intent beside

! Throughout this chapter shorter German texts are listed according to E. v. Steinmeyer,
Die kleineren althochdeutschen Sprachdenkmiler (Berlin, 1916, repr. 1963) and cited as
St. followed by a Roman numeral. Additional references are to K. Miillenhoff and W,
Scherer, Deutsche Poesie und Prosa aus dem VIII-XII Jabrbundert (Berlin, 3rd edn by E. v
Steinmeyer, 1892, repr. 1964) cited as MSD, W. Braune, Althochdeutsches Lesebuch, 16th
edn by E. Ebbinghaus, (Tiibingen, 1979) cited as Lb. and F. Wilhelm, Denkmuiler
deutscher Prosa des 11. und 12. Jabrbunderts (Munich, 1916, repr. 1960) cited as
Wilhelm.

For Carolingian Latin see J. P. Migne’s Patrologia Latina (Paris, 1844—55) cited as PL,
though ascriptions are not always accurate.
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2 The Carolingian period and the early Middle Ages (750-1100)

functional documents or translations. The problem arises, too, of oral
material, for the existence of which there is good evidence. Nor is there
anything like a standard language. The Carolingian and Ottonian periods
coincide roughly with the earliest written stage of the modern language,
known as Old High German, but by this is meant a group of dialects
spoken in present-day Germany (south of Aachen), Austria and
Switzerland, which share some linguistic features, notably the consonant
changes differentiating them from Low German (the dialects of northern
Germany and the Low Countries, plus Anglo-Saxon). But it would be
wrong to exclude literature written in the continental Low German
dialects of Old Saxon and Old Low Franconian, the ancestors of modern
Plattdeutsch and of Dutch, although there is insufficient early material in
Old Frisian, and Anglo-Saxon is culturally distinct.

One single work, completed in the later ninth century, could serve as a
beginning for German literature in the modern sense. Otfri(e)d, a
Benedictine at the monastery of Weiflenburg (now Wissembourg in French
Alsace) wrote in the 86o0s a large-scale version of the Gospel story in
rhymed verse, in a dialect of the Southern Rhineland. He was conscious of
being an innovator in style, but even more in using a language which he
knew was unusual for a literary undertaking. His work, moreover, was
intended not just to survive, but to be disseminated. A whole finely written
manuscript was devoted to it, and there are several copies. But Otfrid’s
Evangelienbuch did not spring fully armed from nowhere, and various
strands of enquiry lead to and from this Gospel-book: how did written
German develop to a stage where a major literary work is thinkable? what
were Otfrid’s literary and theological sources and influences? and what,
finally, was the vernacular secular poetry that Otfrid claimed he wished to
supplant?

Throughout our period, the primary context of literature is Latin and
its framework that of the Roman Church. Writing in German is for a very
long time peripheral, whilst Latin texts in a range of genres bear witness
to a well-established literary tradition in Germany. Critics have sometimes
used Latin writings on a selective basis for filling gaps in what appeared to
be a defective national literary history, but this is little better than the com-
plete dismissal of Latin as somehow quite divorced from German. Latin
literature written in German territories, by German-speakers, and often
with German themes requires consideration, and indeed, the inclusion in
literary histories of the period of every scrap of written German is even
more distorting. It is hard to justify highlighting some ill-written one-liner
whilst ignoring a major work written in Germany because it is in Latin.

Although the validity of the term ‘renaissance’ has been debated, there
was under Charlemagne (768—814) both a florescence of literature and the
encouragement of an educational and religious policy. The policies were
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Carolingian Latin literature 3

expressed as a series of occasional, though full, edicts, rather than a
system as such; but the influence and implementation of his ideas often
continued, although emphases were different, into the reigns of his succes-
sors, the emperor Lewis the Pious (814—40) and Lewis the German
(843—76), king of the East Franks, the German part of Charlemagne’s
empire. It was against the background of this Carolingian renaissance
that German was written down for the first time.

Carolingian Latin literature

Charlemagne’s court provided a cultural and literary centre, and efforts
were made towards the standardising of canon law, of the monastic rule of
St Benedict, of the liturgy, and of the Bible itself, which still circulated in
different versions. Charlemagne strengthened the Christianity dissemi-
nated in the wake of the Anglo-Saxon mission of St Boniface over all the
German tribes (including after much violence the Saxons, to whom he
gave eight bishoprics), and he encouraged priestly and perhaps to an
extent lay literacy. In what is known as his palace school, established after
792 at Aachen, he gathered a group of scholar-advisers whose poetry and
prose was of importance during and after his reign, but for many of whom
Germany was an adopted country. The Anglo-Saxon Alcuin (735-804),
Charlemagne’s principal teacher, wrote much of his work whilst with
Charlemagne, and probably encouraged Charlemagne’s ideas of a restora-
tion of Roman imperial dignity by the Franks. Other writers gathered to
Aachen by Charlemagne included the Spanish Visigoth Theodulf
(750—821) and the Lombards Paulus Diaconus (720—800) and Paulinus of
Aquilea (726-802). Men like these produced educational texts associated
with the study of the trivium (rhetoric, grammar and dialectic), and the
quadrivium (astronomy, arithmetic, music and geometry), the pedagog-
ical basis for further study of the major text-book of the Middle Ages, the
Bible. They also wrote annals, history and biography in prose and verse,
saints’ lives (sometimes as opera geminata, with prose and metrical ver-
sions side by side), dogmatic theology and biblical commentary, political
and philosophical writings, and verse of all kinds, epistolary, nature, com-
memorative and panegyric, as well as hymns. None of this was entirely
new: the poet Venantius Fortunatus had composed encomia for
Charlemagne’s predecessors, the Merovingians. But Alcuin wrote to
Charlemagne in 799 referring to the establishment of an ‘Athena nova . . .
in Francia’ (‘a new Athens in France’), even if it was less a new Athens in
the land of the Franks than a new Rome, for which the literary models
were Vergil, Ovid, Horace and Christian writers like Avitus, Arator or
Juvencus. It was Charlemagne’s policy that Latin should be understood
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4 The Carolingian period and the early Middle Ages (750—-1100)

and understood well, so classical and post-classical works were preserved,
and new writing flourished, as it would throughout the subsequent three
centuries. Alcuin, his contemporaries and his successors all wrote prose
and verse, and the extent to which Latin outweighs German in quantity
and in quality has constantly to be borne in mind.

Most important of all the literary activities was the writing of biblical
commentaries. Usually derivative of earlier writings, especially those of
Augustine and Gregory the Great, these consisted of a detailed exegesis of
every verse of the Bible according to the various senses of Scripture — the
literal or historical sense, the allegorical or typological (linking New
Testament events with those of the Old), the tropological or general-
moralising, and the anagogical (interpreting the verse in the light of the
end of the world). Alcuin’s widely known commentary on Genesis, for
example, takes the form of answers to a series of simple questions directed
at a magister by an enquiring pupil called Sigewulf. Although strictly
speaking neither literary nor original, the Carolingian commentaries have
a lasting influence on German-language writing down to the eleventh
century and beyond.

The forms of classical Latin verse, based on quantity (that is, on long
and short syllables) rather than stress, were largely adhered to by the
Carolingian Latin poets, who used both the Vergilian and the Leonine
hexameter, the latter rhyming at the caesura and the cadence, as well as
the Ovidian elegiac couplet, that is, a hexameter, followed by a pentame-
ter with a strong caesura. But we also find an accentual, stress-based verse,
and end-rhyme, too, makes its appearance in Latin poetry (rhyme within
prose composition was a known rhetorical device). Native German poetry
seems to have been primarily rhythmic, however, and it used alliteration
(stave-rhyme) to link the two halves of a four-stress long-line divided by a
caesura, so that the first stress of the second half-line alliterates with at
least one of those in the first.

The poets themselves provide a picture of literary activities at
Charlemagne’s court. Alcuin’s poem Pro amicis poetae (The poet’s
friends) describes some of his colleagues, and he celebrated many of them
either during their lives in shorter poems and in sometimes satirical poetic
epistles, or later in epitaphs. His other verse includes nature poetry (there
is a famous debate between winter and spring), but a poem about a
scriptorium, where monks are copying the ‘holy writings of the Church
Fathers’, which will enable teachers to interpret the Bible, probably best
reflects his primary interests.

Many members of the court wrote panegyrics to Charlemagne, and in
one of these Theodulf sounded a theme that will be heard later in
German, a stress on the absolute rule of (God’s) justice even over men of
power. Theodulf also produced rhythmic hymns such as that in the liturgy
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for Palm Sunday, ‘Gloria, laus et honor’ (still known in a different context
as ‘All glory, laud and honour’). Another scholar-poet, a Frank named
Angilbert, who died as abbot of St Riquier in the same year as
Charlemagne, wrote his own epitaph. It is a single quatrain with each line
beginning and ending with the same word (‘rex’, ‘lex’, ‘lux’, ‘pax’), and it
demonstrates briefly and memorably one of the features of the period: a
delight in artifice, with acrostics and pattern-poems both frequent and
complex.

Historical events were celebrated in verse, and a victory in 796 of
Charlemagne’s forces under his son Pepin over the Avar Huns was com-
memorated by Theodulf and in an anonymous short poem which ends
with an insistence on the role of God in the shaping of an historical event,
something that will be seen again in German. Amongst the major military
achievements in Charlemagne’s reign were his defeat of the Bavarian
leader Tassilo, and the protracted and violent Christianisation of the
Saxons, but an early epic poem on the latter, the Carmen de conversione
Saxonum, (Song of the conversion of the Saxons), describing also
Charlemagne’s meeting with the exiled Pope Leo at Paderborn in 777, was
probably by an Anglo-Saxon, while another, about the victory over
Tassilo, was written by an ‘exiled Irishman’ (Hibernicus Exul). The
Paderborn meeting was described again in an anonymous and frag-
mentary panegyric from the first decades of the ninth century called
simply Karolus Magnus et Leo Papa (Charlemagne and Pope Leo). The
intended audience of all these poems is not always clear; some of the writ-
ings of the Aachen school were clearly intended for the immediate circle,
but a poem like that on the Avar victory was presumably meant for a wider
audience, perhaps of lay nobles.

The compilation of prose annals is of considerable antiquity. In the
Carolingian period the major work is the Annales Regni Francorum,
known as the Royal annals, while early ninth-century annals include those
of Metz, of Fulda and of St Bertin. They constitute major, if occasionally
biased, historical sources, and in these and other historical writings an
image gradually develops of Chatlemagne and his ‘renovatio imperii
Romani’ (‘renewal of the Roman Empire’), until with writers like Regino
of Priim, whose Chronicon was written in Trier at the start of the tenth
century, Charlemagne’s empire is seen as the last of the four great empires
of world history. The process begins, perhaps, with a prose biography of
Charlemagne in thirty-three chapters (partly modelled on Suetonius),
written not long after his death. Einhard, a Frank from the Maingau, edu-
cated at Fulda, tells us not only of the emperor’s interests in education, but
that he ordered the compilation of a collection of old and barbaric songs
in German, as well as a grammar of Frankish. We do not have these, but
Einhard’s Vita lists Old High German names for the months and the eight
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6 The Carolingian period and the early Middle Ages (750—1100)

winds supposedly offered by Charlemagne. Einhard’s work, edited after
his death and provided with an introduction by Walahfrid Strabo (and
translated into German in the twelfth century), was much used by later
writers. An unnamed late ninth-century ‘Poeta Saxo’, perhaps from
Corvey, used it in the five books of his verse Annales de gestis Caroli Magni
(Annals of the deeds of Charlemagne), stressing how Charlemagne had
‘rightly held the sceptre of the Roman Empire’, and had brought ‘glory,
prosperity, rule, peace, life and triumph’ to the Franks. The Saxon also
mentions Charlemagne’s interest in German songs.

The best known of Alcuin’s pupils was Hrabanus Maurus (784-856),
dubbed ‘praeceptor Germaniae’, who probably influenced the educa-
tional policies of Lewis the Pious, which, while not anti-German, were
more strictly theological than his father’s. Hrabanus left the abbacy of the
important monastery of Fulda for political reasons after the death of
Lewis, but, having established relations with Lewis the German, was ele-
vated to the archbishopric of Mainz, in which office he died. Possibly the
author of the hymn “Veni creator spiritus’ (‘Come Holy Ghost’), a good
example of iambic rhythmic short lines with more or less fortuitous
rhyme, he is best known for his biblical commentaries and the ency-
clopaedic De naturis rerum, based on the much-read Etymologies of
Isidore of Seville. His complex work De laudibus sanctae crucis (In praise
of the Holy Cross) is notable, finally, for its use of deliberate artistry,
acrostics, number-games and shape-poems, accompanied by prose ver-
sions side-by-side with the poems.

Far better as a poet is the unfortunate Gottschalk of Orbais (c. 805-869),
a Saxon placed as a child in the monastery at Fulda, who tried to leave but
was sent instead to another monastery, became embroiled in theological
dispute on the subject of predestination, and suffered exile and imprison-
ment for heresy. One long prayer-poem demonstrates Tiradenreim, with
one of the rhymes repeated up to sixty times, but he is properly best
known for his poem ‘Ut quid iubes’ (‘That which you demand of me’) in
ten six-line accented strophes, written in about 840 in response to a sup-
posed request from a boy “for a cheerful song’. It first echoes the Israclites’
refusal to sing songs in exile, a link with his own banishment, but then
becomes a rhythmic hymn of praise. Diminutives like ‘pusiole’ (‘lad’) or
even ‘diuscule’ (‘for a little bit of a long time’) characterise the whole work,
but the elegiac tone is striking, and the theme of exile, real or alle-
gorical, recurs in Latin and German.

Another scholar at Fulda whose role in German literature is unusual,
since he achieved fame as the abbot of a French monastery, was Servatus
Lupus (or in German, ‘Wolf’, c. 805—62). He had a Bavarian father, and we
know from his letters that he liked to read German and perhaps even
wrote it, although he is now better known for his preservation of the clas-
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sics, most notably of Cicero. From his school at Ferriéres, however, he sent
monks to Priim, which had links with Fulda, ‘in order to obtain knowl-
edge of the German language’. Lupus was friendly with Gottschalk, as
was a further Fulda pupil, Walahfrid Strabo (c. 808—49), later abbot of the
Reichenau. Walahfrid’s best-known poem is an allegory on the plants in
his garden, but he wrote among other pieces a hagiographic description of
the Vision of Wetti. Both Walahfrid and Lupus were at the court of Lewis
the Pious, as was the poet-historian Ermoldus Nigellus, whose extensive
work in four books, In honorem Hludowici Christianissimi Caesaris
Augusti (In honour of the Most Christian Emperor Lewis) was designed
to help him regain his lost favour with that emperor. The work is in
Ovidian elegiac couplets, with much echoing of Vergil, although in the
opening verses he cites a range of classical and Christian writers.

There is an Old High German parallel, though not a literary one, to a
Latin poem by another Angilbert on the Battle of Fontenoy in 841, where,
following the death of Lewis the Pious, his oldest son Lothar fought and
was defeated by the two younger brothers Charles the Bald, king of what
would become France, and Lewis the German, king of the German terri-
tories, after which the Strasbourg oaths (St. xv) of mutual non-aggression
were sworn by the victors. The eye-witness poem is in triplets, each begin-
ning with a successive letter of the alphabet, and is a moving elegy for the
fallen at a battle of considerable European importance. A prose history of
the period 814—43 by Nithart, Charlemagne’s grandson, cites the Old
French and Old High German oaths sworn in 842 by Lewis and Charles
respectively (so that the other king’s followers would understand), promis-
ing not to make common cause with Lothar. Their men swore a similar
oath in their own language; French and German are established regional
vernaculars, but the context of report is Latin,

There are two Latin prose lives of Lewis the Pious, one written during
his lifetime, the other after his death. Thegan(bert), author of the first,
was a cleric from Trier, while the second is known only as the Astronomer,
from the knowledge displayed in the work. The latter describes not only
Lewis’s church reforms, but also how he bellowed defiance {in German) at
an evil spirit on his deathbed. Thegan makes a literary point, however,
describing how well-versed Lewis was in the interpretation of the
Scriptures, but how, unlike Charlemagne, he would neither hear, read nor
have taught non-Christian poetry. The dominant aesthetic of our period
was expressed at the end of the eighth century by Alcuin {and was by no
means new even then) when he asked ‘what has Ingeld [a Germanic heroic
figure] to do with Christ?’

Whilst German writing still occupied a very inferior position, Latin lit-
erature flourished throughout the ninth century in the context of the
church. Notker Balbulus of St Gallen {c. 840—912), the first of several
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monks of that name and distinguished by his epithet ‘the stammerer’, may
be the author of the prose De Carolo Magno, a later life of Charlemagne,
but he is associated in particular with a poetic form which he raised to a
high level. The sequence, sung originally as part of the liturgy, is made up
of double strophes which match rhythmically syllable for syllable, with
separate introductory and concluding strophes. Notker produced the
music and words to a cycle based on the liturgical year, and his Christmas
sequence illustrates their poetic conciseness: ‘Gemit capta / pestis antiqua/
coluber lividus perdit spolia. Homo lapsus / ovis abducta / revocatur ad
aeterna gaudia.’ (‘Captive, sighs / the demon of old/ the serpent of malice
loses its prey. / Fallen man / the sheep led astray / is now called back into
eternal joy’). The juxtaposition of fall and redemption becomes a theme
in German, but such compactness will not be matched for some time.

Early German functional writing

German was committed to writing in the monasteries, using the Latin
alphabet, and Charlemagne’s own reforms had provided a unified, neat
and legible book-hand based on classical models and known as
Carolingian minuscule. There are, it is true, a few pre-eighth-century
runic inscriptions, often on fibulae, and mostly of names. With question-
able exceptions (one might just be a prayer against the devil) they are not
literature, although a mnemonic poem for the ‘Norsemen’s alphabet’, the
Abecedarium Normannicum (MSD V) is preserved in a Latin manuscript
from St Gallen in a mixture of Germanic languages. Otherwise all written
Old High and Old Low German depends entirely upon the church, and
almost all of it had a specific and pragmatic purpose: the teaching and
understanding of Christian-Latin texts. While Charlemagne’s educational
reforms must not be exaggerated, his capitularies and admonitions did
insist upon the education of priests and monks, and upon (in the
Admonitio generalis of 23 March, 789) the dissemination of the Creed,
the Paternoster and the professions of faith. A ninth-century Bavarian
translation of a Latin baptismal sermon, the Exhortatio ad plebem
Christianum (Exbortation to Christian people, St. 1x) also calls for the
teaching of the ‘uuort thera galaupa . . . ia auh thei uuort thes frono
gapetes’ (‘the words of the Creed . . . and also of the Lord’s Prayer’).
Official pronouncements required sermons, too, to be read in German, by
which is implied ‘translated from Latin’. We are told in Walahfrid’s Life of
St Gall of a Latin sermon being translated on the spot during the earliest
missions. For much of our period, the sermon was the responsibility of the
bishop, but although we have numerous Latin homilies by bishops includ-
ing Hrabanus himself, German evidence beside the Exhortatio is slight.
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The notion of a standard language is centuries away, and the view that
there was a German ‘Hofsprache’ or court language is no longer held: the
court language was Latin. At best there may have been some attempt at
standardisation in the important monastery school at Fulda, but wide
variations in orthography, vocabulary and syntax are to be expected with
monks working in different centres without easy communication. Many
of the earlier monasteries of the south were Irish foundations which were
gradually regularised under the Benedictine Rule. St Gallen, for example,
was brought under the See of Constance and became a royal monastery of
some importance under Lewis the Pious and Lewis the German; the impe-
rial foundation at the Reichenau on Lake Constance was similar, as was
Murbach in Alsace. Bavarian monasteries included Freising, Wessobrunn,
and St Emmeram and Priil at Regensburg. In central Germany other early
foundations were at Trier, Priim in the Eifel, and Echternach, whilst
Weiffenburg is not far away. Later, Low German monasteries such as those
at Werden or Corvey became literary centres. Most of these monasteries
had scriptoria and libraries containing the works of the Church Fathers,
Isidore, Boethius, Bede, Alcuin, Hraban and usually some Christian-Latin
poetry.

Writing down German at all, however, was no simple task. For this hith-
erto unwritten language there were problems of phonology — how were
un-Latin sounds to be represented? — and of translation — how were words
like “trinity’, or ‘soul’ to be translated without an established Christian
context? Simple adaptation of the Latin word, literalism, or the use of an
equivalent which might have secular or Germanic-religious overtones are
all problematic in their own ways. To cite a single example, to render
‘dominus’, ‘lord’, as applied to the prince of peace with the Old High
German word ‘truhtin’, “(war-) lord’ could not but invite confusion.

The earliest German is in the form of individual words found in the
legal codes of the Germanic tribes (which Charlemagne intended to
harmonise with codified Roman law), preserved in Latin between the sixth
and the eighth centuries. The Lex Salica, the laws of the Salian Franks,
first written down under the Merovingians, contains legal terms in
German signalled by the addition of the word ‘malb.’, standing for ‘mal-
loberg’, ‘hill of judgement’. The words are archaic, and a later Old High
German translation updated the terminology. Influence on literature is
small in this case, but with the spread of Christianity a practice developed
which continues throughout the period and well beyond it: German gloss-
ing. A glossed text is one in which words have been added either by way of
explanation or to translate individual Latin words into German.
Sometimes only a few words have been glossed, at others all or nearly all,
to provide a word-for-word version which is not, however, a translation.
Sometimes the glosses are interlinear, sometimes marginal; sometimes a
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word has been glossed more than once, and sometimes the gloss has been
scratched rather than inked, or is in a crude code. Sometimes, finally, a
manuscript with interlinear or other glosses has been re-copied and the
glosses incorporated into the body of the text. The aim is always to help
the German-speaker to understand, but a German vocabulary is also
being developed. Biblical texts were glossed; a group from the Reichenau
include the Psalms and Luke’s Gospel, and there are Alemannic, Rhenish
and Low Franconian interlinear glosses of the Psalter and of Old
Testament canticles. The interlinear glossing of the Benedictine rule, and
especially of a group of Latin rhythmic poems known as the Murbach
hymns was so complete that earlier editors succumbed to the temptation
of printing the German as if it were continuous text, and they did so too
with the Carmen ad Deum (Hymn to the Lord, St. xXxvi1), where the
Latin original was probably composed in England or Ireland, and the
German glossing certainly does not constitute a ‘text’. The ‘translation’ of
a decree passed in 818 known as the Trierer Capitulare {St x1.), made in
the early tenth century, is also a complete interlinear gloss, although it
contains interesting legal terminology concerned with wills and gifts.

Reference works as such were also glossed. The Greek title of the
German Hermeneumata (‘explanations’) reminds us that it comes from a
long tradition of bilingual (originally Greek—Latin) handbooks, and in
the eighth century the thematically arranged Latin headwords were pro-
vided with German equivalents. From the same period comes a Latin the-
saurus, with headwords arranged alphabetically and Latin synonyms
added, and known from its first word as Abrogans. The Latin words have
all been been translated into German, apparently not always with full
awareness of the context. Close to glossaries of this kind, too, is the
phrase book, of which we have two different examples in Old High
German. The first, in a manuscript now in Kassel but written by a
Bavarian, belongs to the Hermeneumata tradition, but contains also some
phrases and indeed what appears to be a (proverbial) comment about the
cunning of the Bavarians as opposed to the guilelessness of the Italians. Of
greater interest is a later work called (from its current provenance), the
Paris conversation-book, which preserves what looks like a dialogue. The
German comes first, with Latin following and for once not the primary
language, even though it is the medium for comprehension. Place-names
in the manuscript suggest that these are the notes of someone (one of
Lupus’s exchange students?) travelling from France to central Germany,
and the German is written in a manner which betrays French influence.
Many phrases seem to be from a master to an inferior, while some are
vulgar, abusive, or curiously personal; occasionally they sound like exet-
cises for the confessional.

Actual translations take us a step further in the evolution of a literary
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language. Most are again strictly practical and include the Creed and the
Lord’s Prayer, confessions and baptismal vows (the last two categories
being especially well-represented), and even a priest’s vow (St. x111,
X LI1-LX1). Several of the professions of faith include renunciations of the
devil and sometimes of Germanic gods. Even the Paternoster is translated
in a variety of ways, however, and an early version, from St Gallen, con-
tains some errors. One prose prayer does seem actually to have been com-
posed in German, however, though it is based on liturgical formulas. The
early Franconian prayer (St. x1) is a Bavarian transcript of a text originally
in Rhenish Franconian, and here a Latin version has been made of the
German text and added to it. Slightly later is the Klosterneuburg prayer
(St. XX X1V), an unpretentious prose request for the forgiveness of sins,
and similar compositions are found down to the eleventh and twelfth cen-
turies (Wilhelm xxvriii—xxx1), when amongst the so-called Rheinau
prayers we find a repeated anaphoric invocation of the Lord, ‘herro’, well
over thirty times.

Of greater literary importance is the Wessobrunn prayer (St. 11), dating
from the beginning of the ninth century, and found in a theological mis-
cellany (with some German glosses) originally from the small Bavarian
monastery which gave it its name. The German is on a free leaf followinga
section on the measurement of time, and although written clearly, it is not
without problems. The original provenance of the work is unknown; the
use of a runic symbol and an abbreviation for ‘and’ is unusual, as are some
individual words, causing problems with the predominantly Bavarian
dialect; there are some gaps, and it is unclear whether the prayer is divided
into a verse and a prose portion, or is all in verse; the meaning of the Latin
title De poeta has been disputed, while the Latin passage following the
German (in the same hand) has largely been ignored.

De poeta probably means ‘of the Creator’, and the German text first
describes in nine alliterative long-lines the primeval nothingness, when
there was only the presence of God. The whole text is written continu-
ously, but sense demands a division after this description of the begin-
nings, because a direct address to God now asks for grace to resist the devil
and do God’s will. These lines can be arranged as verse, although not
entirely satisfactorily, and may really be rhetorical prose in balanced
periods, for which parallels appear later. The Latin lines which follow the
German (after a one-line gap) are a stronger demand for repentance. This
is not a creation-poem but a prayer, perhaps for private meditation. The
request in the second part for right belief matches that in the briefer
Franconian prayer, which also has incidental alliteration at that point.
The structure is close to the liturgical collect on the one hand and to the
so-called charms on the other, in both of which we find, typically, a title, a
narrative portion, and then a request, followed by a Latin conclusion.
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Simpler verse prayers are found later on in Old High German, com-
posed after the new literary form of end-rhyme has established itself.
Most of them postdate Otfrid’s rhymed Gospel-book, and must be con-
sidered in that context. It is appropriate, however, to follow the
Wessobrunn prayer with the brief (but both literary and functional) texts
usually designated Zauberspriiche (St. LX11-LXX1V), ‘charms’, a term
which is, however, misleading, insofar as it concentrates upon the pre-
sumed original intent of some parts of a few of the surviving texts, whilst
ignoring the context in which they are actually preserved in the
Carolingian and later periods. What literary histories have termed charms
or blessings (without necessarily differentiating clearly) are all, in their
surviving forms, a specific type of supplicatory prayer found in Old High
and Low German (and in Latin and most vernaculars), in prose and verse
(alliterative or end-rhymed), which occasionally preserve in a Christian
context a (very) few pre-Christian elements.

In its original form a charm is a piece of prose or verse for oral pro-
nouncement (although written versions could be used as talismans)
designed to ameliorate an existing misfortune, often a medical one, by
words alone. They are in the first instance, then, therapeutic rather than
prophylactic. Prayers, too, can also petition God for help with existing
situations, and both are similar in aim to the medical recipe, which uses
physical ingredients to cure something that has already happened. Only a
few medical recipes have survived from the early stages of Old High
German; the Basler Rezepte (St. vi1) describe medicines for a fever and a
tumour, but not until the end of our period do we find larger medical
collections such as the Innsbruck or Zurich pharmacopoeia (Wilhelm x1,
XXV), the recipes in which are mixtures of Latin and (sometimes very
little) German, and which also contain charms.

It is unnecessary to consider here any official Carolingian church pro-
scriptions against the use of magic, since what little pre-Christian mythol-
ogy our texts contain has been assimilated. The extent to which they are
German s also limited; typically, a Latin heading will explain the purpose,
a brief and sometimes corrupt German text will follow (perhaps pre-
scribing actions), and there is almost invariably a concluding call for a
number of Latin prayers, such as three ‘Our Fathers’. Spoken aloud, those
would far outweigh the Old High German, and would impose upon any
original sense of magic the submission to the will of God. Incidentally,
most of the charms would have been effective, insofar as most are con-
cerned with traumatic or transitory conditions: bleeding, sprains, or the
alarming, but temporary symptoms of epilepsy.

The Merseburg charms (St. LX11) do preserve what is clearly older
material. Two brief passages of German which can be resolved into
alliterative verse have been written in a tenth-century hand on a blank
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page of a manuscript containing liturgical material (including a fragment
in German of a prayer spoken at the elevation of the host, St. Lxxx1V).
The first describes in three long-lines how some prisoners were released by
‘idisi’, valkyries, and then in a concluding line commands that someone
should escape from bonds. The second, structurally more complex poem
describes how Wodan and Phol (who is unidentified) were riding in a
wood when the latter’s horse sprained a foot. Several named goddesses (it
is not clear whether we have four separate names or two sets of apposi-
tions) try to cure it, and then Wodan himself effects the cure; the piece
ends with a set of poetic formulaic phrases demanding that bone be joined
to bone and blood to blood. The verses are followed by a Latin prose
prayer which asks for God’s help fot an individual (whose name can be
added). This prayer is integral to the whole and makes acceptable the
earlier material.

There are no headings, but although the first charm is often described as
being for the release of prisoners it is more likely an allegory for paralysis
or cramp. Similarly, although the second piece refers to a horse, it might
apply to any sprain, and certainly the accompanying prayer refers to
people. The narrative element is found in a completely Christian form
later, the riders being Christ, St Peter or St Stephen, and further charms
are based upon originally Christian narratives such as the piercing of
Christ’s side by Longinus, invoked frequently against bleeding. An Old
High German epilepsy prayer may also preserve the name of another
Germanic god, but here in particular the pre-Christian element is reduced
to little more than an opening abracadabra-word. Such ‘magic’ words
might be in any language: a charm at the end of the Zurich pharma-
copoeia contains a threefold repetition of the Greek ‘agios’, ‘holy’.

Some of these pieces are concerned with animals, particularly horses,
but the majority have to do with minor medical conditions amongst
humans. While some appear in medical texts, they are as often found in
theological contexts, and the structural similarity to the collect is clear in
prose pieces asking for cures from fever, weak eyes, or indeed that hail-
storms be averted. A prayer for sore throats invoking St Blaise (Wilhelm
x1x) reminds us that individual saints were and are associated with spe-
cific misfortunes. One late prayer from Zurich (Wilhelm xxv1)}, finally,
has a Latin superscript announcing its theme as chastity. In the German
part, the example of the Virgin Mary is followed by a request for chaste-
ness, and there is a concluding ‘amen’, ‘let it be’. But a final comment has a
curiously medical ring: ‘Diz gebet ist uilgét tagilich gelesin’ (“this prayer is
very effective if read once daily’).

It is sometimes difficult in Old High German prose to distinguish
between translation and glossing, as is the case with the Diatessaron of
Tatian, a digest or harmony of the Gospels, made in Greek in the second
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century, translated into Latin in the sixth, and most European vernaculars
thereafter. It was translated into German at Fulda, probably under the
auspices of Hrabanus early in the ninth century, and the principal copy,
{now in St Gallen) made by six different scribes with differing dialects.
The manuscript has the German and the Latin in parallel columns, and
the German text does not always match the Latin, nor indeed is that Latin
version the same as other western European versions. The first impression,
judged by modern standards, is that this, although not a gloss, is overly
literal; but the technique is probably deliberately that of the faithful trans-
lator, the fidus interpres, working in the consciousness that the language
of the Gospels was sacred, and therefore the German should deviate from
it as little as possible.

The technique contrasts with that of an older (late eighth-century)
group of translations of scriptural and other texts, principally a difficult
theological treatise by Isidore of Seville, who lived in the sixth century, but
whose De fide Catholica (On the Catholic faith) presents clearly the tenets
of basic Christianity whilst countering arguments against it. The Isidore-
group includes also parts of a sermon called De vocatione gentium, of
another sermon by Augustine, of an unidentified work, and of Matthew’s
Gospel. Dialect and provenance are unclear, but there are two manu-
scripts, one containing the Isidore-tract now in Paris, the other, a series of
fragments, from the former monastery of Mon(d)see, near Salzburg. In
the Paris manuscript the left-hand page has the Latin text of Isidore’s
tract, the right the German, though the latter was not completed, and
after a few blank pages the Latin fills both sides. The translator seems
actively to have avoided Latin constructions (such as participial forms)
and tries consistently to make clear who is presenting the argument at any
point. There is also a clear and consistent orthographic system. In the
fragments from Monsee, the translation of the Gospel is not as free,
perhaps due to the desire to keep to the sacred language once again,
although it is not as literal as the Tatian version. These translations again
indicate the potential of High German at an early stage. Old Saxon trans-
lations are sparse, but they include a small portion of a sermon by Bede
(MSD Lxx) from a manuscript of the ninth century, and a fragment on
the Psalms (MSD Lx x1) written down perhaps in the tenth.

Religious poetry: Heliand, Otfrid and later pieces
Old Saxon does provide, however, a literary bridge to Otfrid in the
Heliand (Saviour), a long poem on the life of Christ. Two more or less full

manuscripts {one written probably at Corvey, where it may have been
composed) and some fragments preserve nearly six thousand alliterative
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long-lines divided into just over seventy cantos. The work seems to show
the influence of Fulda; the narrative is based on the Tatian Gospel-
harmony, and the poet may have used a commentary on Matthew by
Hrabanus himself, written around 820. A Latin preface and 34-line versus
printed from an unidentified source in 1562 seems to link the work with
Lewis the Pious, dating it to between 820 and 840, and providing an impe-
rial raison d’étre: to offer the Gospels ‘in Germanicam linguam poetice’ to
the literate and the illiterate. The assumption may be made that this is a
work for reading aloud to an audience of pupils able to understand the
mixture of narrative and theological interpretation, perhaps ecclesiasti-
cally educated men returning to take up positions in the world. Earlier
views of the text as a missionary work, Germanising the Gospels for pro-
selytising purposes are no longer held.

The work presents and explains the many miracles (‘uundarlicas filo’,
36b) of Christ. The epic elements strike the reader, but the interpretative
parts are also important. Thus canto X L111, recounting the healing of the
blind men at Jericho in Matthew xx, 29—34, is followed by a canto explain-
ing this as an image (‘bilidi’, 3,589a) of mankind as a whole, ‘al mancunni’
(3,592a), descended from Adam and Eve, who lost their real sight when
they fell to the devil’s wiles, and had their eyes opened to sin. The exegesis
is a familiar one, going back to Gregory the Great, and Otfrid himself uses
it too. The effect of the whole work, though, is to stress the power of God
over the attacks of the enemy, and the conclusion to the raising of Lazarus
(XL1X) epitomises this: as Lazarus was healed, so may the ‘mikile maht
godes’ (‘God’s mighty power’) preserve any man ‘uuid flundo nid’ (‘against
the envy of the enemy’).

Of course the Heliand ‘Germanises’ to an extent; it employs a
Germanic poetic form, and hence in its build-up of formulaic phrases,
with echoes of secular heroic poetry, it can sometimes look like more an
heroic epic than is justified. But Christ does not become a Germanic
warrior, nor is there really evidence of supposed Germanic delights in
battle. In the struggle between Malchus and Peter, for example, which is
sometimes seen as evidence for such interest, the implications of the story
are spelt out very clearly indeed.

There was clearly some cross-influence between Anglo-Saxon and con-
tinental Low German biblical poetry. Part of an Anglo-Saxon poem on
Genesis (now called Genesis B) proved to be a translation of an Old Saxon
original, of which fragments have survived. The Genesis is close to the
Heliand in form, and the treatment of the two poles of man’s salvation,
the fall and the redemption, is understandable. Surviving fragments
present the fall, Cain, and Sodom and Gomorrah, using formulas that
again echo heroic poetry. Before setting off to tempt Eve, the devil arms
himself like a hero, and the cosmic conflict between Enoch and Antichrist,

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



16  The Carolingian period and the early Middle Ages (750—1100)

which we shall meet again in the Muspilli, is mentioned. Adam’s com-
plaint at the expulsion from paradise, however, is theologically inter-
esting, as is the whole question of responsibility for the fall.

Otfrid of Weilenburg’s Evangelienbuch (Gospel book) stands out
within the limited amount of early German literature because it is pre-
served in several dedicated manuscripts. Otfrid conceived the work as it
appears in the principal manuscript, now in Vienna, and in simplest terms
it is a German poem of over seven thousand long-lines, narrating and
expounding material from the Gospels (though not based, like the
Heliand, on a harmony). The German poetry is at the centre, arranged in
couplets of long-lines, rhyming at caesura and cadence, and with the
second line indented, the work is divided into five books, the books into
chapters, and there are introductory and concluding chapters in each. But
the chapters have Latin titles (in red), and tables of these titles are prefaced
to each book. A German dedicatory poem to Lewis the German opens the
work, and a prose letter in Latin to Liutbert, archbishop of Mainz and
Otfrid’s ecclesiastical superior, comes next. After this is another dedica-
tory poem in German, to Salomo, Bishop of Constance, and another,
addressed to two friends, Hartmuat and Werinbert of St Gallen, follows
the work as a whole. These poems have Latin titles which are spelt out as
acrostics and telestichs by the first and last letters of the German strophes.
That the title is also spelt out by the last letters of the third half-line is not
always clear in modern editions, however. The capital letters that begin
each strophe are red, and they vary in size (Otfrid used this as a further
structuring element) and there are also Latin marginal indications (which
tend to become submerged in the apparatus to modern editions) in red,
pointing to biblical passages. The Vienna manuscript has three coloured
illustrations (the entry into Jerusalem, last supper, crucifixion), and the
cover has an image of a labyrinth. It was written at WeifSenburg, corrected
by Otfrid himself, and from the same scriptorium came the second (virtu-
ally complete) manuscript, now in Heidelberg, and probably a frag-
mentary ‘codex discissus’. But another copy was made (without the
dedicatory poems) at the Bavarian monastery of Freising and the dialect is
Bavarian, rather than Otfrid’s South Rhenish Franconian. There are
several distinct differences from the Heliand, and it has been argued both
that Otfrid used, and that he deliberately avoided similarities with that
work. Both works present Gospel material in the vernacular, of course,
and both mix narrative and interpretation, but the form is different,
archaic alliterative line against rhymed long-line couplets, as is the artistic
complexity of Otfrid’s work.

Otfrid was born around the beginning of the ninth century, and in his
letter to Liutbert he tells that he studied at Fulda under Hrabanus, prob-
ably in the 820s, as part of the generation of Gottschalk and Walahfrid. At
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Weiflenburg he became ‘magister scholiae’, played a major role in the
building up of the (now dispersed) library, and may have been involved
with glossing. His name is on a Weiflenburg document dated 851, and he
probably died in about 870, although there is no record of his death. The
dedications indicate that the Evangelienbuch was completed between 863,
when Liutbert became archbishop, and 871, when Salomo of Constance
died.

In the letter to Liutbert Otfrid gives a number of reasons for writing the
poem. One is to counter German secular songs (‘cantus obscenus’), but he
refers also to the encouragement of friends, and to the inspiration of Latin
Christian writers. This invites us to make comparisons, and of those
Otfrid names, Juvencus (fourth century) produced a largely narrative
Gospel poem in four books (rather than five), while Arator {fifth century)
combined commentary and narrative in his metrical version of the Acts of
the Apostles. Of others, Caelius Sedulius (fifth century) wrote a Carmen
Paschale (Easter song) in five books, and Alcimus Avitus (d. 519) also
divided his creation-poem into five books. All of these might have had a
general influence, but Otfrid’s source is first the Vulgate, and then com-
mentaries on the Gospels, especially those by Alcuin and Hrabanus, who
themselves drew heavily upon Jerome, Augustine and Gregory (all three of
whom are named in the German work). There was an abridged reworking
by Erchambert of Fulda of the commentary of Alcuin on John in the
Weiflenburg library, and, in another manuscript from Weiflenburg, a mar-
ginal commentary in Latin excerpted from the same source has been
added to the Gospel by Otfrid himself.

Otfrid’s five books represent, he tells us, our five imperfect senses to be
countered by the four Gospels, and contain 28, 24, 26, 37 and 25 chapters
respectively, few having more than a hundred long-lines. Book 111, chapter
20 on the man born blind in John ix, 1 has nearly two hundred (plus an
additional chapter offering a spiritual interpretation), and one (v, 23),
contrasting heaven and earth, has nearly three hundred. The books deal
with the prophecies about and nativity of Christ (1), the ministry, teaching
and miracles (11 and 111), the passion (1v) and the resurrection, ascension
and last judgement (v). It remains unclear whether Otfrid is selecting
Gospel passages from memory, or using either a lectionary or a Vulgate
marked with pericopes for reading. His technique, however, is to integrate
narrative (augmented according to the literal sense) with interpretation,
and this integration can be subtle. When he is narrating the incident of
Christ and the Woman of Samaria (11, 14 on John iv), for example, he
introduces two words to render the Vulgate ‘fons’, ‘well’, allowing Christ
to use one word, the Samaritan woman another, underscoring the differ-
ence between her literal understanding and the spiritual water that Christ
is offering, More extensively, in the passage describing the arrival of the

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



18  The Carolingian period and the early Middle Ages (750—1100)

Magi and their visit to Herod (1, 17), Otfrid not only stresses Herod’s
wickedness but actualises its significance: it might have destroyed our
salvation. Later in the same passage Otfrid interrupts his narrative (the
word ‘mystice’, ‘spiritual interpretation’, is inserted as a sub-heading) to
explain the meaning of the gifts brought by the Magi by sketching briefly
the still-familiar interpretation of the gold, incense and myrrh as indicat-
ing Christ’s kingship, priesthood and death; the effect is of a reminder to
an audience familiar already with the details. The following chapter (1,
18), however, uses Matthew ii,12 (that the Magi returned home by a differ-
ent route) as the basis for a sermon according to the tropological sense on
fallen man’s need to return to his real homeland of paradise by the route of
righteousness. The contrast betweeen the misery of the world and the
delights of paradise is a repeated motif.

Sometimes Otfrid devotes more than one additional chapter to inter-
pretation. The pericope of Christ tempted in the wilderness (11, 4) is fol-
lowed by a short typological chapter comparing Adam’s fall with Christ’s
successfully resisted temptation in the desert, and another underscoring
again the significance of the fall for mankind by stressing the mercy of
God in providing a redeemer. There are in the Evangelienbuch striking
lyrical passages and refrains, but the meat of the work is in passages like
these, or the chapters dealing with the wedding feast at Cana (11, 7-9),
where a spiritual interpretation is followed by a consideration of why
Christ turned water into wine rather than creating it from nothing. So,
too, the story of the man born blind (111, 20—21) is again seen as referring
to sinful humanity, and the relevant chapter is in the form of a prayer
{(ending with an ‘amen’) that man’s inner eyes might be opened.

Otfrid shares with other Old High German poets a vivid image of the
day of judgement, and stresses the impossibility of escape from a justice
which is no respecter of persons in his apocalyptic description in v, 19,
where a refrain underlines the good fortune of anyone who can face that
doom with equanimity. Further chapters continue the theme down to the
longest and most complex chapter of all (v, 23), contrasting heaven and
earth, and containing prayers for mercy, just before the conclusion of the
whole work. Otfrid’s theme is more than the life of Christ: he is pre-
occupied with the return of man to the ‘patria paradisi’, and the note
sounded in the homily based on the return of the Magi (1, 18) recurs fre-
quently: ‘uuolaga elilenti harto bistu herti’ {‘alas exile, how hard you
are’), the exile being mankind’s, into the vale of tears.

To refer to the Evangelienbuch as a biblical epic is misleading, as it
places too great an emphasis on the narrative aspects. It is a teaching work
for use with the Vulgate, and the marginal indicators refer the reader to
given verses. Possibly it was designed for the schoolroom, sometimes pro-
viding only pointers to more complex exegesis. The teacher is also the

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Religious poetry: Heliand, Otfrid and later pieces 19

preacher, however, and the interpretations are frequently homiletic. The
work is intended presumably both for a listening audience, as reinforced
by the frequent interpolated comments referring backwards and forwards
in the text (‘as I have said’) and as a reading or study text, as when Otfrid
tells the audience Lis sélbo, theih thir rédion’ (*Go and read for yourself
what I am telling you’, 11, 9, 71). The Evangelienbuch is polyfunctional,
narrating, teaching and commentating, and the stylistic tension between
his use of voices — ‘ih’ and ‘uuir’ (I’ and ‘you’) — is that between the
teacher and the preacher. The homiletic impulse, finally, is one of the con-
stant features of virtually the whole of early German literature.

Otfrid’s work is the first major German text to use rhymed verse, and he
was aware of the novelty. His rhymes are sometimes on unstressed final
vowels, or are assonantic, though only two lines are unrhymed. The origin
of rhyme in German has occasioned much debate, and possible influences
include the colometric style found in the Vulgate Psalter as well as in Latin
prose, where recurring sequences (‘cola’) can demonstrate ‘omoioteleu-
ton’, the word Otfrid uses for end-rhyme. He clearly knew formal works
on grammar and metre and he plays on metrical terms. The Latin
‘rhythmi’ known as Ambrosian hymns developed rhymed short lines
(especially in England and Ireland, possibly influenced by native Irish
verse), while the Leonine hexameter is a longer rhymed Latin form. Otfrid
used acrostic and other patterns and the dedicatory verses are all in multi-
ples of twelve couplets, but more complex numerological patterns have
been sought in the work based upon differentiated capitals. The repeti-
tions and (sometimes varied) refrain-passages in the work also merit
attention, notably in larger chapters such as v, 23.

In one major respect, Otfrid is a revolutionary: in his choice of German.
This cannot be overstated, and he justifies it in the first chapter of the first
book, headed (in Latin) ‘why the writer wrote this book in German’,
Although he is less apologetic about the barbaric nature of German (by
which he means that it is unlike Latin in orthography and grammar) here
than in his letter to Liutbert, there is a nationalistic note in both. To
Liutbert he complains that the Franks use ‘the languages of other
peoples’. In1, 1 he stresses that the Franks are just as good as the Romans
and Greeks, and should not be inhibited from writing God’s praise in their
own language. Otfrid’s desire to replace secular vernacular poetry may be
in line with the cultural policy of Charlemagne’s successors, but there are
echoes of the nationalism implicit in the ‘translatio imperii’. The De
Carolo Magno referred, too, to the envy (‘invidia’) of the Greeks and
Romans of the glory of the Franks. Otfrid concludes his introductory
chapter by rejoicing that ‘wir Kriste sungun / in unsera zungun / joh uuir
ouh thaz gilebetun, / in frenkisgon nan loboton’ (1, 1, 125f. ‘we sang of
Christ in our own language, and had the experience of Christ being
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praised in Frankish’). The Conclusio voluminis totius (The conclusion of
the whole volume, v , 25) picks up the idea, calling for the eternal singing
of God’s praises by all men and angels, placing the Franks into a scheme
that is not only world-wide, but eternal.

Much in the shadow of Otfrid is a small piece of Alemannic verse relat-
ing the story of Christ and the woman of Samaria (St. xviI) told in John
iv, 6-21. Composed perhaps at the Reichenau and written down in the
tenth century, it breaks off at the end of a manuscript page. It was proba-
bly influenced by the Evangelienbuch, although it is in a mixture of two
and three-line strophes, and the appearance in smaller pieces of three-
liners (which Otfrid does not use) has caused speculation that strophes of
varying size were in existence earlier. The pericope is retold without com-
mentary; Otfrid takes twice as long to reach the point where this text
stops, and he distinguishes consistently between actual and metaphorical
(living) water, where this text does not. There is a homely feel about the
dialogue, and the Samaritana exclaims ‘uuizze Christ’, ‘Christ knows’ on
one occasion. It ends at John iv, 20, leaving us the question of why this
somewhat unpretentious fragment was written, although the pericope
{(one of the readings for Lent), was adapted separately later in the Middle
Ages in English. The purpose may have been to stress that those who are
not Jews can believe in Christ.

Several smaller rhymed pieces in German are probably (sometimes cer-
tainly) later than Otfrid. At the end of the Freising manuscript of the
Evangelienbuch, following an indication in Latin that the copy was done
at the behest of Bishop Waldo (883—906) by the ‘unworthy scribe’
Sigihard, comes Sigibard’s prayer (St. XX), two couplets in Bavarian
asking simply for God’s mercy. Another (Rhenish Franconian) rhymed
prayer, probably made in the late ninth century, renders into four lines of
German verse the Latin prose collect Deus qui proprium . . . (O God,
whose nature . . .) from the Litany of the Saints, which precedes it in the
manuscript, and further prayers are directed specifically against the wiles
of the devil. One, in a Trier manuscript in an eleventh-century hand uses
the crude code sometimes found in glosses (St. Lxx X ), and another, from
a different monastery in Trier and written rather earlier, has two long-
lines adapted from Gregory the Great (St. LxxX1). The rhymed Zurich
house-blessing (St. Lxx V) is the bluntest attempt to keep away devils,
however, challenging any demon to pronounce the word ‘chnospinci’.
Specific rhymed prayers ask that bees might not swarm elsewhere, or that
valuable dogs might not run away (St. Lxxvif.), and later still come
lorical poems for protection on a journey (Reisesegen), a fine example of
which, from Weingarten (St. LX X V111}, contains gestures, each of the five
fingers sending five-and-fifty guardian angels.

The Petruslied (The song of St Peter, St. xX1), which solicits St Peter’s
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aid in gaining the kingdom of heaven, is a hymn rather than a prayer. The
three pairs of rhymed long-lines with the liturgical refrain ‘kyrie eleison,
christe eleison’ are found in a manuscript of the Genesis commentary of
Hrabanus, and discussing it after Otfrid implies a judgement on its (dis-
puted) age; but it is likely to have been composed at Freising with an
awareness of Otfrid’s work. That St Peter, as keeper of the gate of heaven,
can intercede for the sinner is familiar enough, and is echoed closely in a
Latin hymn, albeit not a thymed or rhythmic one. The real interest of the
work lies in the implicit sense of community: God is ‘unsar trohtin’, ‘our
Lord’, and the prayer concludes ‘pittemes . . . alla samant’, ‘let us pray . . .
all together’. The hymnic feel is unmistakable, and the text is provided in
the manuscript with musical notation. The work is less easy to associate
with the dedication of a specific church than with St Peter’s See in Rome,
something voiced long ago by Hoffmann von Fallersleben, who noted in a
description of the coronation there of Henry IV in 1084 a reference to the
singing by the clergy of the parallel Latin hymn, and by the laity of a
German song to St Peter with the ‘kyrie’.

It is more difficult to categorise another work, again almost certainly
composed under the influence of the Freising Otfrid. The Old High
German metrical Psalm 138 (St. xX11; Authorised Version 139) is very
different from the tradition of glossed Psalters, being a free adaptation of
the main themes in that Psalm. The Bavarian piece was composed proba-
bly in the early part of the ninth century, and the capitals point once more
to strophes of two or three lines. A separate and out-of-context intro-
ductory couplet invites an audience to hear David’s words to God, and
this is followed by a block of fifteen lines, the last of which (the second
long-line of a couplet) is repeated as a capitalised first line at the start of
the second group of fifteen lines. The final long-line of this group is
repeated in the same way to begin a concluding six lines. The first part
follows the Vulgate fairly closely and concludes with an idea that comes
later in the Psalm, that of shunning those who do murder. This idea
becomes the start of the next section (which omits the request in the origi-
nal that God destroy the Psalmist’s enemies), and the poem goes on to ask,
like so many of the prayers, for protection against evil, then takes up again
the idea of God’s control over man from conception onwards. The section
concludes, however, with an idea from the first part of the Vulgate text:
the impossibility of escaping from God. This becomes the theme of the
six-line concluding prayer for God to preserve the speaker. The poem is
neither a translation of the Vulgate nor, like Otfrid’s work, an interpreta-
tion, but a skilful free adaptation of a confessional Psalm into a poetic
prayer.

Latin poems on historical events are often panegyric in tone, and a
German equivalent is found in the Old High German Ludwigslied (Song
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of King Lewsis, St. xv1), fifty-nine thymed long-lines written out as poetry
and divided into strophes of two or three lines. This time the precise year
of composition is known, but the work raises an odd question: why is it in
German at all? The poem was written down in France (by a French scribe,
from the look of his errors), probably in the monastery of St Amand, near
Valenciennes. Next to it in the otherwise Latin manuscript is an Old
French hagiographic poem in the same hand. Furthermore, the poem is
about a victory over Viking invaders by a French king, Lewis I11, grandson
of Charles the Bald, who ruled the West Franks after the division of
Charlemagne’s empire. Lewis came to the throne in his teens in 879, and
shared the West Frank territories (at the Agreement of Amiens in 880)
with his brother, Carloman. (McKitterick (The Carolingians and the
written word, 1989, pp. 232—5) argues that the poem is about Lewis the
Younger, king of the East Franks, but this is quite untenable.) Lewis IIl was
faced with various real problems: he needed to establish his throne, and
his accession coincided with a series of attacks on northern France by the
Vikings. From contemporary chronicles we know that Lewis and
Carloman together defeated a would-be usurper, Boso, Duke of Provence,
after which Lewis rode north and defeated a Viking force at Saucourt in
Picardy in August 881, a victory that was bound to be the subject of
immediate acclaim, but was of limited significance, since Lewis died
almost exactly a year later. When the poem was copied, a Latin heading
was added indicating that it was ‘in memoriam’, a sad contrast to the tri-
umphant conclusion trusting that God would preserve the young king.

There are hagiographic overtones in the portrayal of a direct relation-
ship between God and the king. In his dedicatory poem to Lewis the
German, Otfrid, too, made references to God’s aid in victory, to the loyal
followers, to the king’s ability to withstand suffering, his service of God,
and to the hope of long life, all of which are echoed here. The Ludwigslied
is consistently theocentric in its approach, however. The Vikings are sent
by God for two reasons: to test the young king (whose premature loss of a
father, we are told, has been compensated for by his adoption by God);
and to punish the Franks for their sins. The Vikings themselves are not
characterised at all, because they are simply instruments, and there is none
of the vivid presentation of these feared invaders found in some of the
annals. The notion of a divine scourge goes back to the Old Testament
and continues well beyond the ninth century; Alcuin wrote to Ethelred of
Northumbria interpreting the Viking raids on Lindisfarne in June, 793 as
a punishment against ‘fornication, avarice, robbery’, precisely the sins
mentioned here. God commands Lewis (we are told simply that he was
away, not where he was) to ‘avenge my people,” a significant formulation,
and Lewis rallies his troops, joins battle and is victorious.

The poet is aware of an historical purpose, but the protagonists have no
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special knowledge. Lewis is not told that victory will be his, and in an
address to his troops not unlike those found in Germanic heroic poetry
points out that men’s lives are in God’s hands. They ride into battle after
singing the ‘kyrie’, submissive to God’s mercy, then, rather than confident
of victory or of heaven. As an historical work the poem operates on three
levels: giving the potentially verifiable facts of secular history; putting
them into the theocentric framework which explains why they happened;
and stressing the king’s direct relationship to God as panegyric and propa-
ganda. A somewhat repetitious amount of critical attention has been paid
to the historical context of the poem, rather than its approach to history.
Certainly it may be seen as propaganda for a young king under threat, and
his birthright is underscored, but to seek specific connections with events
outside the poem is of dubious relevance. Hincmar, the influential arch-
bishop of Rheims, for example, clashed with the young king on episcopal
investiture, but there are no real indications in the poem of a direct attack
on Hincmar, except possibly the idea that God ‘adopted’ Lewis, since he
had suggested that Lewis might be adopted by the East Frank Charles the
Fat. Why, however, is the poem in German and not in Old French or Latin?
St Amand, where the poem was probably written, had a celebrated school,
attracting men from abroad, including probably this Rhenish poet. The
poem may have been intended for German speakers amongst the West
Franks, but the interesting suggestion has been made that it was designed
as propaganda on a broader scale. The king’s German counterpart, Lewis
the Younger, died in January 882, leaving no absolutely clear successor.
Perhaps the poem was intended to make a case to a lay nobility in
Germany for the West Frank king as overall ruler? His demise in August of
the same year rendered the question null, and the poem became a memor-
ial.

While there was an extensive tradition of Latin hagiography in prose
and verse by German writers such as Walahfrid, we know of only two
saints’ lives in German, one of which survives only in a later adaptation,
so that Ratpert’s life of St Gall must be considered under Ottonian Latin.
We do, however, have a tenth-century strophic rhymed poem on St George
in German, the Georgslied (St. x1x), but establishing a text is difficult.
The poem was added to the Heidelberg Otfrid-manuscript by a scribe
called Wisolf, who seems to have given up in mid-narrative (though he still
had space available) with the word ‘nequeo’, ‘I can’t manage’. The text is
garbled, the orthography eccentric (looking occasionally like dyslexia),
and there are copy errors. A Latin Vita like one in St Gallen may be the
source, and the dragon-slaying episode, incidentally, was not associated
with the saint until far later. What we have is a standard hagiography of an
early saint and martyr, who asserts his faith in the face of pressure and
imprisonment, heals the sick, blind and lame, and also causes a column to
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put out leaves, brings a dead man back to life, converts the wife of the
Roman emperor and banishes a demon. Galerius of Dacia (who may have
had the real St George killed and who appears here as Dacianus) tries to
kill him in the poem, but whenever he tries to do so, we are told in a
repeated line that ‘George rose up again’.

Different problems are presented by another badly preserved work, and
one which, moreover, is extremely difficult to place into a literary-histori-
cal framework, chronologically and otherwise. This is the alliterative
poem known as Muspilli (St. x1v), which seems to mean ‘the destruction
of the world’. The poem was copied in the spaces in a presentation manu-
script of Latin theology dedicated to Lewis the German whilst he was still
a prince, and although capitals give some indication of strophic patterns,
the shape of the work is a problem. Although the basis is the alliterative
long-line, there are also rhymes. The work has three themes: first, the
battle between the forces of heaven and hell for the individual soul after
death, with the implications for the afterlife of misdeeds on earth; then
doomsday itself, brought about by victory of Antichrist over Elijah and
the spilling of Elijah’s blood, with the inescapability of the judgement
stressed, and also that things will go badly for anyone who has not judged
honestly; and the summoning of the quick and the dead, when Christ will
appear in majesty. At this point the poem breaks off.

The two first themes have been taken as belonging originally to differ-
ent poems, but this speculation is unhelpful. The theme of the work as we
have it is judgement after death, of the individual soul and of the world,
and the message is clear enough: right behaviour is needed during man’s
earthly life. Some aspects of the final conflict with Elijah (the poet men-
tions but rejects other outcomes of the battle with Antichrist) are unusual,
and may indicate knowledge of apocryphal works, although the basic
ideas are theologically straightforward. What is of interest is that the
precise theme of judgement is both terrestrial and celestial, and the audi-
ence for this hell-fire sermon may well have had a special interest in judge-
ment: perhaps an aristocratic audience was being reminded of the
absolute nature of justice and of the fact that they would not be able to
hide behind relatives at the last. An aristocratic audience, too, might have
responded better to the old alliterative form associated with secular writ-
ings. Whether Muspilli came before or after Otfrid’s Gospel-book is hard
to determine, and the fact that both share an alliterative line describing
paradise (‘daristlipanotod lioht ano finstri’ (‘there is life without death,
light without darkness’)), need imply no more than that both writers drew
on a tradition which is well attested in Latin too. There is no evidence that
either poet knew the other’s work, but both had a clear idea of doomsday,
and we shall encounter again homiletic poems on the same theme.
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The Germanic hero: the Hildebrandslied and Waltharius

The secular songs to which Otfrid objected doubtless included heroic
poems, of which only one early German example survives. We know from
other Germanic languages, from Latin and from later material, of numer-
ous heroic themes from Germanic history and mythology, and we may well
postulate a tradition in German of oral poetry as good or better than the
religious material that we are able to assess. But it is less than useful to try
to discuss in detail what we do not have, and our sole written example is a
poem of sixty-nine lines in a mixture of High and Low German, preserved,
though we have no idea why, in a theological document. The work is
important because it is unique, but in spite of problems it is still clearly of
literary value. The Hildebrand(s)lied (Lay of Hildebrand, St. 1) uses the
alliterative long-line found throughout Germanic heroic poetry, and its
oral origins are clear from the use of formulaic expressions. A description
early in the work of the two central figures putting on their armour can be
matched phrase-for-phrase in Anglo-Saxon, and other formulas are
repeated within the work. Nevertheless, our manuscript is a late copy
(there are mistakes in it that can only have come from a written source) and
it is impossible to guess how many written stages preceded it. Preserved on
the front and back pages of a manuscript, it is incomplete, though only a
few lines seem to be missing. Its language, though, is impossible; an
attempt has been made to render a work written in the Bavarian dialect
(the alliteration only works in High German) into Low German, but with
such lack of success that false forms appear. This version was copied
(using some Anglo-Saxon characters) probably early in the ninth century
at Fulda, but when the poem was composed can only be guessed at.

The poem deals with a battle between a father and a son set within a
distorted but recognisable context, namely the east—west division of the
Ostrogoths and Visigoths. From what is now south-west Russia, the
Visigoths moved in the fifth century westwards to Rome and then to
Burgundy and Spain, while the Ostrogoths remained in the east. The
Ostrogoths under Theoderic (known in German as Dietrich) took Rome
in 493 from Odoacer, but the poem and later German writings assume
that Odoacer had driven Theoderic out of his rightful kingdom, after
which he spent time as an exile at the court of Attila (Theoderic’s father
had been an ally of the Huns), returning to regain his lands. In our poem,
Hildebrand is one of Theoderic’s men, who had fled with him into exile,
and, having returned, has to face in single combat the son he left behind. It
is possible that the original version was Gothic, and that it passed to Italy
and was taken over (judging by the names of the central characters), into
Lombardic, a High German dialect that gave way in the seventh century to
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the local Romance language. The story might well have passed thence to
Bavaria, and then northwards.

The themes are those of a warrior’s reputation (felt inwardly as part of
a code of honour, and expressed outwardly by gold and fine armour), and
the conflict between fate and the individual, coupled with the impossibil-
ity of real knowledge. Two champions are picked to fight in single combat
before their respective forces, and we are told at the outset that they are
father and son. Repetition of their names and patronymics underscores a
relationship of which the father becomes aware, though the son never
believes it.

Much of the work is in dialogue. Hildebrand claims that if his adver-
sary names one relative he will know all the rest, but Hadubrand names
his father as Hildebrand, who left a bride and a baby behind ‘without
inheritance’ when exiled with Theoderic. Hildebrand was a brave warrior,
but Hadubrand supposes, since he was always in the forefront of battle,
that he must be dead. Old men, who are now dead and cannot bear
witness, have told him so. There is no question of actual recognition, and
the leaving of a bride means that this is an only son. When Hildebrand
now states that he is the closest of relatives, the son understands, but does
not believe him. Hildebrand, furthermore, makes a mistake when he
offers the son a conciliatory gift, a gold arm-ring that the narrator tells us
came from Attila. To us, the ring identifies Hildebrand as a great and
therefore well-rewarded warrior, albeit with some connection with the
Huns. To Hadubrand, the ring identifies Hildebrand as a Hun. He has no
reason to believe this man, and his supposition that Hildebrand is dead
becomes definite when he tells us that he has heard from sailors (also
unavailable witnesses) that his father was killed in battle. The arm-ring
also reintroduces the idea of inheritance. Hadubrand has clearly inherited
from his father the abilities of a great warrior, but if this gold is to be his
inheritance he can gain it only by earning it, that is, by defeating and
killing his father. Haduband refuses the arm-ring, identifying his adver-
sary as an ‘alter hun’ (‘old Hun’), and accusing him of trickery.

At this point there seems to be some textual corruption, but if we accept
a small amount of editing, the son now denies that his adversary was ever
the exile he claims to be. Hildebrand himself realises at this point that
battle is inevitable, that ‘wewurt skihit’ (‘cruel fate will take its course’).
We do not have the ending, but the battle is brief, and it does not seem as if
much is missing. Theoretically, someone could stop the battle (as happens
in a reworking of the story, the Later Hildebrandslied, in which the
wife/mother appears); otherwise the men could kill each other, or the son
the father, which would show blind fate at work only Presumably,
however, the father kills the son (as in various European analogues), the
presence of the two observing forces requiring that the two men fight, and
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the tragedy is that Hildebrand destroys his own posterity. And yet the true
inheritance of Hildebrand is the song itself; he could neither cheat fate nor
prove his own identity, but the song preserves his fame.

We owe the Hildebrandslied to the church, even if the Christian adapta-
tions in it are insignificant. In the literature of the Carolingian age,
though, it is Otfrid who is in the avant-garde, while the Hildebrandslied is
an antiquarian anomaly, an oral work that ought logically not to have sur-
vived at all in a society whose literacy was programmatically Christian.
Given that other Old High German texts were aimed at a secular, unlet-
tered and aristocratic audience, perhaps the Hildebrandslied, too, was
copied for some similar group, or perhaps the monks were themselves
from that class.

The only comparable long work in our period written by a German is a
Latin poem of over 1,400 Vergilian hexameters (with a large number of
actual quotations from Vergil). Waltharius is based upon (again a dis-
torted version of) early Germanic tribal history, of the Goths, the Franks
and the Burgundians, and stresses once again the themes of bravery in
battle, especially single combat, reputation, and indeed the possession of
gold. The superficial Christianity of the Hildebrandslied, however, is
much strengthened here.

There is no agreement on when, where or by whom the work was
written. It has been placed in the Carolingian period and in the eleventh
century, and even its ascription to Ekkehard I of St Gallen in the early
tenth century is now considered unsafe. In some of the manuscripts there
is a prologue by a monk who names himself as Geraldus, but since nothing
is known about him, this is unhelpful. Waltharius was composed by a
young monk (he tells us so in an epilogue) whose native language,
German, is clear from his word-plays, but who might have been writing
any time between the early ninth and the end of the tenth century.

Waltharius is a prince of Aquitaine, taken as hostage and brought up by
Attila, together with Hiltgund, princess of the Burgundians, and Hagano,
a noble youth given as hostage by the Franks in place of their prince,
Guntharius. Attila did, of course, rule the Huns, and Waltharius may be
identified with a fifth-century Visigoth from Toulouse. The historical
Gundahari was a Burgundian, but his seat at Worms had become Frankish
by the time of the poem, so that he has become a Frank, while a fictitious
princess represents Burgundy. Tribute is also paid, and the hostages are
brought up at the court of Attila. When Guntharius grows up, however, he
revokes the tribute, causing Hagano to flee. Attila tries to marry
Waltharius to a Hun princess (ensuring political stability), but Waltharius
plans an escape with Hiltgund, whom he loves. They arrange for Attila and
his warriors to get drunk at a feast, escape with a great amount of treasure,
and Attila, waking with a hangover, can persuade no one to pursue them.
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Returning through the land of the Franks, Waltharius is challenged in a
pass in the Vosges by a group of twelve warriors, including Hagano and
Guntharius. Hagano is torn between a reluctance to attack his old friend
{also on grounds of prudence, since Waltharius is a great warrior) and
loyalty to his king. Waltharius kills most of the Franks in single and com-
bined battles and wounds Guntharius severely. The last battle is with
Hagano, but after Waltharius loses a hand, Hagano an eye and some teeth,
a truce is called, and a settlement made, after which Waltharius returns to
his kingdom, marries Hiltgund and rules for many years.

The fighting is more vivid than in the Hildebrandslied, if some of the
plot is a little contrived, including the abrupt ending. The role of Hiltgund
is slight, although Waltharius’s chaste behaviour towards her on their
flight is noteworthy. Yet in spite of the language the work is a German
heroic poem, in which loyalty, reputation, and the rightful possession of
specific wealth (here the tribute paid originally to the Huns), as well as
prowess in combat all play a part. The avoidance of tragedy in particular
betrays church influence, though primitive elements are still present in
Waltharius’s beheading of his victims. The story was well known, and
now-lost versions may have had a tragic ending, loyalty forcing Hagano to
kill his friend. What we actually possess, however, is a Latin poem told
(thus Geraldus’s preface) for entertainment, but with pace and charm.

The division of Charlemagne’s empire by the middle of the ninth
century separated Germany and France, and Charlemagne’s own line in
Germany came to end with the disastrous rule of Lewis the Child
(899~911), who was still in his teens when he died. Salomo 1, abbot of St
Gallen, wrote in about 904 a Latin poem lamenting the misfortunes of a
country under attack from the Magyars and torn internally as well. Nor
was stability restored by the election of a firm military leader, the Frankish
nobleman Conrad I, who died in 918. He was succeeded, however, by the
Saxon Henry I, the Fowler (919—36), and his dynasty took its name from
Henry’s son, Otto I, the Great (936—73). Otto claimed for Germany
another imperial renovatio, and was crowned emperor in Rome by Pope
John XII in 962. The Saxon line survived for the rest of the tenth century
under Otto Il (973-83) and (after some initial problems during his minor-
ity), Otto HI, who died in 1002. With the death of Henry I, the Saint
(r002—24), the rule of Germany passed through the maternal line to
Conrad II the Salian, and a new dynasty.

Ottonian Latin literature

As regards literature in German, the tenth century is often viewed as a
kind of wasteland. But material in German before the tenth century is
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sparse in any case, and several of the works we do have were copied at that
time. The Latin literary traditions established in Germany under the
Carolingians, however, continued vigorously under the Saxons and the
Salians, especially biblical commentary and religious poetry, including
sequences and hymns by Notker’s followers at St Gallen. Existing annals
were continued and new ones begun, some on the Saxons, such as the
prose Res gestae Saxonicae of Widukind of Corvey, or the Historia
Ottonis of Liutprand of Cremona (c. 920—70). Of special interest, though,
is a collection of short Latin poems in a manuscript copied probably in
Canterbury in the eleventh century, but compiled earlier in the Rhineland,
and now in Cambridge, whence the title for the nearly fifty Cambridge
songs. They include rhymed poems and several sequence-like modi, the
most impressive of which, the Modus Ottinc, celebrates Otto I and his
defeat of the Magyars, though it is also intended to honour his successors.
The collection contains other panegyrics and coronation-poems, and
there is one sequence on the life of Christ. Further pieces anticipate the
‘Schwank’, the humorous anecdote in verse: the Modus Florum is about a
bragging contest, while the Modus Liebinc localises in Constance the folk-
tale of the snow-baby, in which a returning merchant finds that his wife has
a supernumary child, which she claims came from the snow. He takes the
child and sells it, claiming that it melted. Sacerdos et lupus (Priest and
wolf), which is described as a ‘iocularis cantio’ (‘humorous narrative’), is a
quasi-Aesopian fable of a priest’s failure to catch a wolf, whilst the tale of
Unibos, the farmer who only has a single ox, is a framework for several
comic anecdotes. A much-translated poem about Heriger, archbishop of
Mainz, recounts his punishment of a traveller who claimed to have visited
Heaven, and one about Proterius and his daughter is a moralising piece on
the avoidance of despair, a recurrent theme in later literature. Especially
effective is that about Johannes, a short but over-ambitious hermit, who
wants to live like an angel, but has to learn to be a good man instead.

Two poems stand out because they are macaronic, their rhymed long-
lines being half Latin and then half German. One was defaced deliber-
ately in the Middle Ages, perhaps on grounds of impropriety, and suffered
again in the nineteenth century when scholars used chemicals to try and
make the script clearer. Suavissima nonna (Sweetest of nuns) is apparently
a dialogue between a nun and a man {not necessarily a priest, as used to be
assumed), who urges the nun to come with him. She resists, but may have
changed her mind at the end of the work; we can no longer tell. Easier to
read, though not unproblematic otherwise, is De Heinrico (Of Henry, St.
xx111). The twenty-seven lines (in eight strophes of two or three long-
lines) give an account of an incident in which Henry, Duke of Bavaria, is
received by the emperor Otto, after a messenger has instructed him to do
so. Otto, having apparently welcomed two men ‘of that name’, confers
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honours on Henry and takes his advice thereafter. This looks like a recon-
ciliation scene, perhaps involving Otto I, whose rebel younger brother,
Henry of Bavaria, was pardoned in 941. Otto did not become emperor
until 962, however, and the ‘two Henrys’ passage is a problem, so that the
poem may be about Henry’s son, the equally rebellious Henry the
Quarrelsome, who was reconciled with the child emperor Otto Ill in 985
(and a child could have been told to receive the Duke as in the poem). But
there are too many possibilities for the content to be clear.

It is hard to assess the literary importance of the nun Hrotsvitha of
Gandersheim (a Saxon house in the Harz, closely associated with the
Ottonian royal family), who was born about 930 and died in the 970s. She
wrote a series of eight saints’ lives and legends in Latin metrical verse, one
of them about Theophilus (an early analogue of the Faust-legend), and
also panegyrics on Otto I, but is best known for her dramatic writings. Yet
to locate the beginnings of drama in Germany in the Ottonian period is at
best misleading. Hrotsvitha’s Latin plays may never have been performed,
and they certainly had no successors. In a preface to her collection of six
short theological dialogues, all about pious ladies who either convert
pagans or are themselves converted, she explains that she is imitating the
comedies of the Roman dramatist Terence, and indeed, when in her
Dulcitius the eponymous central figure tries to seduce three Christian
women, he becomes mad and embraces pots and pans instead.

The church throughout the Middle Ages objected regularly to what we
have to call histrionic entertainment. In the development of an officially
sanctioned drama it is not Hrotsvitha who attracts our interest, but a tiny
piece of dialogue once thought to have been composed at St Gallen
(specifically by a monk called Tutilo at the start of the tenth century), and
certainly known there: the so-called Quem quearitis trope. Tropes were a
dramatic embellishment to the Mass, developed especially at St Gallen,
although also at the French monastery of St Martial in Limoges, and there
is debate as to which was the home of this dialogue between the angel and
the Maries at the sepulchre. The angel asks ‘whom do you seek’, and then
announces that Christ has risen. The fragment may have been created as a
dramatic scene for use in ceremonial paraliturgical services held before
Mass, and from this small beginning developed, slowly and over a long
period, in Latin at first, with German texts coming far later, the resurrec-
tion play and the drama of the medieval church.

Notker

Notker IIT of St Gallen (distinguished this time by the appellation ‘labeo’
(‘thick-lipped’) or ‘teutonicus’ (‘the German’)) also felt the need to justify
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writing in German. Notker (¢. 950-1022) was a schoolmaster who wrote
texts for use in the teaching of the #rivium, and while some of his writings
are in Latin, he wrote in about 1015 to Bishop Hugo of Sion explaining
his essentially pedagogical use of the vernacular. Again not really a liter-
ary figure, Notker demonstrates an increasing skill in the handling of
German by providing working translations of standard textbooks like
Martianus Capella’s Marriage of Mercury and Philosophy, Boethius’s
Consolation of Philosophy, and the Psalter. He favoured what has been
called a ‘Mischsprache’, in which the Latin is accompanied sentence by
sentence by a German version, plus a commentary in Latin and then
German, with some Latin words untranslated as a prompt for the learner
to assimilate them. Thus at the beginning of Boethius’s Consolation,
Lady Philosophy is described as having eyes ‘that see beyond those of
ordinary men’. Notker translates literally (‘dirhnohtér séhentén. tanne
foman ménnisk6én sé¢hen muge’), and adds ‘I6h profunda dei gesibet
philosophia’ (‘and Philosophy sees also the profunda dei, God’s profun-
dity’). Notker’s coinages and his consistent rendering of the sense are
striking, and he also developed a coherent orthography for his Alemannic
dialect. Notker’s works were much copied (especially the Psalter), and his
‘Mischsprache’ recurs later in the eleventh century in the writings of
Williram and continues well into the twelfth (see N. F. Palmer’s edition of
the ‘Klosterneuburger BuSpredigten’, 1989). Preserved within Notker’s
writings, finally, are a few brief German poems and some proverbs. Of the
former, one describes the clash of warriors and the other a monstrous
boar; both illustrate rhetorical devices, and are probably of classical
rather than Germanic origin.

Notker was aware, finally, of an historical end that could be near. The
German preface to his Boethius-translation opens with a reference to St
Paul’s prophecy that the day of judgement will not come until the fall of
Rome, and Notker links this with Theoderic, who, as ruler of Rome, had
Boethius killed. Theoderic, too, died, and the Goths were driven out, and
then came the Lombards, who ruled for more than two centuries, and ‘ndh
langobardis franci. tie uuir néi héizén charlinga. nah in saxones. S6 ist ni
zegangen romanvm imperivm. nah tien uudrten sancti pauli apostoli’
(‘after the Lombards the Franks, whom we call the Carolingians, and after
them the Saxons, so that the imperium romanum has now passed away, as
Paulus Apostolus predicted’).

Beside the scraps of German in the works of Notker are others which,
while evidence (of a sort) for vernacular literary activity, cannot be
afforded much prominence (St. Lxx1x-LxxxVvI1i1), They are usually so
opaque that the over-interpretation to which they are often subjected must
be viewed as suspect. Thus the nine-word Hirsch und Hinde (Hart and
bind, St. LXX1X ), from the upper margin of a manuscript now in Brussels,
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with musical notation above and a Latin line below, consists apparently of
an alliterative line and a half, meaning ‘the hart whispered into the hind’s
ear/ will you, hind . . .”. The piece has been connected with folk-plays and
fertility festivals, without substantial conclusions. Similarly cautious
comments must be made about a number of little verses from manuscripts
in St Gallen, including one that appears to be a lampoon, telling how
Starzfidere returned a wife to Liubwin (St. Lx X X11/2); others barely admit
of any interpretation. There are also some proverbs (St. LXXX V1), some
oddments of translation, and a few German ‘probationes pennae’. One
final small rhymed poem is now lost, but was once carved over a school or
library, probably in the late ninth century. It was copied by the map-maker
Mercator to decorate his town plan of Cologne in 1571; the Cologne
inscription {Lb. 1v, 1) promises that this is where ‘reward, wisdom and
fame’ may be found.

Latin literature in the eleventh century

With some Latin texts we can be fairly sure that a German original lies
behind them. In the De Carolo Magno there is an anecdote about a wit
{(‘quidam scurra’) referring in front of Charlemagne to a nobleman called
Uodalrich, who lost his lands when he lost his sister; this caused the merci-
ful emperor to restore them. An identifiable historical event lies behind
this, but since the Latin prose suggests a rhyme in German, scholars have
reconstructed an ‘original’ in Old High German, though it would be an
early instance of end-rhyme indeed (MSD vi11). There are references else-
where to rhymed Latin phrases having been declaimed ‘in Teutonico ele-
ganter’ (‘in neat German’), and a Latin version of the riddle of the
snowflake (‘the bird flying without feathers’) probably had a German
alliterative original. Almost certainly there are German phrases behind
the Latin legend of the Dancers of Kélbigk, which refers to events suppos-
edly in 1021, when some young men were doomed to dance forever by God
for trying to abduct a girl. Clearest of all is the case of the German poem
on St Gall by Ratpert, a fellow-student of Notker Balbulus in St Gallen,
who died in about 890. His ‘carmen barbaricum’ (‘German song’) was
translated into the more acceptable medium of Latin by Ekkehart IV of St
Gall, who was born towards the end of the tenth and died in the mid
eleventh century. Three versions, in Ekkehart’s own hand, of an accented
metrical Latin poem of seventeen strophes of five long-lines each survive.
Ekkehart mentions the melody of the original, so that the two forms may
have matched, but deducing a German original is difficult. The text con-
tains hagiographical commonplaces, such as St Gall’s mastery of the
animals, his refusal of a bishopric, and the carrying of his soul to heaven
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by St Michael, as well as the story of the chain he wore about his body as a
penance.

Latin writings in Germany in the eleventh century include the much-
read commentaries of the aristocratic Bruno of Wiirzburg (d. 1045), and
later the conservative theological writings of Rupert of Deutz
(1070—-1129), which stand out against the new dialectic of scholasticism.
Two scholars deserve special mention. The first, Otloh of St Emmeram (c.
1010—70), translated one of his prayers for the forgiveness of sins into Old
High German (St. xxxV), but against that must be set a profusion of
Latin theological texts and poems, a collection of proverbs, and lives of
bishops and saints, including one of St Boniface, written specifically to
replace that by Boniface’s kinsman Willibald in the eighth century. The
second, Hermann the Lame (Her[iJmannus Contractus, of Reichenau,
1013—54), also produced a mass of Latin material, in spite of what we
know from contemporary descriptions to have been serious physical dis-
abilities. He wrote on world history, astronomy, mathematics and music,
and his complex and linguistically inventive sequences are typified by the
use of adapted Greek words.

An interesting pendant to the hagiography of this later period is the De
Mahumete by Embricho of Mainz (who became bishop of Augsburg in
1064), which presents in verse various legends of Mohammed from a
Christian point of view. Historians include Thietmar (975—1018), related
to Otto I and later bishop of Merseburg, author of the important and
lengthy Chronicon (containing documentation of German—Slav rela-
tions) which celebrated the new Ottonian imperium; and Wipo (d. c.
1050), chaplain to Conrad II. He wrote a eulogy for Conrad’s predecessor,
Henry the Saint, and his Gesta Chuonradi remains the principal source for
Conrad’s reign, although he is still known for the famous Easter sequence
Victimae paschalis. Later still come chroniclers like Adam of Bremen, who
wrote around 1075 a detailed history of the archbishopric of
Hamburg-Bremen with a wealth of comments on the Vikings.

Religious and other poetry continued to flourish in Latin. Froumund of
Tegernsee (c. 960 to ¢. 1008) produced epistolary poems in the tradition of
Alcuin, for example, and two German poets wrote longer works of some
importance under pseudonyms. Sextus Amarcius (described later as
‘satiricus, amator honestatis’ (‘a satirist and lover of the truth’)) wrote
four books of Sermones (a title he borrowed from Horace), directly
spoken verses and dialogues, dealing satirically with sins and virtues. In
one poem, three songs sung by a minstrel are identifiable as from the
Cambridge songs, including that on the snow-baby. Eupolemius, whose
real name is also unknown, wrote towards the end of the eleventh century
a fascinating and difficult long Messiad in two books, in all nearly fifteen
hundred hexameters, centring upon a battle between the forces of God
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(here called Agatus) and evil (Cacus), after the serpent (Ophites) has
attacked Adam (Antropus); when Messias, the son of Agatus is killed,
Cacus’s forces fail, and the righteous are redeemed.

Two final Latin poems of the eleventh century demand attention: the
romance of Ruodlieb, and the beast-narrative known as the Ecbasis cuius-
dam captivi per tropologiam (The escape of a certain prisoner, moralised.
The first is a series of eighteen fragments (about 2,300 partly damaged
lines) from Tegernsee of an extended version of the folk-tale usually
known as ‘the three points of wisdom’. In its basic form (it is found in the
medieval collection of anecdotes known as the Gesta Romanorum and in
languages as diverse as Irish and Cornish), a servant is given pieces of
advice in lieu of payment; he is not to leave an old road for a new one, not
to lodge where an old man has a young wife, and not to act in anger. His
real payment is baked into a cake. Here, the young nobleman Ruodlieb,
having served a king, is given twelve points of wisdom, as well as gold con-
cealed in two loaves, and although Ruodlieb is clearly more ramified than
the folk-tale, the witnessing by the central figure of the murder of an old
man by his young wife’s lover, is present. The last fragments we have are
concerned with Ruodlieb’s search for a wife, and as far as can be made
out, the wife suggested for him has had a previous affair with a cleric.
Ruodlieb sends her a messenger with a love-declaration (which contains
four words of Old High German) but also with evidence of her previous
indiscretions. This clearly diverges from the folk-tale, and the text we have
does not cover all twelve pieces of advice, if indeed, this was ever the inten-
tion.

The Ecbasis captivi (1,200 Leonine hexameters, with classical borrow-
ings) represents another genre, the animal fable in moralised Christian
form. An outer plot tells how a runaway calf falls into the clutches of a
wolf, who feeds it well for one night, prior to eating it. The wolf’s account
of his hatred of the fox now forms the content of the Aesopian inner fable
(used again later in German in the writing of Heinrich der Glichezire), in
which the fox finds a cure for the sick lion which involves flaying a wolf.
Meanwhile a dog has raised the alarm with the other animals, and brings
them to the wolf’s lair. When we return to the outer story, the wolf is
tricked into emerging, and is gored by the bull, so that the calf escapes and
returns home. The promised allegorical implications are made clear: the
wolf represents the wiles of the world.

Late Old High German prose

A bridge back to the vernacular is provided in the person of Williram, well
born and educated at Fulda, and after that a teacher at Bamberg, who died
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in 1085 after thirty-seven years as abbot of the small monastery of
Ebersberg. In around 1060 he produced an exposition of the biblical Song
of Songs that remained influential, with one manuscript copy as late as
1523, not much more than a century before it became the object of
philological study by the Dutch scholar Francis Junius in 1655. Williram’s
Expositio in Cantica Canticorum is formally unfamiliar, and its German
component is limited. The major manuscripts have three sometimes
ornately separated columns, the central one containing in large script the
Vulgate text. The left-hand column has a Latin paraphrase in hexameters,
while on the right is a prose commentary in a mixture of German and
Latin. Williram sent a copy to the emperor Henry IV, with a poem express-
ing his general dissatisfaction with Ebersberg and hope for preferment.

The three sections belong together, although the German/Latin portion
was adapted in the later St. Trudperter Hohelied, and was sometimes
(though not often) copied independently. However, on other occasions
even the German parts were translated into Latin., Williram’s work is a late
example of the opus geminatum, each part having a separate function, the
hexameters enhancing and explaining, the ‘Mischsprache’ clarifying the
text for a different audience. Its content is not original: much derives from
Latin commentaries which allegorise the Song of Songs as a dialogue
between Christ and the Church. Indeed, Williram claims in his preface
that ‘de meo nihil addidi’ (‘I have added nothing of my own’), and he is
studiedly conservative, complaining that an excess of dialectic has
obscured biblical interpretation.

More clearly literary is the brief text known as Himmel und Hélle
(Heaven and bell, St. xx1x and Wilhelm IX), composed probably in the
latter part of the eleventh century. Sometimes described and printed as a
poem, it is, however, a prose picture of heaven and hell in balanced rhyth-
mic units (‘cola’), German rhetorical prose with occasional *homoioteleu-
ton’. What lies behind the composition is unclear, although it may have
some link with the Bamberg confession (St. xx viii), which precedes it in
the manuscript. The language is remarkable, though; heaven (‘God’s
celestial fortress’) appears ‘in goldes sconi, samo daz durhliehte glas, ailiu
durhscowig ioh durhluter’ (‘like translucent glass in its golden beauty,
quite transparent and pure’), whilst in hell there is deathless death in ‘daz
richiste trisehus alles unwunnes’ (‘the richest storehouse of all misfor-
tunes’), the phrase concluding a sonorous and impressive accumulation of
such images.

One late translation into Old High German is of intrinsic interest. The
Physiologus {St. xxv11) has a history going back to the second century as
a description of real and mythical animals and birds. In the Middle Ages
the creatures acquired religious interpretations, and the unicorn, for
example, which can according to legend only be captured by a virgin, is
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seen as Christ. Its single horn indicates the unity of the Father and the Son,
and its capture the Virgin Birth. The Old High German Physiologus con-
tains only twelve chapters, and omits most of the biblical quotations
found in Latin versions. It was written as a space-filler at the end of a
manuscript of the writings of Alcuin (with other mythological and theo-
logical texts and some German glosses), breaking off in mid-sentence at
the end of a page, but that it should be rendered into German at all
depends probably as much upon interest in the animals as in the theology.

Contrary to expectations, Old High German has little to show in the
way of vernacular sermons, and even the eleventh century offers only a
series of fragments salvaged in part from a manuscript used in book-
binding at Wessobrunn (St. XXX, XxXX11, xxx111). These are still, like
the few earlier pieces, largely from patristic sources. Of the three groups
distinguished, the first has three fragments of sermons by Augustine, the
second four from Gregory the Great on the Gospels, and the third some
Lenten material largely from Bede. The sermons were intended either for
preaching in the language, or for reading. Associated with them, and
specifically with the first group, since the scribe appears to be the same, is
a collection of Geistliche Ratschlige (Spiritual precepts, St. xx1), based
upon Gregory’s commentary on Ezechiel. Not until well into the twelfth
century do we find more complete vernacular sermon collections, again
designed either for reading or as handbooks for preaching. A
Benediktbeuern collection from the mid twelfth century, for example,
known as the Speculum Ecclesiae (Mirror of the Church), contains
sermons of varying lengths, not in strict liturgical order, and sometimes
with more than one for a given feast. Again they are partly from patristic
and Carolingian sources, but some are from the new French school, specif-
ically from the writings of Hildebert of Le Mans, who died in 1133, or the
early twelfth-century writer Honorius Augustodunensis. However, the
Speculum Ecclesiae and the influence of the French schoolmen take us
beyond our limits.

The time of the Salian emperors Conrad II (1024—39), Henry III
(1039-56) and Henry IV (1056—1106) coincides broadly with the begin-
ning of the early Middle High German period. Changes in the language
{(most notably the loss or weakening of the many unstressed full vowels in
Old High German) become noticeable in writing after about 1050, and
there is a transition period of about a century and a half before the lan-
guage settles. Although attempts were made to identify these language
changes with a new spirit in German literature, there is no basis for doing
so. There is a gradual increase in the anmount of German written, but its
status is still low. The period was one of monastic reforms (including that
associated with the monastery of Cluny, in France), but there are no real
effects upon German literature. One difference, however, is the shift in
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vernacular writing from the monasteries to the schools associated with
the cathedrals. Where writers like Otloh and Williram were monks,
named writers are now described often as secular priests or canons.

Early Middle High German religious literature

Virtually all of the German material in the Salian period is religious, and
most of it develops from what has gone before. Thus the essential mixture
in Otfrid of narrative and often homiletic commentary is found in the
second part of the eleventh century in metrical adaptations of Genesis
and Exodus. A twelfth-century all-German codex now in Vienna (whence
the names Wiener Genesis and Exodus) contains the two biblical poems
{(written out consecutively, with rhyme-points), and between them an
assonantic prose version of the Physiologus which is longer than the Old
High German version. There has been some discussion over the form of
the poems, although a short couplet style seems already to be replacing
Otfrid’s rhymed long-line. In content, the poems draw on the authorities
just as much as Otfrid did, however. Thus the creation of Adam is
expanded on the basis of medieval encyclopaedias to a detailed physical
description considering even the function of his little finger for digging in
the ear to enable him to hear clearly, and the poet attaches to the promise
made to Eve that she will ‘bruise the serpent’s head’ (Genesis iii,15) a
homiletic excursus (derived from Carolingian Latin commentaries) of
nearly a hundred lines on the theme of stopping sin as soon as it begins. If
the Genesis-poet was a secular canon (as is possible}, the implied andience
might, however, be a lay one.

The eleventh-century material of the Vienna manuscript was reworked
towards the end of the twelfth century. The new version, the Millstatt
codex, has the Physiologus in rhymed form, and a very large number of
illustrations, while a further German collective codex from Vorau in
Styria (which also contains the Kaiserchronik) has a rather different
adaptation of the first part of the Old Testament in the Vorauer Biicher
Mosis (although the Joseph-narrative overlaps with the Vienna version),
plus a number of shorter religious poems. In the same tradition is the frag-
mentary Central Franconian rbymed Bible of the early twelfth century,
while the apocalyptic vision of doomsday recurs both in independent
poems and in the writing of the first vernacular woman poet, Ava, proba-
bly an Austrian nun who died in the early twelfth century, and whose
works cover, as did Otfrid’s, both the life of Christ and the last judgement.

Shorter religious poems maintain the conservative-homiletic tone, and
the year 1100 can only be an arbitrary cut-off point. One earlier poem that
may be monastic in origin is found as a filler at the end of a manuscript of
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Gregory the Great’s Moralia. The work is known as Memento mori (there
is no title in the original) and capitals indicate nineteen strophes of four
long-lines each, though a few lines are missing in the middle. The work is
perhaps by Noker (the name appears in the last line), abbot of Zwiefalten
(d. 1095), and contrasts once more the perils of the world and the delights
of paradise. It is addressed to ‘wib und man’, ‘men and women’, but indi-
cates that people are, though all descended from Adam, different in ability
and status. Like Muspilli, this poem stresses that no one {however rich)
can avoid the final judgement, and again an aristocratic lay audience
seems to be implied.

Another space-filler in the same manuscript is Ezzos Gesang (Ezz0’s
hymn). Only seven strophes were written here, but in the Vorau codex is a
twelfth-century augmented reworking of it. One of the additions is a
prefatory verse telling how this ‘song of the miracles of Christ’, was
written at the behest of Bishop Gunther of Bamberg (d. 1064), with the
words by a ‘canonicus’ named Ezzo and the (lost) melody by Wille. Even
the early fragment demonstrates its poetic skill in the concentration of fall
and redemption into one 12-line strophe, which takes us from the dark-
ness at Adam’s fall, through the time of the prophets, whose light shone
only dimly, until in the devil’s ‘nebiluinster naht’ (‘black, miasmic night’)
appeared (shone) the true sun, the son of God. The word-plays and sus-
tained balance of light and dark are effective. The earlier version is
addressed to ‘iv herron’ (‘my lords’), which is changed in the Vorau text to
‘iv ... allen’ (‘all of you’), so that it was clearly aimed originally at aristo-
cratic laymen. A far later fragmentary poem, the Scopf von dem léne
(Poem of reward), written probably in the late twelfth century by a secular
canon at the Cathedral of St Martin in Colmar points out, with reference
to the tax-gatherer Zachaeus and to St Martin, that the rich can also enter
the kingdom of heaven (in spite of Luke xviii, 24) if they lead proper lives.
The motif is unsurprising with literature aimed at a particular class, that
for which Muspilli or Memento Mori was intended. Reimpredigt (thymed
sermon) is a term of slightly dubious validity, but the direct homiletic tone
remains a key feature of early German poetry.

Some vernacular poems are problematic. That known as Merigarto
(The world), from the last part of the eleventh century is in places now
extremely hard even to decipher. The first part of this strophic poem
(which has some Latin headings) describes seas, real and otherwise, and
after another heading which refers to an unidentifiable Bishop Reginbert,
goes on to say how a wise man in Utrecht had told the poet (who seems to
have fled there from Bavaria in time of war) about a visit to Iceland and of
its geography. The rest of the work is to do with rivers, dwelling largely on
magical or thaumaturgic properties, and one of the sources of this last
part is the encylopaedic work by Hrabanus Maurus (or its source,
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Isidore’s Etymologies). Frankly, very little can be made of this hydro-
graphic enigma, although it does demonstrate the continuity of
Carolingian learning.

Moving from obscure geography to clearer history, but with theology
still firmly in control, the Annolied (The lay of Anno) (composed proba-
bly at Siegburg in around 1080, but which has survived only in a copy
made of it by Martin Opitz in 1639) is a generically complex work, histor-
ical, panegyric and hagiographic. Anno II, the extremely powerful
(though not always entirely scrupulous) archbishop of Cologne and
regent for Henry IV, died in 1075 and was canonised in 1183, although the
poem (the date of which is fixed by a reworked section in the
Kaiserchronik), refers to him as a saint already. Nearly nine hundred
rhymed lines in couplets, divided into forty-nine strophes, present first a
brief history of the world from Adam to Anno (1—7), making clear once
more the contrast between Adam’s fall and the incarnation before moving
on to the saints of Cologne and then to Anno, the latest saint given to the
Franks. The second section (8—33) describes the four ages of the world
based on interpretations of the dream in Daniel vii,1—28, taking us down
to Rome, and then looking at the histories of various German tribes,
Swabians, Bavarians, Saxons and Franks. The latter are the inheritors of
the Trojans, since the mythical eponym Franko builds ‘eini luzzele Troie’
(‘a litle Troy’), on the Rhine, and of the Romans, who built Colonia
(Cologne). The poem now moves rapidly from the earliest stages of
Christianity, and again to the Franks and Anno. The final strophes (34—49)
are hagiographic, presenting Anno as the ‘vatir aller weisin’ (‘father of
orphans’), founder of monasteries (including Siegburg), and stressing his
political role. After his death, healing miracles are associated with him.

The Amnnolied has some relationship with Latin genres: chronicles,
hagiographic vitae and local historical writing. Its mixture of theological
and secular harks back to the Ludwigslied in some respects, and there are
echoes, too, of Otfrid, in the linking of the Franks with the ancient world.
Otfrid simply stated that the Franks were as good as the Romans or
Greceks, but the Annolied places them more firmly into an historical
context which is, unlike Notker’s, onward-looking. The divine economy
of fall and redemption is present in the poem as well, however, as is the
parenetic didacticism of so much early Middle High German writing;
Anno entered the heavenly paradise and we should keep his example in
mind. The theology is hardly new. What is different is this combination of
genres in a German-language poem celebrating both a German saint and
at the same time his people. It is a nice historical accident that the work
was discovered by Martin Opitz, the author of Das Buch von der
deutschen Poeterey (1624).
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The high and later Middle Ages
(I1T00—1450)

NiGeL F. PALMER

Introduction

What marks out the German literature of the period 1100 to 1450 is the
emergence and establishment of an autonomous German literary culture
in written form, such as had not existed in the previous period. From the
late eleventh century onwards it is possible to see a realignment of the rela-
tionship between German writings and Latin writings, and between
written literature in the vernacular and oral tradition.

Let us take just one area as an example. The new German vernacular
biblical epic in couplet verse begins in the second half of the eleventh
century with the Altdeutsche Genesis (also known as the Vienna Genesis,
most likely c. 1060-1100), continues in the twelfth century with the
Altdeutsche Exodus (probably c. 1100-30), the biblical poems of Frau Ava
(probably d. 1127), the Vorauer Biicher Mosis (The Vorau Books of
Moses, probably c. 1130—40), the Anegenge (The beginning, probably
1170-80) and the Kindbeit Jesu (The childhood of Christ) by Konrad von
Fuflesbrunnen (probably c. 1190-1200).! These major narrative texts in
Middle High German provide a literary context for the Mittelfrankische
Reimbibel (The Central Franconian rbymed Bible), an extensive com-
pendium of Old and New Testament matter including stories of the
martyrs and early Christian history in German verse (early twelfth-
century, only fragments survive); for the Annolied (The song of Anno, c.
1077-81), where for the first time historiographical matters are addressed
in German verse; and for the first European vernacular chronicle in verse,
the mid-twelfth-century Kaiserchronik (The chronicle of the emperors).
We know of no directly comparable traditions of written narrative litera-
ture in German before this period — notwithstanding Otfrid and the

—-

As far as possible titles of texts are cited in the form given in the standard reference work
for medieval literature in Germany: Die deutsche Literatur des Mittelalters.
Verfasserlexikon, 2nd revised edn by Kurt Ruh et al., ¢ vols. to date (A-T), Berlin and
New York, 1978—95. As a rule the dates attached to the names of people give the years
when they are attested, when they are thought to have been engaged in literary composi-
tion, or in the case of princes and ecclesiastical figures the years of their rule.
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shorter Old High German poems. The primary audience for which all
these works were intended was to be found in the monasteries, and one of
the principal functions of the German narrative poems was in all proba-
bility to provide matter to be read during meals, as was prescribed by all
monastic rules. Lay brothers and those monks who had entered the order
later in life, rather than as child oblates, were as a rule illiterate and could
only understand readings in German. Thus it is that a body of German lit-
erature grew up that was designed for community recitation and which
did not slavishly imitate Latin. It could develop its own conventions of
poetic form, tonality, affective engagement with an audience and literary
structure in response to the needs of a specific historical situation. The
materials presented in the works named had all been gathered from
authoritative Latin sources, but these works are for the most part not
simply translated from Latin.

The world of oral poetry is recalled for a moment in the Annolied. The
poem begins with famous lines directing the community to turn its
backs on those songs on profane subjects which it had in the past favoured
and to ‘think of how we will all meet our end’ — and to do so inspired by
the life of Bishop Anno. This polemical passage sets the poetic life of the
bishop of Cologne in a relationship to profane oral poetry, which the
author condemns: ‘how bold heroes fought, how they destroyed well forti-
fied cities, how close friendships were brought to an end, how mighty
kings came to grief’. Such oral tales, which might have told of the sack of
Troy, the friendship of Roland and Oliver, or the downfall of King
Gunther of Worms and his brothers Gernot and Giselher, formed an
essential part of medieval literary culture, but in their oral form they lie
outside literary history. The author of the Annolied, who is engaged in
winning attention for his religious theme, aggressively divides the world of
poetry into two, so as to divorce his own subject matter completely from
the secular songs. But his polemic is equally an attestation of the proxim-
ity of the two domains, and certainly in the earlier part of the period audi-
ences must have been aware of numerous associations between the
German texts read out from books and oral tales that were told. One of
the earliest secular narrative texts in German, Lambrecht’s Alexanderlied
(Song of Alexander), displays its affinity with the biblical epics by the
repeated comments drawing attention to places mentioned in the Bible,
and yet the author also compares Alexander’s battle against Duke Mennes
with that fought by heroes of oral poetry, Hagen and Wate, on the
Wolfenwerde (in Kudrun called the Wulpensant) and with those described
in the ‘songs of the Trojans’ (1331). In practice, the literary culture of the
period spans and unites the religious and the secular domains in a manner
that is not self-evident to the modern student. But there are tensions here,
as we have seen, and the most important literary developments in the
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twelfth century stand in a relationship to the tensions that exist between
such categories as ‘oral’ and ‘written’, ‘fictional’ and ‘true’, ‘secular’ and
‘religious’.

The sources that might shed light on the circumstances of literary pro-
duction in this period are for the most part indirect, or they are passages
contained in literary works, where they have their own particular function
and set out facts that need not necessarily be historically ‘true’. This
holds, for example, for Hartmann von Aue’s self-representation as an
author in Iwein, for Heinrich von Veldeke’s account of how his work on
the Eneide was broken off and taken up again for a new patron, or Pfaffe
Konrad’s statements about the composition of a Latin intermediary
version of the Chanson de Roland in the course of his composition of the
Rolandslied for Henry the Lion. Major works could only be written with
the support of a patron, and may in some cases have been discontinued
when that support failed (for example through the death of the patron).
That could have been the case with Gottfried von StrafSburg’s Tristan and
with the Willehalm of Wolfram von Eschenbach.

It must in general be supposed that the authors entrusted with the
composition of written works could themselves read and write, and that,
where adaptation from another language was required, they had the nec-
essary linguistic skills. There are, however, cases of authors such as Wirnt
von Grafenberg (c. 1210—25) and Konrad von Wiirzburg (c. 1257-87) who
claim to have had access to their French sources through an interpreter.
Wolfram von Eschenbach claims to have been illiterate, but that statement
is more likely to be a manoeuvre to claim for himself the cultural per-
spective of the lay nobility than a factual statement. Patrons and audi-
ences, however, will in many cases have been truly illiterate, or have had
too scanty an education to master the task of reading right through a
German literary text. Written literature was for the most part read out
from the book to an audience, but by the end of the twelfth century there
may already have been some private reading. The route to that skill lay
through elementary instruction in Latin, such as was needed for reading
prayers and the Psalter. It is not until the later Middle Ages that there is
evidence of reading in German being taught as the first language. Among
those who were able to read books for themselves women are likely to have
been considerably more numerous than men. The scene in Hartmann’s
Iwein, where a young woman reads to her parents, or the miniature por-
traits of Landgrave Hermann of Thuringia and his wife Sophia of
Wittelsbach in an early thirteenth-century luxury Psalter (the Landgra-
fenpsalter), where the countess alone is portrayed holding a book, are
typical examples of the alignment of women and literary culture, which is
frequently indicated in the sources.
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Twelfth-century secular narrative

This account of 350 years of literary history will have to be selective, but
as a first step let us consider, in précis, a complete tabulation of secular
narrative literature in the twelfth century. Eighteen such works have sur-
vived. The Nibelungenlied (Song of the Nibelungs) and Klage (Lament),
which were both composed some time around 1200, are omitted in order
to allow these poems to be considered in the context of a slightly later
period. The same applies to the Lanzelet of Ulrich von Zatzikhoven
{c. 1194—1205). Three works that strictly speaking belong to the literary
history of the later Middle Ages are counted in, the ‘Spielmannsepen’
Oswald, Orendel and Salman und Morolf, on the grounds that the surviv-
ing texts, all from the fifteenth century, are likely to derive from twelfth-
century poems. The inclusion of these works, which take their name from
the professional performers (‘Spielleute’) who were once thought to have
composed them, will add a further dimension to the problem of literary
chronology —and also serve to remind of a problem. Many of the twelfth-
century poems continued to exert an influence, either directly or in a mod-
ified form, throughout the medieval period (and in the case of Tristrant,
Oswald, the Metamorphosen and Salman und Morolf even as printed edi-
tions). Consequently the tabulation of twelfth-century texts can provide a
basis for the discussion of narrative literature throughout the whole
period which follows.

Kaiserchronik (The chronicle of the emperors), 17,283 vv., couplet verse
with assonance, 2nd quarter / mid-twelfth-century (initiated most
likely in the rr30s, perhaps in the milieu of Henry the Proud, duke of
Bavaria 1126—39, completed after 1146, first manuscript evidence from
¢. 1160—70), Bavarian (Regensburg).

Alexanderlied (The song of Alexander, by Pfaffe Lambrecht), 1,532 vv,
couplet verse with assonance, mid-twelfth-century, most likely from the
Rhine or Mosel, but preserved only in a Bavarian copy of ¢. 1200; based
on the Occitan Alexandre of Alberic of Pisancon.

Konig Rother (King Rother), 5,204 vv., couplet verse with assonance, not
before 1152 and more probably c. 1160-80 (MS of ¢. 1200), probably
Bavarian, most likely for the family of the counts of Tengelingen, but
preserved in an early manuscript from the Rhineland.

Herzog Ernst (Duke Ernst, version A), fragments of 324 vv., couplet verse
with assonance (version B: 6,022 vv., rhyming couplets), c. 1160—-80 (MS
fragments from c. 1230), central Rhineland/Hessen, but quite likely
written with a Bavarian public in mind.

Trierer Floyris, fragment of 368 vv., couplet verse with assonance, ¢c. 1170
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(MS from c. 1200), from the region of the Maas, but named, like the fol-
lowing item, after the library where the manuscript was preserved;
based on the OF Floire et Blancheflor.

Straflburger Alexander, 7,302 vv., couplet verse with assonance, ¢. 1170
(MS from c. 1189), central Rhineland/Hessen; revising and continuing
Lambrecht’s Alexanderlied, and drawing additionally on the Latin
prose Alexander romance (Historia de preliis) and Iter ad paradisum.

Rolandslied (The song of Roland, by Pfaffe Konrad), 9,094 vv., couplet
verse with assonance, c. 1172 {the earliest manuscript evidence from c.
1200), composed for the court of Henry the Lion, duke of Saxony and
Bavaria (Regensburg or Braunschweig?); based on the OF Chanson de
Roland.

Eneide (by Heinrich von Veldeke), 13,528 vv, rhyming couplets, the
greater part before 1174 (1172?) but then broken off and completed
shortly after 1184 (earliest manuscript evidence from c. 1190-1200),
originally composed for a patron in the Rhineland or eastern
Netherlands, but completed at the court of Hermann, landgrave of
Thuringia; based on the OF Roman d’Eneas.

Oswald, 3,564 vv. (Miinchner Oswald), couplet verse, c. 1170-80 (earliest
MS from c. 1435), most likely Bavarian (Regensburg?).

Graf Rudolf (Count Rudolf), fragments of 1,400 vv., couplet verse with
assonance, c. 1170-90 (MS of ¢. 1200), composed in the central
Rheinland/Hessen or Thuringia; based on a lost French poem associ-
ated with the OF Beuve de Hantone (c. 1215-25).

Erec (by Hartmann von Aue), 10,135 vv., thyming couplets, c. 1180-1200
{generally placed before 1190), south-west Germany, possibly, although
there is no certainty about Hartmann’s patronage, to be associated with
the milieu of Duke Berthold 1V of Zihringen; based on Chrétien de
Troyes, Erec et Enide.

Tristrant (by Eilhart von Oberg), 9,524 vv., couplet verse with assonance,
most likely c. 1185—95, although some authorities still place it ¢. 1170
(before the first part of the Eneide); earliest MS evidence early thir-
teenth-century, probably written in the Low German area, in Eastfalia,
but making use of the Central German written language of Thuringia
and Hessen; based on a lost OF or Anglo-Norman Tristan poem.

Reinhart Fuchs (Reinhart the Fox, by Heinrich), extensive fragment of 488
vv. (thirteenth-century recension: 2,268 vv.), couplet verse with asso-
nance, ¢. 1190—1200 (MS fragment from the early thirteenth century),
Alsace; based on a version of the OF Roman de Renart.

Iwein (by Hartmann von Aue), 8,166 vv., thyming couplets, c. 1190~1205
(after Erec and Gregorius, alluded to by Wolfram von Eschenbach
shortly after 1203; earliest MS c. 1225), south-west Germany; based on
Chrétien de Troyes, Yvain.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Twelfth-century secular narrative 45

Orendel, 3,937 vv., c. 1190, surviving only in a later redaction (MS dated
1477 and a printed edition of 1512); firmly associated with Trier.

Liet von Troye (The song of Troy, by Herbort von Fritzlar), 18,458 vv,
rhyming couplets, c. 1190—1217 (more likely in the earlier part of this
period; earliest MS evidence from later thirteenth century), composed
for the court of Landgrave Hermann of Thuringia; based on the OF
Roman de Troie of Benoit de Sainte-Maure and likely to have been con-
ceived as a sequel to Veldeke’s Eneide.

Metamorphosen (by Albrecht von Halberstadt), fragments of ¢. 570 vv.
from an extensive poem (preserved otherwise only in a sixteenth-
century reworking by Jérg Wickram), dated 1190 (or possibly 12102
MS fragments from the later thirteenth century), composed at
Jechaburg near Sonderhausen in Thuringia, perhaps under the patron-
age of Landgrave Hermann of Thuringia; based on the
Metamorphoses of Ovid.

Salman und Morolf, 783 five-line strophes, composed in the later twelfth
century , but surviving only in a later version copied in the second half
of the fifteenth century, probably Rhenish.

The themes of these works reflect the interests and social position of the
noble and princely patrons by whom they were commissioned, and for
whose households they provided not only entertainment and instruction
but also a public manifestation of political aspirations.

The first identifiable centre of literary patronage is Regensburg, a
prosperous trading city with important monasteries, particularly St.
Emmeram and the new twelfth-century foundation Priifening, and the
focal point of both the Duchy of Bavaria and the Diocese of Regensburg.
Here, in the mid twelfth century, the composition of the Kaiserchronik is
to be sought, the first vernacular chronicle of world history in any
European language, tracing the history of the Holy Roman Empire from
Julius Caesar to Konrad II1, elaborating the account of the early emperors
with legends and adventure stories (e.g. Crescentia, Faustinian and
Silvester, Lucretia) and in the latter part providing brief résumés of polit-
ical events in the Empire with particular praise for the emperor Lothar III
(1125—37). Henry the Proud, duke of Saxony and Bavaria (1126—38) and
Lothar’s son-in-law, is the individual most likely to have been the instiga-
tor of the Kaiserchronik project, although it was not finished until some
time after his death — and in what circumstances we do not know. Some
passages at the beginning of the Kaiserchronik, in which essential princi-
ples of the author’s programme are established, are based on the
Amnnolied, which had been written in the Rhineland and may have been
available in Regensburg as a consequence of the links established by Kuno
1, bishop of Regensburg (1126-32), who had previously been abbot of
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Anno’s own monastery of Siegburg just south of Cologne. The ducal
court, the bishop’s court and the Regensburg monasteries combined
uniquely to provide a context in which a major vernacular poem could be
produced in which for the first time profane historical narrative out-
weighed religious concerns. Certainly the historiographical conception of
the Kaiserchronik is founded on theology, but this widely read work pro-
vided a model that pointed towards new developments.

The only other examples of literary patronage in the twelfth century to
which any real certainty attaches are the dedication of the Rolandslied to
Henry the Lion, who was the son of Henry the Proud and duke of Saxony
and Bavaria (1142/55-80), and that of the Eneide (in this case only for the
completion of the work), the Liet von Troye and the Metamorphosen, all
three reflecting a strong interest in antiquity and apparently commis-
sioned by Hermann, Pfalzgraf of Saxony and later landgrave of Thuringia
(lived ¢. T155—1217). Some of the unnamed patrons will surely have been
of lower social status, but they are all to be sought among the leading
noble families. Judging from the information that has survived it seems
unlikely that the kings and emperors of the period, for example Lothar III
(r125—37), or the Staufen rulers Konrad HI, Frederick I Barbarossa
(r152—90) and Henry VI (1190-97), played any direct part in the promo-
tion of vernacular narrative poetry, although the courts of Barbarossa and
Henry VI secem to have cultivated the new style of love poetry
(‘Minnesang’).

An association can be seen between some aspects of the subject matter
of the Rolandslied, composed in the early 1170s, and the personal history
of Duke Henry the Lion. The relevant themes are the veneration of the
emperor Charlemagne, given new impetus by his canonisation in 1165, the
interaction between the princes of the realm (represented by Roland and
the peers) and emperor, and the crusade against the heathen. Duke Henry,
as the leading member of the Welf faction, a powerful family with lands in
Swabia and northern Italy and from the later eleventh century dukes of
Bavaria, was the most powerful of the German princes during the first half
century of Staufen rule and a potential rival of Frederick Barbarossa,
although for much of the period up to the 1170s he was treated as a valued
political ally. His court was at Braunschweig, but the Rolandslied has
generally been associated with his second centre of power, Regensburg,
On the basis of his family and his actual power he was able to present
himself as a royal person: his maternal grandfather was the emperor
Lothar I11, and his second wife Matilda the daughter of King Henry II of
England and Eleanor of Aquitaine. We find this projection of himself
both in the iconographic programme of the manuscript illumination
commissioned by Henry (especially in the ‘Gospel-book of Henry the
Lion’) and in the epilogue to the Rolandslied. From the 11508 onwards he
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was involved in battles with the Slavs, leading to extensive Chris-
tianisation and colonisation of the eastern territories adjacent to Saxony.
These campaigns and his journey to Jerusalem in 1172, undertaken in the
spirit of a crusade, provide a point of reference for the crusading themes of
the Rolandslied.

Hermann of Thuringia’s patronage of the Eneide (c. 1174/84) promotes
the contemporary imperial ideology from a quite different angle. The
Eneide is derived at one remove from Vergil’s Aeneid. It tells the story of
how the Trojan duke Eneas flees to escape from the victorious Greeks after
the sack of Troy and is subjected to years of wandering and a series of
testing adventures, including a liaison with Dido queen of Carthage, a
visit to the underworld, and prolonged battles against Duke Turnus in
Italy. Finally he goes on to fulfil his destiny to marry Lavine, daughter of
King Latin of Laurente, and to become ruler over all Italy. Eneas and
Lavine found a dynasty that extends through the Roman kings and emper-
ors to Augustus, during whose reign, we are told, Christ was born. This
conclusion, which is the invention of the German poet, had special signifi-
cance in the context of contemporary Staufen politics, in which Augustus
Caesar was seen as a precursor of the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick
Barbarossa. Further links with the world of the present are introduced by
the claim that Barbarossa found the tomb of Pallas, a young man who died
fighting for Eneas, with the lamp still burning, when he went to Italy to
receive the imperial crown (in 1155); and by the statement that the
wedding festival of Eneas and Lavine has only ever been surpassed by
Barbarossa’s festival at Mainz in 1184, when his sons were knighted.
Through his association with the Eneide Hermann could be presented as a
promoter of Staufen ideology. Hermann’s patronage of the Eneide, taken
together with his commissioning of the Liet von Troye and his association
with Albrecht von Halberstadt’s Metamorphosen, suggests that Hermann
was interested in school-orientated subject matter that brought with it the
prestige of Latin learning. This ideal of a literate and learned ruler who is
a patron of literature was entirely new, especially in the German context,
and puts him on a par with Count Henry I of Champagne and Philipp of
Flanders who were noted patrons of French literature. When later Walther
von der Vogelweide states ‘Ich bin des milten lantgraven ingesinde’ (‘1 am
a member of the landgrave’s retinue’: L. 35,7) and when both Walther
(L. 20,4) and Wolfram von Eschenbach in Parzival (297,16—23) present a
satirical picture of life at the Thuringian court, we can be quite certain
that these works were performed at the court and that there was some real
interaction between the poets and the landgrave. Towards the end of his
life Hermann was also the patron of Wolfram von Eschenbach’s
Willebalm and is associated with his Titurel.

During this period the developments in German literature shadow
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those in French, with a time lag of some fifteen years. Ten of the eighteen
works listed above are adaptations of French (or Occitan) poems. Such
borrowings were unknown before the Alexanderlied of Pfaffe Lambrecht,
which is generally placed in the middle of the twelfth century, although
there is no good reason why it could not be somewhat later. The earliest
adaptations from French were made in the west, where we can assume
there to have been more frequent contact with the French nobility. The
dynastic links of the German princes may also have played a part in bring-
ing a taste for French culture to the Rhine and beyond. The marriage of
Henry the Lion, for example, to the English princess Matilda in 1167
marks out the route by which the Chanson de Roland may have been
transported from the French and Anglo-Norman world to Germany.
Imitation of French also has an impact on the form of German poetry: the
irregular rhythmical couplet form of the Kaiserchronik and the early
German biblical epics, which freely mixes rhyme and assonance, is
adapted under the influence of French octosyllabic verse to a more regular
four-beat pattern, with a tendency to restrict the number of unstressed
syllables, and with pure rthyme. A progression can be plotted through the
Straffburger Alexander, the Eneide (the first poem to use pure rhyme) and
Iwein on to the poets of the next generation, where in Gottfried von
Straflburg (c. 1200—20) and later imitators there is a strong tendency
towards a strict alternating rhythm combined with consistent purity of
rhyme.

It should be noted that the exploitation of French models to create a
new German literature took place in the context of a bilingual
German-Latin literary culture, in which poetic adaptation from Latin did
not achieve a comparable status. In poems such as the Eneide, Erec and
Iwein translation becomes a dynamic process that embraces a reconstitu-
tion of the meaning of the text, the subject matter being recast to take
account of the new historical circumstances, reinterpreting such elements
as the depiction of knightly values, regal power and interpersonal rela-
tions (love, fidelity, pity, shame). The rhetorical principles of adaptation
may have been based on what was taught, through the medium of Latin, at
school, but the German narrative literature of the period established itself
as a distinct entity in response to that of the French and Anglo-Norman
courts.

The poets of these works, where they are not veiled in total anonymity,
are but names and cannot be identified with persons known from other
sources. The one possible exception is Eilhart von Oberg, the author of
Tristrant (probably c. 1185—95), who could be the same person as the Welf
ministerial whose name is known from charters, or a member of his
family. A ministerial, or ministerialis, was a member of a group of origi-
nally unfree men who in Germany performed military and administrative
functions for a lord, a minority of whom, engaged in the service of the
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imperial or princely families, came to exercise power equal to that of the
nobiles. Setting aside those poems like the Trierer Floyris and Graf Rudolf
whose anonymity may be due to their fragmentary nature, it can be
observed that the poems with a named author are those that are adapted
from a French or Latin source. It seems that composition as literary
adaptation was conceived to be a more highly personalised activity than
the poetic formulation of traditional subject matter (e.g. Kénig Rother).
All the poets with whom we are here concerned may be presumed to have
undergone clerical training, learning to read and write in a monastery or
cathedral school through the medium of Latin, and with the single excep-
tion of Hartmann their social status can best be described as that of the
‘clerk’ (pfaffe). Some will have been monks or canons, whereas others will
have belonged to the clergy with minor orders — the numerous group of
clerici who performed a range of duties requiring literacy or religious
training for the princes and minor nobility. It must be envisaged, however,
that there was a considerable degree of ‘orality” involved in their poetic
production — in the mode of composition, which is not to be imagined as
being performed pen in hand, and in the recitation of their work to an
audience. Whether the poets prepared their own manuscripts of their
compositions, or whether rather the writing out of a text in the vernacular
required the skill of a specialised scribe who would work from dictation, is
hard to say. Certainly there are no grounds for supposing the German
poets of this generation to have been illiterate — nor is it part of their
image.

Pfaffe Lambrecht, Heinrich von Veldeke and Hartmann von Aue stand
out, in that they are known as the authors of several works. Lambrecht’s
Tobias, Veldeke’s Servatius and Hartmann’s Gregorius and Der arme
Heinrich (Poor Henry) are examples of religious legends from the later
twelfth century composed by the authors of secular narrative poetry.
Veldeke and Hartmann, like Wolfram von Eschenbach and Gottfried von
Straflburg in the next generation, are also known as the poets of
‘Minnesang’ (that is, the courtly love lyric). Hartmann’s position among
the twelfth-century authors is also quite singular in that he describes
himself as a layman and a member of the ministerial class (Der arme
Heinrich ), and as a ‘learned knight who had read this tale in books,
whenever he had no better use for his time he would occupy himself with
writing poetry’ (Iwein 21—5). These passages provide rare documentation
of lay literacy at a time when in Germany there is as yet little evidence of
men without clerical training being able to read. In Hartmann’s case,
however, clerical training cannot be said to be precluded by his status as
dienstman (‘ministerial’). The notion of literary composition in German
as a pastime, rather than as an arduous task that necessitated beating out
the inflexible material of vernacular language on an anvil (so described in
the prologue of the Pilatus fragment, 1—9), to meet the commission of a
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patron, implies that the authority of the poetic work lies with the knightly
poet himself, and marks out a new conception of fictional literature.
Dominant themes of the twelfth-century poems are journeying, warfare
and the bridal quest, appealing to the military and dynastic components in
the ambitions of the noble families and also dominant elements of the inter-
national oral tradition, on which the German poems and their French
sources could freely draw. Of these, journeying is undoubtedly the most
striking single element, for it provided a framework for the traditional mili-
tary subject matter of the Rolandslied and the Alexanderlied, it could be
used to articulate the testing of the hero in poems such as Herzog Ernst, the
Eneide and the Arthurian romance, and it is also the basic material of the
wooing expedition (e.g. Konig Rother, Tristrant, Orendel) and of stories of
separation (Floyris, Tristrant, the Faustinian and Crescentia legends in the
Kaiserchronik). In the Rolandslied (c. 1172) the route of Katl’s campaign
embraces the whole story. Initially the Franks press on into Spain, then
peace is made with the heathen emperor Marsilie through Genelun’s treach-
ery and Karl sets out for home. Roland and his men remain and are slaugh-
tered by the heathens at Ronceval. At the sound of Roland’s horn Karl turns
back, but arrives too late. He takes revenge on Marsilie before returning to
Aachen to settle with Genelun. The plot of the Straffburger Alexander,
written about the same time, is similatly structured by military campaigns
which take him back and forward across the rivers Euphrates and Strage in
his struggle against Darius, then to India, and finally to Paradise. The cycli-
cal aspect, which is already apparent in the story of Alexander, becomes the
foundation of the narrative structure in tales of wooing such as Konig
Rother (c. 1160-80). Here the unsuccessful wooing expedition for the
daughter of King Constantine by proxy is followed, in a second cycle, by
Rother’s own expedition disguised as an exiled warrior, and then in a third
cycle, after the princess has been snatched back, Rother conducts his final
military expedition against King Constantine and the heathen invaders and
wins the princess back once more. The parallelism of narrative cycles
imposes an implicit comparison of what has been achieved in different parts
of the poem on the audience. It is also an aesthetic principle creating unity.
The interpretability of structures that require the audience to relate ele-
ments in different parts of a story to one another, whether this is achieved
through a pattern of cycles, through the parallelism of episodes (for
example in Tristrant) or through polarities of other kinds (for example,
Dido and Eneas’s common fate as exiles, Erec and Mabonagrin as victims
of love), comes to be the hallmark of twelfth-century fiction. Its most dis-
tinctive development was the Arthurian romance, a genre originating in
north-western France during the period c. 1160-85, and in which a dis-
tinctive narrative structure was designed, that could accommodate the
essentially episodic materials of oral poetry to the pursuit of a coherent

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Twelfth-century secular narrative 51

literary programme. These works are no longer biographical in character,
giving the whole story of a character’s life (cf. Alexanderlied, Tristrant),
but rather present an elaborately structured episode spread over some
months or years and imposing its own meaning. Historical veracity is not
now needed as a source of authority, and the action is set in a fantasy
world cut off from the historical present. The historical position found in
works such as the Eneide (pointing forward to the Holy Roman Empire)
and Konig Rother (where the hero is revealed to be the grandfather of
Charlemagne) has now been abandoned. The author may himself claim
the authority for the content of his work, which is his own fiction {(or in the
case of a German adaptor, such as Hartmann von Aue, a work of fiction
for which he assumes authority). The new position taken up by an author
such as Hartmann did not embrace the originality that is expected of the
author of a modern novel, but the way was now open for all the experi-
mentation with fictionality that is to be found in the later genre of the
European novel.

The originator of the literary genre of the Arthurian romance is in fact
the French poet from Champagne, Chrétien de Troyes. Through the recep-
tion of his work in German, as also in Middle English and Old Norse,
Chrétien came to have a quite decisive influence on the development of
narrative poetry across Europe. His first surviving poem seems to be Erec
et Enide (c. 1170, although a later date has also been proposed), followed
by Cliges {(c. 1176), Le Chevalier de la Charrette (c. 1177-81, completed by
Godefroi de Lagny), Chevalier au Lion or Yvain (c. 1177—81), Conte du
Graal or Perceval (c. 1181—90, unfinished). A Tristan romance, mentioned
in the Cligés prologue, is lost. Le Chevalier de la Charrette (Lancelot) was
apparently commissioned by Marie de Champagne, wife of Henry I,
count of Champagne (1152—87, married 1164), whereas Chrétien’s last
work, the Conte du Graal was commissioned by Philip of Alsace, count of
Flanders (d. 1191). His playful, often ironic authorial stance and his
rhetorical skills mark him out as a writer deeply indebted to the northern
French schools, but who wore his learning lightly; a sophisticated littéra-
teur of a quite different order from any of his German contemporaries.
Erec and Yvain were both swiftly adapted by Hartmann von Aue and
together form the basis of the German Arthurian tradition. A second
version of Erec, corresponding partly to Hartmann’s text, but partly
derived directly from Chrétien, survives only as a short fragment
(Wolfenbiittler Erec). The Conte du Graal forms the basis of Wolfram von
Eschenbach’s Parzival (c. 1200—10). No German version of Le Chevalier de
la Charrette, which introduces an entirely new element by allowing the
hero to become Queen Guinevere’s lover, is known, but its subject matter
was passed through the Lancelot en prose into the German Prosa-
Lancelot. Ulrich von Zatzikhoven’s Lanzelet {c. 1194—1205) is based on a
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lost Anglo-Norman Arthurian romance unconnected to the Charrette
(neither referring to it nor referred to by it) by a writer roughly contempo-
rary with Chrétien. Chrétien’s Cliges, which makes particular play with
Tristan motifs, was not adapted into German until rather later, possibly in
a lost version by Konrad Fleck (before 1240), and also by the continuator
of Gottfried’s Tristan, Ulrich von Tiirheim, of whose poem only a few
brief fragments have survived. Guillaume d’Angleterre (c. 1170?), a non-
Arthurian work closely related to the legend of St Eustace telling a tale of
separation and reunion in the manner of the late antique romance is
attributed to an author called Chrétien in its prologue, but it is excluded
from the Chrétien de Troyes canon by many modern writers; it was not
directly adapted into German, but it is closely related thematically to Die
gute Frau (first half of the thirteenth century) and to Ulrich von
Etzenbach’s Wilbelm von Wenden (c. 1290).

Erec, the first German Arthurian romance (perhaps from the 1180s), is
composed of two narrative cycles. In the first the young and untried knight
rides out to seek restoration of his own honour and that of Queen Ginover
after a shameful encounter with the knight Iders and his dwarf and, after a
number of adventures, by defeating Iders in the sparrowhawk contest,
restablishes his honour and at the same time wins himself a bride in the
young noblewoman Enite, whom he raises up from a life of poverty. His
achievement is validated by King Arthur and his court and celebrated in a
knightly tournament, but Erec now returns to his own land to succeed his
father as king of Carnant. The second cycle begins, like the first, with a
personal crisis for the hero, when Enite unwittingly reveals to him that in
the opinion of the court their love has turned him into a lie-a-bed. He
responds irrationally, riding out with her into the countryside, compelling
her to forgo her status as his wife and forbidding her to speak. He must
now engage in whatever dventiure they encounter during this journey
undertaken outside the confines of the courtly world, an unconnected
series of engagements, of which the first are fights against robbers in the
forest and the seduction attempt by an impassioned count corrupted by
Enite’s beauty. The adventures form two sub-cycles of matching episodes.
During these adventures he comes to understand Enite’s true fidelity,
accepts her back as his wife, and achieves a new understanding of knight-
hood, but while returning to Arthur’s court he subjects himself to the
greatest test of all, the joie de la court adventure. Here, inspired by the true
love of his wife, he overcomes an opponent who had established himself as
an unassailable scourge to the land and symbolically marks out his new
position as the upholder of socially beneficial knighthood. He returns to
Arthur’s court and then to his own land to re-establish his position as
king. Through his new achievements, those of the first part of the poem
have been retrospectively realigned and relativised.
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Through its remarkable structural clarity Erec establishes narrative pat-
terns that not only function internally, imposing on the audience a need to
interpret the action symbolically and to reassess judgements already
made, but also came to provide a basic double-cycle model for the genre
against which later works such as Hartmann’s Iwein (c. 1190-1205) and
Wolfram’s Parzival (c. 1200—10) have to be read. In France, where Erec and
Yvain stood alongside other works that never became influential in
Germany, namely Cliges and the Chevalier de la Charrette, the Arthurian
romance takes on different contours, so that the genre was to develop
quite differently. Hartmann’s Iwein follows directly on from Erec in its
aesthetic conception. Its narrative structure, with a story within the story,
and its dominant motifs clearly betray the origins of the fable in the tradi-
tion of Breton lays on which Chrétien had directly or indirectly drawn.
Laudine, the bride Iwein wins in the first narrative cycle, is a rationalised
Celtic fairy mistress in the manner of the Lai de Graelant of Marie de
France (c. 1160). The motif of the undertaking to return within a year,
when Iwein, pressed by Gawein not to follow the example of Erec’s ‘sich
verligen® (‘to become a lie-abed’, 2,790-8), sets out after his marriage for
Arthur’s court, in which the hero will of course fail, is a further link to this
tradition. The poem’s ethical programme, which emerges symbolically
through the adventures of the second cycle and through his final achieve-
ment in the joust against Gawein while championing the Grifin von dem
Schwarzen Dorne (the Countess of the Black Thorn), culminates in his
reintegration into the Arthurian court and his reacceptance by Laudine.

Hartmann’s religious legend Gregorius (4,006 vv., ¢. 1180—1200) closely
follows its French model, the Vie de Pape Grégoire, and vyet it cannot be
overlooked that it contains structural patterns closely associated with
Arthurian romance. The exemplary story of sin, penance and grace,
underlining how God has the capacity to grant forgiveness to the greatest
of sinners, takes on a new dimension if it is read, in addition, as a double-
cycle romance. The tale of how Gregorius leaves the monastery to try his
fortune as God’s knight in the world follows the familiar bride-winning
pattern of Erec or Iwein, leading to a crisis, when he discovers that he is
married to his own mother. In a second narrative cycle he sets out once
more, offering his life to God when he undertakes the penance of being
cast in irons on a rock in the middle of a lake in Aquitaine, where seven-
teen years later he is found alive by the papal legates coming to seek the
man who, it has been miraculously revealed, is to be the new Pope. In
Gregorius, however, unlike the Arthurian romance, the double cycle that
articulates a dynamic ideology of human sinfulness and divine grace is set
in a biographical context, beginning with parentage and birth and ending
in death and salvation. The work partakes of both the fictional structures
of romance and the traditional biographical pattern of the saint’s life. The
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poem has close analogues in the legends of saints whose path to sanctity
encompasses some great sin, for example incest or patricide, such as St
Alban and St Julian, as well as in the legend of the anti-saint Judas.

Two central themes of the ideology that was developed in the twelfth-
century German narrative poems are knighthood and love. The idea of
knighthood, Middle High German ritter/riter, ritterschaft, ritters namen
(*knight’, ‘knighthood’, ‘knightly name’), words not attested before the
eleventh century, came to embody the admiration for mounted soldiers
who espoused a noble life-style and who in literature, particularly towards
the end of the twelfth century, came to be associated with an ideological
ideal of such values as honour, loyalty, display, generosity, pity and the
social good. Ritter and its near synonym guoter knebt can designate any
man who fights in armour on horseback, irrespective of whether he is, in
terms of his legal status, a noble or a ministerial. The knighting ceremony
referred to in a number of literary texts (e.g. Konig Rother, Encide,
Nibelungenlied, Gottfried’s Tristan), which in Germany meant girding
with the sword, is attested in the German historical sources as the ceremo-
nial initiation of young princes, but not of non-nobles. Knightliness, in lit-
erature, comes to be synonymous with courtliness, so that women too can
be called riterlich (Iwein 1,153, 6,135), and a knight expects to be treated
in a chivalrous and courteous manner (Erec 4,197—204).

Throughout much of the twelfth century the German poems are greatly
concerned with military ideology, but they do not promote these values
under the heading of ritterschaft. Of central concern in a number of texts,
for example in the Kaiserchronik (the Duke Adelger story), Konig Rother,
Rolandslied, Herzog Ernst and the Eneide, is the ideology of vassalage,
articulated in council scenes where the lord seeks the advice and assistance
of his vassals before determining a course of action, and in some cases by
the presentation of problem cases relating to the loyalty between a lord
and an individual who owes him service. The poet of the Rolandslied,
drawing on the ethos of the crusades, in which German participants had
for the first time been involved to a significant extent in 1147 (Second
Crusade), adapts his source to promote an ideal of militia Dei, Christian
knighthood, in which warfare, traditionally problematic for the church, is
sanctioned and glorified. The warrior heroes of this poem are not,
however, described as ritter, but as degene (‘heroes’), chemphen (‘fight-
ers’), wigande (‘warriors’), gotes helde (‘God’s heroes’). Poems adapted
from French models, such as the Eneide (but there with remarkable
restraint in the latter portion), use ritter to correspond to chevaliers in
their source, but it is not until Hartmann’s Erec that the literary ideal of a
knightly court culture blossoms. Here, in the German Arthurian romance,
knighthood is not simply presented as a tableau, as the social and military
culture of young princes at Arthur’s court, but it is also problematised by
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the position of idealised knightly exploits in the double-cycle narrative
structure. This problematisation of knighthood reflects the gulf that
existed between the knightly, courtly and idealised ethical values of
romance and the much harsher social reality that we know from historical
sources.

Love and marriage, both separately and in combination important
themes of twelfth-century poetry, undergo a development in some ways
similar to that of knighthood, from being facts of life to a romantic ideal.
Even as early as the Kaiserchronik, however, love (in marriage) is
described, if only briefly, as a mutual experience based on fidelity, virtue
and joy (4,335—46), and a source of strength and courtly manners
(4,607—-15), the basic conception that underlies the rhetorically elaborated
ideal of romantic love in the Arthurian romances half a century later. The
wooing expedition and its variant, the journey to recover a lost bride, form
a recurrent story pattern, found in Konig Rother, Floyris, Oswald,
Orendel, Salman und Morolf and Tristrant, associated with a political,
dynastic conception of matriage, but also with such romantic motifs as
‘love from afar’ and ‘love from hearsay’, separation and reunion.

In the Eneide, as in the Arthurian romance, the motif of the expedition
to woo a bride is replaced by that of incidental bride-winning in the
context of a testing journey. Love now becomes, for the first time, a major
psychological theme. It is portrayed in the Eneide as a compulsive force
that seizes hold over an individual, potentially destructive, as it is for
Dido, and yet also a powerful force for good and for the establishment of
political power. The psychological condition of falling in love is accentu-
ated here by the accompanying mythological motifs of the magic kiss and
being struck by Amor’s golden dart. The mythological apparatus of Venus
and Cupid has a symbolic, even metaphorical function, and is closely
allied to the tradition of presenting love as a personified figure, such as is
later found in Iwein. The state of being in love is rhetorically elaborated in
the Eneide, in descriptions, monologues, dialogues and genre scenes, and
for the first time in a German context we encounter such ‘Ovidian’ motifs
as love as a sickness, as a wound, going hot and cold, fear of telling the
beloved. Here they are taken over from the French source, which was itself
indebted to a tradition of studying Latin erotic literature in the schools.
This style of presenting the love theme was later adopted by Eilhart von
Oberg in the scene where Tristrant and Isalde drink the love potion, and
where Isalde’s monologue seems to take over certain formulations and
motifs from Lavine’s monologue in the Eneide. Whereas in the Eneide love
is problematised by the contrasting fates of Dido and Lavine, in
Hartmann’s Erec love is made responsible for the crisis at the centre of the
work and thus given a central place in the dynamic of the narrative struc-
ture. An idealised conception of true love (‘guote minne’) is proposed, and

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



56 The high and later Middle Ages (1100-1450)

elaborated rhetorically in Enite’s monologues, in which erotic passion is
integrated into a superior love founded on absolute fidelity, with gender-
specific roles for the man and the woman. If the historical development is
seen as a progression from the Eneide to Erec to Iwein, then love and
knighthood can be seen to have become, by the 1180s, the major themes of
German courtly romance — as of the contemporary lyric. It must, however,
be said that this is only part of a narrative tradition in which political and
dynastic themes predominate, so that Kénig Rother, where the motifs of
love and knighthood are employed, but given a subordinate position, is
more typical of this group of poems than Hartmann’s Erec.

From Arthurian romance to the romance of the Grail

The Arthurian romance proved to be a genre of quite remarkable poten-
tial, even if the total number of works that can be counted as belonging to
this genre in Germany hardly reaches a dozen. Wolfram von Eschenbach,
who is generally thought to have lived from about 1170 to 1220 (?), fol-
lowed Hartmann in choosing a ‘classical’ Arthurian text as the basis for
his Parzival (c. 1200-10), Chrétien’s Conte du Graal. He reproduced the
narrative of his French source quite closely for long stretches of the work,
but at the same time, through his additions, he created entirely new liter-
ary dimensions for the genre. This is achieved by such features as the story
of Parzival’s parents Gahmuret and Herzeloyde and the hero’s childhood,
and by the conclusion that Wolfram provided for the story of the unfin-
ished French Grail romance, involving the hero’s encounter with his half-
brother Feirefiz, and the forward-looking perspectives of Prester John in
India and the marriage of Parzival’s son Loherangrin to the duchess of
Brabant. The Arthurian romance is not here conceived as a discrete self-
contained literary exemplum, it is presented rather as fictional historical
biography and integrated, through the history of the Grail, into salvation
history.

Wolfram presents the Grail, which is a chalice in Chrétien’s poem, as a
block of precious stone with wonderful life-giving and rejuvenating
powers that was entrusted initially after the fall of Lucifer to the Neutral
Angels, but is now guarded by the Grail knights, maidens and their Grail
King. Its powers derive from a wafer that is brought from heaven once a
year by a dove on Good Friday. At the time of the Parzival story Anfortas,
the Grail King, is suffering from a terrible poisoned wound that he
received in the course of an act of forbidden love-service. It has been
prophesied through words that appeared on the Grail that a knight will
come to the Grail Castle whose question of condolence, if put unsolicited
on the first night, will cure the sick king. Wolfram’s poem tells the story of
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how Parzival, already weighed down by previous transgressions, comes to
the Grail Castle, fails to ask the question expected of him, and after years
of penance undertaken in the form of knightly combat, is miraculously,
through God’s grace, allowed to complete the now seemingly impossible
task in which he had failed at the first attempt and is himself chosen by
God as the next Grail King. The romantic themes of unchaste love,
knighthood (which for Wolfram is intimately linked with suffering) and
the magic question are integrated into a narrative that is underpinned by a
pattern of transgression, penance, grace and redemption, through which
the hero’s individual case is related to the larger theme of the history of
man’s salvation.

A particular feature of Wolfram’s Parzival that marks a striking innova-
tion in the narrative technique of German romance is the employment of
two heroes. The adventures of Parzival are paralleled and mirrored by
those of Arthur’s nephew Gawan. The deeds of the two knights are so co-
ordinated that each appears as a minor, background figure in the other’s
story, whilst coming together as foreground figures at critical points in the
narrative. This development marks a new chapter in the illusionistic repre-
sentation of reality in European fiction, anticipating certain aspects of the
cyclical Lancelot en prose in France. Wolfram’s treatment of this device
takes as its starting point the double-cycle structures found in Hartmann’s
work. The principle that in a second cycle the hero surpasses his own
achievement in the first is transferred to two separate figures, Gawan and
Parzival, allowing a gradation of knightly/amatory achievement in the
Arthurian realm and the exceptional achievement of Parzival sanctioned
by God’s grace in the Kingdom of the Grail.

One further aspect of Parzival calls for special mention as giving a new
dimension to the fictional world created in poetry. The Parzival story
makes use of an enormous number of named characters, the majority of
whom are linked together by family bonds, so that they can be set out in
two great family trees, that of the Grail family and that of King Arthur’s
family. This network of interrelationships is not set out explicitly, but
rather it has to be inferred by the audience through the association of indi-
vidual allusions. The kinship structures are functionalised by the author
in that the exceptional attainment of Parzival, who is related to Arthur
through his father and to the Grail King through his mother, is achieved by
establishing a gradation of the Arthurian values of knighthood and the
superior, religiously charged values of the world of the Grail.

Wolfram’s second courtly romance was to be that of the tragic young
lovers Sigune and Schionatulander, the Titurel (after 1217), named after
the Grail King Titurel, the great-grandfather of the heroine (and also of
Parzival), who is the first character to be named in the poem. As far as we
know Wolfram only completed two short sections of text, 131 and 39
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strophes respectively. The first describes the history of the family through
three generations down to Sigune, the sorrowful circumstances of her
childhood, the love of Sigune and Schionatulander and the confession of
this love, after Schionatulander has set out with Gahmuret in the service of
the Calif of Baghdad, to Gahmuret and Herzeloyde respectively. The
second fragment tells how the hunting dog Gardevias (‘Stick-to-your-
path’), whose lead is inscribed with a love story, escapes from Sigune
before she has read it to the end, so that she promises Schionatulander
sexual fulfilment if he will retrieve it for her —a mission from which he will
not return. Unlike earlier courtly romances, this poem is composed in a
strophic form derived from the heroic epic, appropriate to the sorrowful
subject matter of a story of love in which the erotic theme is constantly
presented in relation to parting, death and mortality. Also unlike earlier
romances this story has no known French source, but seems rather to be
elaborated out of material from the Parzival romance for an audience that
was familiar with that work.

Developments in narrative fiction 1200-1250

The first half of the thirteenth century saw a number of striking new
developments in German narrative fiction that it is instructive to consider
together. The German heroic epic is given written form in the
Nibelungenlied and Die Klage (both datable, very broadly, to c. 1200}, and
later followed by Kudrun (mid-thirteenth-century). Gottfried von
Strallburg’s Tristan (datable to c. 1200—20) provided a more sceptical, crit-
ical variant of the courtly romance in the form of a tragic love story based
on a quite different aesthetic from that of the Arthurian tradition. The
German Prosa-Lancelot, of which only the first part can be dated pre-
1250, marks the introduction of the cyclical prose romance, a form that
came to dominate French literary culture, into German. Wolfram von
Eschenbach’s Willehalm (c. 1210~20) reintroduces the themes of French
heroic poetry for the first time since the work of Pfaffe Konrad half a
century earlier, and is soon followed by the poem Karl der Grofle
(Charlemagne) by Der Stricker, a rewriting of Pfaffe Konrad’s
Rolandslied, probably composed in the 1220s.

Most of these works still draw directly or indirectly on oral tradition
{which may in origin be Celtic, Romance or German) in the form of narra-
tive patterns, principles of additive construction or in their use of tradi-
tional motifs such as the bridal quest or abduction story. With the German
heroic epics the transition from oral poetry to the written epic has been
effected by the authors of the surviving texts. The Nibelungenlied is com-
posed in a strophic form and could be recited to a melody that was proba-
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bly reminiscent of the oral lays. The poet’s anonymity marks his own
conception of himself as a link in a chain going back to ancient tradition,
and modern scholarship gives little credence to the idea of there having
been an earlier written epic which the author simply tock over and revised
in the second part of his poem. His poem unites the narrative cycles of the
life and murder of Siegfried and of the tale of Kriemhilt’s revenge, that is,
the destruction at her behest of the Burgundian kings and their men (col-
lectively called the ‘Nibelungen’). This version differs markedly from the
Scandinavian analogues in the Poetic Edda in that Kriemhilt (Norse
Gudrin), now the wife of King Etzel of the Huns, takes revenge against
her brother Gunther and his vassal Hagen for the murder of her first
husband Siegfried, whereas in the Old Norse poems Atlakvida (The lay of
Atli) and Atlamal (The tale of Atli) Gudran takes revenge against her
husband Atli (MHG Etzel) for the murder of her brothers Gunnar and
Hogni. In the Nibelungenlied disparate narrative elements are positioned
in a bipartite epic structure, with parallel wooing expeditions and mar-
riages, parallel invitations issued by the scheming queens Briinhilt and
Kriembhilt to their festivals, and then, as the culmination of each part, cat-
astrophe. Narrative components from oral literature are refunctionalised
in a book epic with a carefully balanced and unified internal narrative
structure. On the other hand, all manuscripts of the Nibelungenlied for
which we have evidence provide the strophic epic with a sequel in couplet
verse, Die Klage, the work of a different author. In rehearsing the events
that follow on the final catastrophe at Etzelburg the Klage poet provides a
reconciliatory perspective, whereas in the Nibelungenlied the narrative is
brought to an abrupt conclusion with Kriemhilt and Hagen asserting
themselves uncompromisingly — and tragically — in a final verbal struggle
that can only be resolved in their deaths. The relationship between the
composition of the two poems is unclear, and disputed: it certainly cannot
be assumed that the poet of Die Klage was responding to the
Nibelungenlied in its surviving form,

The Tristan romance, a reworking of the French version by Thomas of
Brittany of this infamous story of adulterous love (a work which survives
only in fragments), is presented in Gottfried’s prologue as the authorita-
tive version chosen from among many, and at various points the narrator
engages in polemic against alternative variants. In the literary excursus,
the first example of ‘literary criticism’ in a European vernacular, Gottfried
establishes a relationship between his own objectives and the achieve-
ments of other contemporary German poets. The narrative structure of
the poem, in common with other works derived from oral story-telling, is
based on the motif of journeying to and from the court of King Mark of
Cornwall: Rivalin’s journey to Cornwall, Tristan’s abduction and arrival
in Cornwall, his first journey to Ireland in search of a cure, his second
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journey to Ireland to win Isolde for King Mark, the return journey (during
which Tristan and Isolde are fated to drink the love potion), banishment,
the journey to Arundel and his courtship of a second Isolde ‘als blansche
mains’ {(‘of the white hands’), where Gottfried’s version breaks off. The
unfinished poem was completed in the manuscript tradition by adding, in
one instance, the latter part of Eilhart’s Tristrant, and more importantly
by two continuators, Ulrich von Tiirheim (c. 1230~5) and Heinrich von
Freiberg (c. 1290), who composed alternative versions of the ending of the
poem.

Whereas the French romances of Erec and Cligés were originally con-
ceived in opposition to the adulterous love of Tristan, the story of
Lancelot develops this theme and is based around the adulterous, sinful
love of Lancelot and Guinevere, the wife of King Arthur. The theme was
problematic, it seems. There is no direct response in German to Chrétien’s
Lancelot, and the German Lanzelet by Ulrich von Zatzikhoven (c.
1194-1205), although full of love adventures, includes only the motifs of
the abduction and rescuing of Ginover, not the adultery. Nonetheless, the
French Lancelot en prose (c. 1225), a work which on account of its new
form (prose rather than verse) and its potential for cyclical elaboration
may be held to constitute the most significant innovation in the Romance
literatures in the thirteenth century, seems to have reached Germany by
the mid century in the form of a close prose rendering of the first part of
the Lancelot, that is to say from the birth of Lancelot as far as the abduc-
tion and rescuing of Jenover (‘Karrenritter-Suite’). Later, in the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries, other parts of the French cycle were translated into
German prose, adding the quest for the Holy Grail, which only Lancelot’s
son Galaat is destined to achieve, and the total destruction of the realm of
Arthur in a rendering of La Mort le Roi Artu.

The French heroic poems, known as the chansons de geste, were gener-
ally transmitted in cycles associated with particular figures such as
Charlemagne or Guillaume d’Orange (that is, Count William of
Toulouse, grandson of Charles Martell). Wolfram’s Willehalm, which is
incomplete, is based on one of the early poems of the Guillaume cycle, La
Bataille d’Aliscans, but adapted to allow it to stand on its own outside the
context in the cycle. The poem opens with the disastrous defeat of the
Christians in a battle at Alischanz, after the Saracen prince Tybalt and his
father-in-law Terramer invade Provence in an attempt to recover Tybalt’s
wife Arabel, who has eloped, been baptised under the name Gyburg and
remarried to Willehalm. Willehalm wins the reluctantly granted aid of
Lois, King of the Romans and successor to Charlemagne, and returns to
meet the Saracen army for a second time. With the aid of the uncouth
kitchen-boy Rennewart, who is in truth the son of the Saracen king and
thus Gyburg’s brother, Willehalm and his allies engage in a massive second
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battle in which the Saracens are defeated. Personal affairs (with strong ele-
ments of the love romance) and affairs of state (in which the true interests
of the empire are betrayed by King Lois) are set in a problematic relation-
ship to each other and to the fate of Christendom. Above all, the simple
‘crusading’ narrative of the chanson de geste, reminiscent of the
Rolandslied, is undermined by an underlying programme of dissent
regarding the conventional view of the Saracens, which acquires particu-
lar focus in the figure of Gyburg and her eloquently stated conviction that
Saracens and Christians alike are all God’s children and thus deserving of
being spared. From the later thirteenth century the Willehalm was read in
the context of a newly constituted cycle or trilogy, in which a rather
shorter first part told of the love romance of Willehalm and the Saracen
princess Arabel (the Arabel of Ulrich von dem Tiirlin, third quarter of the
thirteenth century) and a third part, the Rennewart of Ulrich von
Tiirheim (c. 1240—50), some 36,000 lines of verse, elaborates the story of
Rennewart’s marriage to Alise and their son Malefer who is embroiled in
further battles between Willehalm and the Saracen king Terramer.

Arthurian romance in the thirteenth century

With the establishment of a tradition of secular written literature in
German, the corresponding development of reading practices, public and
private, and the growth of a new network of manuscript production for
lay people, the writers of thirteenth-century German romance found
themselves addressing a literary public who could respond to literary
echoes and allusions to other German works and who would naturally
relate new works of literature to what they already knew. The world of
princely patrons evoked by the poet Tannhiuser in his sixth ‘Leich’ still
sets the scene. Wirnt von Grafenberg composed his Wigalois for the
Bavarian dukes of Andechs-Meranien and mentions the funeral of one of
the dukes (probably Berthold IV, duke of Meranien 1188-1204) in his
poem. At a later period a centre of patronage seems to have been the court
of Ludwig II der Strenge (‘the Strict’) duke of Bavaria 1253—94, who is
known as a patron of Der jiingere Titurel and Lobengrin (c. 1283—9). The
claim of Der Pleier, the Austrian author of three substantial Arthurian
romances (most likely c¢. 1240-70), to have written his Meleranz in the
service of an unidentified ‘frum edel Wimar’ (‘the worthy noble[man
called] Wimar’), may be taken as an indication that the historical context
of German literary production embraced not only the princely houses
but also patrons of lower social standing (in this case perhaps the minor
nobility).

Characteristic examples that can be used to exemplify the trends of
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aristocratic fiction in the thirteenth century, all from the genre of
Arthurian romance, are Ulrich von Zatzikhoven’s Lanzelet (c. 1194-1205),
Wirnt von Gravenberg’s Wigalois (c. 1210-25), Diu Créne (The crown) by
Heinrich von dem Tirlin (c. 1230), Daniel von dem bliihenden Tal
(Daniel of the Blossoming Valley) by Der Stricker (c. 1220—40) and Der
jiingere Titurel (The younger Titurel), the work of a certain Albrecht
{¢. 1270). The French literary tradition still provides an important and pre-
stigious point of orientation for these writers and their patrons. Not one
of the poems is the direct reworking of a known French text, and yet in
every case there is either a genuine or a spurious {in the case of Stricker’s
Daniel, a parodistic) claim to a French source — or there is internal evi-
dence that French literary traditions have been an important influence on
the author. In the case of Ulrich’s Lanzelet, a work that is approximately
contemporary with Hartmann’s lwein, we are told that the Anglo-
Norman source manuscript was obtained from Hugh of Morville, later to
be one of the murderers of Thomas Becket, who brought it with him to
Germany when he was sent as one of a group of hostages to the
Hohenstaufen emperor Henry VIin return for the release of King Richard
Lionheart of England. Of the authors themselves we know very little.
Ulrich von Zatzikhoven may be identical with a chaplain and parish priest
of Lommis, near Zezikon in the Thurgau, who is attested in 1214. Only
Der Stricker is known to us from further works: he is the author of an
extensive oeuvre including Kar! der Grosse and a large number of shorter
couplet texts (‘Mire’, ‘Bispel’), but we have no clues to the person behind
the pseudonym, which is derived from stricken ‘to plait, to braid’.
Albrecht, implausibly identified with the poet Albrecht von Scharfenberg,
who is known to us through Ulrich Fuetrer’s fifteenth-century reworking
of his Merlin and Seifrid de Ardemont, in the older literature, is generally
held to have been a clerk; he alone of the poets named seems to have been
able to handle Latin sources. For the greater part of the poem he writes
under the name of Wolfram von Eschenbach, only revealing himself as
‘Albrecht’ at strophe 5,883.

Both Lanzelet and Wigalois follow the traditional pattern of showing
how an exemplary Arthurian knight wins his bride and a kingdom, but, as
in Parzival, the narrative model is extended back in time so that the tale
begins with the hero’s parents and birth. Numerous traditional structural
motifs are retained, but in common with some of the other later romances
the double-cycle structure is abandoned — and with it the particular signif-
icance with which the motifs were invested by virtue of their position in a
structure. The Lanzelet romance is remarkable for the open eroticism of
the seduction adventures which the hero undergoes in the first part before
he finally wins as his bride Iblis, the heiress of Dordone, at Schatel-le-
mort. Important mile-stones in this work are Lanzelet’s discovery of his
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identity, the validation of his achievements by King Arthur, the proving of
his bride (*Mantelprobe’ motif), and the successful rescue mission to win
the release of Arthur’s knights from imprisonment by a malicious magi-
cian. Wigalois shows the hero’s progression through a series of gradated
exploits that lead him from the realm of Arthurian adventure to one of
magic enchantment {an important theme in works of this period) to the
world of thirteenth-century reality in the manner of the chansons de
geste. He undergoes military feats against giants and on behalf of women
in distress, an other-world experience in the land of Korntin, ‘rebirth’
(when he recovers from unconsciousness on the shores of a lake), his great
adventure at the enchanted Castle of Glois, and finally transposition to
the world of contemporary France where he avenges a wrong committed
by Duke Lion of Namur by laying siege to the town. Narrative elements in
this poem are closely related to the Bel Inconnu of the French poet Renaut
de Beaujeu, and to the French prose romance Le Chevalier au papegaut.
Diu Créne begins with a satirically rendered story of Artus and Ginover
and the latter’s abduction, and then in a long second part tells of the
adventures of Gawein and his fantastic encounters with dragons and
monsters, naked maidens, magicians and Dame Fortune — a medley of
derivative literary motifs that may be intended to function as literary allu-
sions. In the end Gawein comes to a wonderful castle where, in imitation
of the Grail Castle in Parzival, he witnesses a sword and blood-filled
chalice being carried into the hall, successfully poses the magic question
and is then able to return to Arthur’s court with the magic sword.

Daniel von dem bliihenden Tal also relates a succession of fantastic and
bloody adventures (the monster with no belly who kills by the gaze of a
deadly severed head that he carries, a sick magician who keeps himself
alive with the blood of his victims — a magic sword, a magic net, a magic
skin), but these individual dventiure experienced by the hero are inter-
polated into the military, epic narrative of the war between Arthur and
King Matur of Cluse, in which liberal use is made of literary motifs from
the chanson de geste tradition. The hero is shown to win against over-
whelming odds by virtue of his cleverness and rational premeditation, the
latter often expressed in monologues.

The work known today as Der jiingere Titurel (and in the Middle Ages
as Titurel), the most ambitious and longest of all the Arthurian romances,
takes over Wolfram’s Titurel fragments and incorporates them into a vast
presentation of the history of the Holy Grail in strophic verse, fore-
grounding the tragic love story of Tschinatulander, the knight who dies in
his attempt to satisfy the desire of Sigune to know the story inscribed on
the dog-leash (the story within the story). The poem incorporates the
story of Parzival, in an elaborate and self-conscious reinterpretation of
Wolfram, and, at the end, the story of Prester John. The Grail is here the
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chalice from the Last Supper, as in French tradition and in Diy Créne. In
the final section it is taken away from the sinful Christians of Salvaterre
and transported to India. The extension of chivalric romance into a
history of man’s sinfulness and salvation allows this poem to be seen as
the German counterpart, for the thirteenth century, of the cycle of the
French Lancelot en prose.

Lyric poetry 1150-1300

The German lyric in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries is monophonic
song, reflecting the practice of court performances, in which typically the
performer would also be composer of both words and melody. The sources
from which this essentially performance-orientated form of literature can
be reconstructed are the great retrospective collections of Middle High
German poetry that were put together in the period 1270-1350: the Kleine
Heidelberger Liederbandschrift, the Weingartner Liederbandschrift, the
‘Codex Manesse’ or Grofie Heidelberger Liederhandschrift and the Jenaer
Liederbandschrift. Court poetry hardly ever warrants a mention in the
chronicles and documents of the time, so that our knowledge of German
lyric poetry in the High Middle Ages is essentially defined by the compila-
tion history of these few sources.

The most comprehensive of the manuscripts, the Codex Manesse, com-
piled in Zurich in the first decades of the fourteenth century, but with
poems from all over Germany as well as the Netherlands from the period
1160 to 1340, contains some 138 poetic ocuvres with about 5,240 strophes
(as well as 36 ‘Leichs’) in all. 137 full-page pictures of the poets evoke an
aristocratic fantasy world of dancing, hunting, amorous genre scenes, and
introspective poses suggesting the mood of poetic composition. The poets
are set out hierarchically, beginning with Kaiser Heinrich (Emperor Henry
VI, 1165—90), and the pictures communicate a conception of court poetry
as consisting essentially of songs composed and performed by individual
poet-composers and remaining the personal property of their creators.
The manuscripts superimpose the conception of ‘authorial oeuvres’ onto
collections of lyric strophes that must in many cases, at least in part, have
been brought together for other reasons, such as common melodies or
common subject matter.

2 Recommended editions: Hugo Moser and Helmut Tervooren (eds.), Des Minnesangs
Friibling I: Texte, 38th, revised edn, Stuttgart, 1988 (= MF) —up to Wolfram von
Eschenbach, but not including Walther von der Vogelweide; Carl von Kraus (ed.),
Liederdichter des 13. Jabrbunderts, 2 vols., 2nd edn, revised by Gisela Kornrumpf,
Tiibingen, 1978 (= KLM); Karl Bartsch (ed.), Die Schweizer Minnesinger, new edn by
Max Schiendorfer, Tiibingen, 1990 (=SMS).
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All the named poets are men, and by contrast with France there is no
evidence at all in Germany for women as the composers or performers of
courtly songs. Popular poetry and the songs of itinerant cantatrices, who
are occasionally mentioned in historical records, have not survived, and
for the first surviving lyrics that are likely to have been composed by
women we have to turn to the numerous German adaptations of Latin
hymns and sequences, such as the Mariensequenz aus St. Lambrecht (The
Marian sequence from St. Lambrecht) or the Low German versions com-
posed by the nuns of the Cistercian convent Medingen near Liineburg in
the later thirteenth century that have been edited by Lipphardt. In the
Netherlands Hadewijch of Antwerp (before 1250) composed religious
songs based on the tradition of courtly love poetry, but there is nothing
exactly comparable among the poems by German nuns.

The earliest German lyric poetry to have survived belongs to the genera-
tion of Der von Kiirenberg, whose songs were probably composed in the
1160s, which puts the beginnings of the ‘Minnesang’ some sixty years later
than the earliest troubadour poetry in the south of France. That this is not
the whole story is indicated, for example, by the preservation of an
obscene bilingual (Latin-German) love song ‘Kleriker und Nonne” (“The
clerk and the nun’) in the mid-eleventh-century collection known as the
Carmina Cantabrigiensia (Cambridge songs), and from such references as
that to ‘uuinileoda’ (‘love songs’) in the eleventh-century Latin epic
Ruodlieb or the polemic against ‘troutliet’ (‘love songs’) by the twelfth-
century Austrian satirical poet Heinrich von Melk. The inception of
courtly love poetry in the mid-century puts German almost exactly in line
with the trouvére poetry of northern France, whereas the Occitan poetry
of the troubadours (formerly called Old Provencal), which begins in the
1090s, can be seen as a precursor of both northern traditions. The style of
German poetry initiated in this period runs on to the time of the Codex
Manesse and beyond. The most notable landmarks are the prolific poets
Reinmar der Alte (died before 1210), Walther von der Vogelweide (c. 1190
to ¢. 1230) and Neidhart {died before 1246). In the later Middle Ages
Heinrich von MeifSen, called Frauenlob (c. 1290-1318), and the poets of
the pre-Reformation ‘Meistergesang’ predominate. The most individual
poet of the later period, who like Walther and Neidhart is a poet of
European stature, is Oswald von Wolkenstein (lived c. 1376-1445).

Love poetry and didactic poetry stand side-by-side in most of the sur-
viving collections, but not in the oeuvres of the greater number of poets.
The earliest named poets, Der von Kiirenberg (c. 1160) and Meinloh von
Sevelingen (c.1160/70), are known only as poets of ‘Minnesang’ (mostly
single strophes that stand alone), thus attesting the erotic theme in courtly
song at a time when it had not yet become established in German narrative
literature. The didactic songs of Herger and Spervogel (1170s and 1180s)
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are also monostrophic, pointing the way to the later ‘Spruchdichtung’
{(‘didactic poetry’) where this is the rule, but already in the love songs of
Der von Kiirenberg and Meinloh there is a tendency for the strophes to
form pairs. With the oeuvre of Dietmar von Aist (c. 1160—80), the diversity
of which poses a serious authenticity problem, a polystrophic norm,
characteristically of three strophes, comes to be established. This develop-
ment in the love lyric is accompanied by increasing formal complexity,
notably the development of more complex strophic forms employing lines
of different length, more complex rhyme schemes and the introduction of
pure rhyme, whilst remaining for the most part within the constraints of
the tripartite canzone form for the strophe. This consists of an ‘Aufgesang’
formed of two metrically identical ‘Stollen’, followed by a metrically dif-
ferentiated ‘Abgesang’. By the time of Reinmar der Alte, Heinrich von
Morungen and Walther von der Vogelweide, whose poetic production
continued into the early years of the thirteenth century, the love lyric had
developed into the prestige form of courtly poetry. This is apparent not
only from the formal artistry of the ‘Minnesang’ (most notably with
Heinrich von Morungen), but also from the social status of the named
poets. Whereas Meinloh von Sevelingen, Dietmar von Aist and Albrecht
von Johannsdorf carry the names of noble families, others such as
Friedrich von Hausen (c. 1155—90, attested in the entourage of
Barbarossa), Rudolf von Fenis (Count Rudolf II von Fenis-Neuenburg,
attested 1158—92) and Emperor Henry VI are influential nobles who had
an important part to play in the world of political affairs.

French influence plays an important part in the early history of the
‘Minnesang’, especially in the songs of Heinrich von Veldeke, Friedrich
von Hausen and Rudolf von Fenis in the 1170s and 1180s. Troubadour
poetry was also an important influence, at a slightly later date (c.
1190—1220), on Heinrich von Morungen. Veldeke’s poetry, which pre-
serves some of its Limburg colouring, even though the manuscripts are
from the south of Germany or Switzerland, is the product of a
Netherlandish court society whose political links to Flanders and France
were as strong as those to Germany. The indebtedness of his songs in their
form, content (for example in the elaborate nature introductions) and
phraseology to the northern French trouvéres is to be explained by geo-
graphical proximity. That Friedrich von Hausen and a number of other
Rhenish poets of the high nobility associated with the Hohenstaufen
court knew the songs of their northern French and Occitan counterparts
is to be explained from the extensive involvement of their generation in the
Italian campaigns of Barbarossa, as well as from the proximity of the
Rhineland to France. Rudolf von Fenis, named after Vinelz near Erlach in
eastern Switzerland, was a count of Neuchitel (Neuenburg) and may be
assumed to have been at home in a bilingual culture. The three poets share
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a common alignment with Romance poetry in their diction, form and
content, and numerous individual songs by Hausen and Fenis appear to
show additionally a specific formal dependency on, as well as occasional
verbal borrowings from, particular Romance poems. The poets on whom
they draw are not the earlier troubadours from Guilthem IX, duke of
Aquitaine and count of Poitiers (lived 1071-1126), to Marcabru
{r130—48), who had established the genre of vernacular love poetry, but
rather their own exact contemporaries, the troubadours Folquet de
Marseille, Peire Vidal, Guiot de Provins and Gaucelm Faidit, and the trou-
veres Gace Brulé and Conon de Béthune. Morungen was influenced by the
troubadour poets Bernart de Ventadorn, Guilhem de Cabastanh and
Peirol. The lion’s share of the borrowing is from Occitan poetry, with
which the German nobles and ministerials may have become acquainted
in Italy. Hard evidence of the direction of the borrowing does not as a rule
exist {although Occitan into German is by far the most likely), and there is
a case for seeing all the poets named as forming part of a single, multi-
lingual poetic tradition.

The history of the music of the ‘Minnesang’ is lost to us because of the
paucity of the surviving sources, but in this area too there must have been
a story to tell of the impact of the Old French and Occitan songs on native
German tradition. Whereas there are quite a number of early French
sources (such as the Chansonnier de Saint-Germain, first half of the thir-
teenth century) which set out the melodies of trouvere or troubadour
poetry in highted neumes that can be transcribed, there are no comparable
German manuscripts until the later thirteenth century. These later sources
preserve the melodies of some of the earlier didactic poems (for example
the ‘Spruchdichtung’ of Walther von der Vogelweide and Bruder Wernher
in the Jenaer Liederhandschrift) and of Neidhart’s songs, but no direct
sources survive for the earlier “‘Minnesang’. With a true contrafactum,
where formal dependency on a French song with an extant melody can be
demonstrated, it is possible, experimentally, to sing the German song to
the French tune.? The situation with regard to music changes radically in
the later Middle Ages, where the extant oeuvre of poets such as Frauenlob,
Der Ménch von Salzburg, Muskatblut, Hugo von Montfort and Oswald
von Wolkenstein consists of a combination of text and music.

Not much more is known about performance than about the melodies.
Whereas for the twelfth and thirteenth centuries it can be said with

3 For German contrafacta see Ursula Aarburg, ‘Melodien zum frithen deutschen
Minnesang’ (1956/7), revised version in: Hans Fromm (ed.), Der deutsche Minnesang.
Aufsitze zu seiner Erforschung, Wege der Forschung 15, Darmstadt, 1963, pp. 378—423.
For the music of the ‘Minnesang’ see Burkhard Kippenberg, ‘Minnesang’, in: The new
Grove dictionary of music and musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie, London, 1980, vol. 12, pp.
337-45.
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certainty that the performance of German songs must have been monodic
rather than polyphonic, it seems impossible, on the basis of scant literary
sources such as the description of musical performance in the Tristan
romances and the Nibelungenlied, to ascertain whether the performance
by a (presumably) male singer was accompanied or unaccompanied, or
whether both modes of presentation were usual.

The German songs are characterised, by contrast with other branches
of the European love lyric, by a particular range of distinctive forms. One
of these is the “Wechsel’, a song consisting of indirect exchange between
two speakers who usually refer to each other in the third person. Early
examples are found in the songs of Der von Kiirenberg and Dietmar von
Aist, and it is retained throughout the development of the ‘Minnesang’ as
a formal option deriving from native tradition. True dialogue songs with
interaction of the participants in the manner of the Romance tenso are
not found in German until Walther von der Vogelweide. A related genre is
the ‘Botenlied’ (‘messenger’s song’), often making use of the “Wechsel’
form and quite distinct from the Romance envoi, where the distance
between lover and beloved is similarly stylised — and in this case embodied
in the person of the messenger. Just as it is a feature of these specifically
German traditions that the woman is given a voice of her own, addressing
the messenger or ‘not addressing’ her lover in the “Wechsel’, there is a cot-
responding monologue genre in the early German ‘Frauenlied’ (‘woman’s
song’) or ‘Frauenklage’ (‘woman’s complaint’), a feature which strongly
differentiates the German love lyric from its counterparts in the Romance
languages, where women’s songs are rare. An important parallel to the
German songs placed in the mouth of the woman does, however, exist in
the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century collections of Galician-Portuguese
lyrics, which include a significant body of such cantigas di amigo. The
classic early example of the genre in German is Kiirenberg’s strophe
‘Swenne ich stin aleine’ (“When I stand alone’, MF 8,17), which stylises
the expression of female sexuality with a paradoxical combination of a
flush of pleasure and sorrow of the heart ‘like the rose on the thornbush’.
In Reinmar’s elaborate song ‘Ungenide und swaz ie danne sorge was’ (‘Of
misfortune and trouble I have had my fill’, MF 186,19) the conventions of
the early German ‘Prauenklage’ are redesigned to give expression to the
frustrated desire of a woman who has felt obliged to reject her lover. In
Walther von der Vogelweide’s ‘Unter der linden’ (‘Under the lime tree’, L.
39,11) a woman celebrates her experience of fulfilled love in a natural
setting (the locus amoenus) in a playful secret confession expressed
through the public medium of song.

A genre that might seem to be associated with the native German forms
by virtue of its tonality is the “Tagelied’ (‘dawn song’), a convention
according to which, typically, the parting of the lovers at dawn is presented
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in a third-person narrative, often using direct speech. In fact the evidence
points to the “Tagelied’ being more strongly associated with the alba of
Occitan poetry, and neither of the two earliest German examples, the
bilingual Latin—German ‘Si puer cum puellula’ (*When a boy and a young
girl’) in the Carmina Burana collection (CB 183) and ‘Slafest du vriedel
ziere’ (‘Are you sleeping, my beloved?’; MF 31,18) in the Dietmar corpus,
would seem to belong to the earliest stratum of the ‘Minnesang’.
Nonetheless, the dawn song seems to have acquired a much greater
popularity in German than in Romance, where there are in all only about
nine Occitan examples and just five in Old French. There are close links
between the early German dawn songs and the Romance tradition of the
pastourelle. The master of the dawn song in German was Wolfram von
Eschenbach, who composed four songs of this type and a fifth using
related motifs. These poems have a dramatic quality, making particular
use of the watchman motif, here placed on the turret of a castle rather
than in a natural setting, and of the personification of the dawn. This
unusual form of the ‘Minnesang’ enjoyed a considerable vogue in the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries. Steinmar parodies the dawn song by
replacing the watchman with a cowherd (SMS x1x,8). Later the genre will
be taken up again by Oswald von Wolkenstein.

Whereas the individual features of the native German ‘Minnesang’
combine to give the earliest named poets a varied oeuvre, the great mass of
German love songs, like those of French and Occitan poets, are based on a
single model: the male lover’s monologue in which he expresses abject sub-
servience to a beloved, his frouwe (‘mistress’, ‘liegelady’), who is idealised
to the point of abstraction. By comparison with the Romance tradition,
from which the model is derived, the German songs increase the degree of
ritualisation and spiritualisation of the lover’s stance and give extra
weight to the ethical dimensions of his love service, to the point where it
can effectively become a goal in itself. The cult of the woman is intensified
to such a degree that free borrowing of eulogistic motifs from
Mariological literature was possible, as with Morungen’s insistent
comparisons of his lady to the sun and moon.

The essential elements of the literary model are derived from the
concept of feudal service, the military service and obedience a vassal owed
his liegelord, from whom he had received a fief (generally to be thought of
as a piece of land) and from whom he was entitled to protection. These
notions of vertical reciprocal obligations are transferred to the relation-
ship of lover and beloved, allowing the lover to portray himself as demon-
strating the constancy (staete) and fidelity (triuwe) of the faithful
vassal, whilst requiring of the beloved, who is treated as a high-born lady
and his frouwe, that having accepted his service she should show him her
hulde (‘favour’). What is significant is that this ritual gesture of wooing,
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which could go as far as demanding sexual favours, is as a rule not acted
out to the end, but rather frozen half way, thus always preserving the
tension-loaded situation of wooing. These poems articulate male desire,
exploiting the tension of such motifs as separation, parting, refusal, pro-
hibition, failure to communicate, the restrictions of social decorum (with
‘society’ interposed between lover and beloved). As a rule the lover is
styled as a lover-minstrel whose service is made concrete in his song, a
convention that may have been an invitation to performers to act out the
lover’s part dramatically Whereas the feudal motifs tie the songs of the
‘Minnesang’ in to the tensions of the power structure of aristocratic
society, the lover-minstrel motif associates love with poetry, so that love
may be realised in the songs as a medium for self-expression per se. Seen
from this point of view erotic poetry provided a vehicle for articulating,
through the triangle of lover-minstrel, beloved and society-audience, a
need for personal expression and a sense of the autonomy of the individ-
ual that was in conflict with the prevailing structures of early medieval
society.

The most productive and wide-ranging poet of the period 1190-1230 is
Walther von der Vogelweide. He styles himself an itinerant court singer,
which tallies with documentary evidence of 1203 in the travel accounts of
Wolfger of Erla, bishop of Passau (1190-1204, patriarch of Aquileja
1204-18). He claims to have learnt his art in Austria (L. 32,14), probably at
the Babenberg court in Vienna, where he may have encountered the
tamous ‘Minnesinger’ Reinmar, and he describes the death of Frederick 1
of Babenberg, duke of Austria {1194-98), as a landmark in his career that
resulted in his departure from the court (L.19,29). The second strophe in
the ‘Reichston’ (‘Ich hérte ein wazzer diezen’, ‘I heard the rushing of
water’, L. 9,28) addresses the political situation of 1198, after the death of
Emperor Henry V1in 1197, when Henry’s brother Philipp of Swabia and
the Welf contender Otto of Braunschweig struggled for the crown. This
and the songs promoting Philipp’s cause in the ‘Erster Philippston’ (L.
18,29; 19,5) show that for a time he served a patron close to the
Hohenstaufen cause. These songs mark the beginning of an entirely new
form of political ‘Spruchdichtung’ in German in which the authority of
the first-person voice of the poet is involved in a wide range of political
and public contexts. Often the contemporary references provide a precise
historical context for the first performance of these songs. Even Walther’s
long religious poem, the ‘Leich’ (L. 3,1), contains a passage of political
allusion. The song ‘Ich han min lehen’ (‘I've got my fief’, L. 28,31) presents
Walther triumphant at having been granted a fief by the Hohenstaufen
emperor Frederick II in about 1220.

The range of Walther’s ‘Minnesang’ is enormous. There are songs of
traditional courtly love, playful teasing of Reinmar’s conventions from his

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Lyric poetry I150-1300 71

time at the Babenberg court, nature settings inspired by the Latin tradi-
tion, theoretical digressions on the nature of love inspired by the
‘Spruchdichtung’, as well as songs that throw off the liegeman-and-liege-
lady conceit and experiment with the motif of a beloved who is looked
down on by the world of the court aristocracy. A recurrent motif, and a
hallmark of Walther’s love poetry, is the insistence on mutuality and
reciprocation in love. In what are probably late poems the conventional
first-person role of the lover/minstrel comes to be fused with Walther’s
own individual profile as a court performer of some thirty years standing,
and he makes play with the new motif of the aged poet who combines
introspection and an awareness of mortality with a critical perspective on
the changing times.

Neidhart’s break with the traditional ‘Minnesang’ is of a quite different
kind from Walther’s in that his songs are founded on an entirely new set of
conventions. They are linked only by individual formal elements and
motifs, often parodistically employed, to the ‘Minnesang’ that had gone
before. The case of the Neidhart songs shows more clearly than any other
how inappropriate the notion of a ‘genuine’ authorial oeuvre is to the
medieval German lyric. References to the crusades, perhaps those of
1217—271 and 1228—9, and to the patronage of Frederick II, duke of Austria
(1230—46), provide external points of reference that allow an identifica-
tion of the poet as a real person with links in Bavaria, and later in Austria.
On the other hand, scholars are divided as to whether the Neidhart corpus
should be seen as containing a thirteenth-century kernel augmented by a
vast number of imitations, or whether the whole body of surviving
material, including the 1,098 strophes of the fifteenth-century Berlin
manuscript ¢, should be seen as constituting, in principle, a thirteenth-
century literary oeuvre. Even if we accept that it is only the texts that have
a place in literary history the problem of dating remains.

Both quantitatively and qualitatively Neidhart claims a special place in
the history of the ‘Minnesang’. His songs consist of ‘Sommerlieder’
(‘summer songs’), composed in a range of strophic forms (most com-
monly the ‘Reihenstrophe’: ‘dance strophe’), and “Winterlieder’ (‘winter
songs’) composed in the canzone form. There are three main components
in the ‘Sommerlieder’: dialogues between peasant girls who have set their
heart on winning the knight of Riuwental at the dance, mother-and-
daughter dialogues (competitive or admonitory), and the first-person
voice of the knight of Riuwental (hence the name used in the older critical
literature: Neidhart von Reuental). The “Winterlieder’, which came to be
particularly popular, are presented for the most part from the point of
view of the lover-knight of Riuwental, sometimes addressed as ‘Nithart’,
whose wooing of the peasant girl brings him into competition with the
peasants at the barn dance. The coarseness and obscenity of the world
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depicted (and named) in the scenes of peasant satire turn the
“Winterlieder’ into a parodistic inversion of the ‘Minnesang’, whereas the
‘Sommerlieder’ are based on an inversion of a different kind: the lyric
‘Ich’, which is generally only implied, is here the object of the women’s
desire, rather than consistently finding expression as the lyric subject. The
distinctive tonality of these coarsely ‘realistic’ and explicit songs sets them
aside from the traditional courtly literature and associates them with
forms of German literature that characterised the later Middle Ages and
the sixteenth century, such as the Shrovetide play and ‘Schwank’.

A second departure from the traditional ‘Minnesang’ that, like
Neidhart, points to the specific literary situation in the thirteenth century,
is to be found in the work of Ulrich von Liechtenstein. Ulrich, a leading
ministerial and public figure in Styria (lived 1198-1275), is the author of
fifty-eight love songs, preserved in the Manesse manuscript, but also sur-
viving integrated into an extensive literary autobiography in verse, the
Frauendienst (Love-service). The underlying conceit of every song of the
‘Minnesang’, namely, the claim that the feelings expressed are real, is
played out here in a sustained work of autobiographical fiction set in the
real world, alluding to real events and based on Ulrich’s own life. The
culmination of Ulrich’s love-service, which he had begun as his lady’s
page, is the fabulous journey that he undertakes, decked out as Lady
Venus, from one tournament to another all the way from Venice to
Bohemia. The motifs of rejection by the liegelady and turning to another
woman are also elaborated in the narrative here.

Medieval German religious literature in verse and prose

The secular literature of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, with which
we have mostly been concerned so far, is underpinned by a wide range of
religious writings in German. Most of this literature is anonymous and
may be supposed to have been composed by monks and members of the
clergy, in some cases by nuns or other members of semi-religious groups.
Apart from the biblical poetry discussed above, the works with the great-
est affinity to courtly literature are the saints’ lives, which are mostly verse
adaptations of Latin prose. There are, for example, three early lives of
John the Baptist, that by Frau Ava, in whose work it forms part of a
sequence of biblical poems, that of Priester Adelbrecht, and the anony-
mous Baumgartenberger Johannes Baptista (Baumgartenberg John the
Baptist). Further landmarks in the German hagiographical tradition are
Priester Arnold’s Juliane, Heinrich von Veldeke’s Servatius, Albert von
Augsburg’s Leben des hl. Ulrich (The life of St Ulrich), the Wallersteiner
Margaretalegende (The Wallerstein life of St Margaret, after 1235) written
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for Clementia, duchess of Zihringen, and Konrad von Wiirzburg’s ver-
sions of Silvester, Alexius and Pantaleon written in Basle in the 1260s or
1270s. German hymns and sequences in imitation of Latin models are
exemplified by the early Mariological works, the Mariensequenz aus Muri
(The Marian sequence from Muri, attested in Muri near Lucerne, in
Engelberg, on the Rhine and in Admont in Austria), the Mariensequenz
aus St. Lambrecht (The Marian sequence from St. Lambrecht) — actually
from the house of Augustinian canonesses in Seckau (Austria), the Melker
Marienlied {The song to the Virgin from Melk) and the Arnsteiner
Marviengebet (The prayer to the Virgin from Arnstein) from the
Rhineland. These poems all date from the later twelfth century.

German prose sermons, which represent the only literary type that can
be plotted continuously from the Old High German period to the present
day, can be studied from the translations of the Bairisches Homiliar
(Wessobrunner Predigten — The Wessobrunn sermons, attested c. 1100),
the Speculum ecclesie (The mirror of the church), the Schwarzwilder
Predigten (The Black Forest sermons), the St. Georgener Predigten (The
St. Georgen sermons), the Berthold von Regensburg collections and in the
mystical sermons of Meister Eckhart and Tauler. In the earlier part of the
period they are literary model sermons rather than transcriptions from
oral delivery, which even later are exceptionally rare, but with the sermons
of Berthold von Regensburg (1240—72) a new type emerges: German texts
translated from the Latin collections, that were written up by the preacher
himself, and imitating some of the features of this famous preacher’s oral
delivery. Oral literary practice, and oral performance on the basis of care-
fully prepared written texts, which constituted a major aspect of literary
communication with almost all types of literature, are instructively docu-
mented here.

A group of texts which takes us right into the world in which literary
activity was practised is that of spiritual biography and autobiography.
One group of such texts consists of the collections of lives of nuns from a
particular convent, such as the Kirchberger Schwesternbuch (Lives of the
nuns at Kirchberg, between Sulz and Hagerloch, ¢. 1330) and the St.
Katharinentaler Schwesternbuch {Lives of the nuns of St. Katharinental,
from the convent near Diessenhofen in Switzerland, ¢. 1350). A second
type is the individual life of a woman, such as the life and revelations of
Christine Ebner (lived 1277-1356), a Dominican nun at Engelthal near
Nuremberg, in which autobiographical texts recording the nun’s own spir-
itual experiences, such as visions and auditions, came to be recast in the
form of a vita. In the case of Elsbeth von Oye (c. 1290 to c. 1340), a
Dominican nun of Otenbach in Zurich, a first-person report of her spiri-
tual auditions, apparently written up for the edification of her own com-
munity, has been preserved as a rough copy in her own handwriting. In the
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life of Friedrich Sunder (lived 1254-1328), chaplain to the nuns of
Engelthal, this literary form was accommodated to the vita of a man. An
elaborated form of the literary type is the ‘autobiography’, or Vita, of the
Dominican Heinrich Seuse (d. 1366), which forms the first part of what
the writer called his Exemplar, followed by the Biichlein der Fwigen
Weisheit (The little book of eternal wisdom), the Biichlein der Wahrbeit
(The little book of truth) and the Briefbiichlein (The book of letters). The
Dominican nun Elsbeth Stagel, who is portrayed in Seuse’s Vita as having
directly participated in the composition of the work, may also have been
involved in assembling the compendium of the lives of nuns from her own
convent Toss near Winterthur, the Tosser Schwesternbuch (Lives of the
nuns of Toss).

These autobiographical writings, although from the fourteenth
century, provide a literary context for one of the outstanding works of the
thirteenth century: the Fliefendes Licht der Gottheit (The flowing light of
the Divinity) by Mechthild von Magdeburg. Mechthild’s work is a collec-
tion of ecstatic revelations in which spiritual experience is verbalised and
given literary form as dialogues, visions, auditions, allegories and narra-
tives. The metaphorical language of love that is used here to depict reli-
gious experience, in particular for the expression of the mystical union of
the soul with God her bridegroom (as in i.15), is only superficially remi-
niscent of the ‘Minnesang’: it is in fact drawn from the traditional exegesis
of the Song of Songs in the Bible. This subject had previously been treated
by Williram of Ebersberg and, in vigorous German prose that points
forward to Mechthild’s own writing, in the St. Trudperter Hobelied (The
St. Trudpert Song of Songs, c. 1170, from Admont in Austria). Individual
Latin writings that stand in this tradition, such as the epistle to the
Carthusians of Mont-Dieu by William of St-Thierry and extracts from
the writings of Bernard of Clairvaux, were translated into German by
contemporaries of Mechthild. The extant version of Mechthild’s work,
arranged in seven books, is a mid-fourteenth-century rendering into the
High German of the region of Basle on the basis of the author’s Low
German original, which is lost. Autobiographical fragments in the text
suggest that Mechthild was a beguine in Magdeburg, that is, a member of
a community of women living to evangelical precepts but not following a
formal religious rule, who recorded her religious experiences in written
form from about 1250, and later continued writing up her spiritual life in
this form when in later life she joined a convent of nuns following the
Cistercian rule in Helfta near Eisleben (c. 1270 to c. 1282). In Mechthild’s
writing, autobiographical motifs that typify the experiences of a semi-
religious visionary (such as the burning of her writings, or her response to
criticism from the cathedral clergy, as well as her religious experiences) are
functionalised so as to convey a spiritual message to her audience.
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One area of religious literature stands apart from the rest: liturgical
drama in German. The period from the tenth to the sixteenth century saw
a remarkable development of dramatic forms documented over all of
Europe, uninfluenced by classical Greek and Latin drama, and themselves
without appreciable influence on the more elevated tradition of the later
European theatre. Medieval religious drama has its origin in certain inno-
vatory forms of embellishment, musical additions to the authorised
liturgy, known as tropes, which served to intensify the emotional appeal of
particularly important moments in the Mass. An important early example
is the ‘Quem queeritis’ from St Gall (Latin, tenth century) attached to the
introit of the Mass of Easter, in which the question “Whom are you seeking
in the grave, worshippers of Christ?’ receives the response ‘Jesus of
Nazareth, who has has been crucified, o heavenly ones.” — ‘He is not here,
he has arisen from the dead, as was foretold: go and announce that he is
risen from the grave.” The trope, which may originally have been sung
antiphonally by two choirs, came to be accompanied by mime; at a later
stage the parts of the dialogue were taken over by actors, and German texts
came to be included. The singing of the hymn ‘Christ ist erstanden’
(‘Christ is risen’, a four-line strophe with ‘Kyrieleison’) in the context of
the Elevation of the Cross on Easter Sunday is attested for Salzburg
Cathedral in a manuscript of ¢. 1160. In the course of the Middle Ages such
simple forms developed into elaborate plays, initially in a mixture of Latin
and German, later entirely in the vernacular. The drama was transposed
from its original context in church, in the context of the liturgy (especially
the Easter liturgy), into the streets and squares of the town, where it was
often accompanied by a procession from one site to the next, and later into
the villages. The range of subject matter was extended to include not only
the events of Easter but also Christmas, the Last Judgement, the lives of
saints and religious legends as well. The performers, originally clergy,
came to encompass the urban laity (including members of the tradesmen’s
guilds), and in a village context the peasants. The performance of the litur-
gical plays remained almost exclusively the domain of men and boys until
the sixteenth century, with the exception of certain plays performed by
nuns in their own communities, where all the parts were played by women.
Some of the late medieval plays had elaborate sets (such as those attested
for Lucerne) and were performed over a period of several days, and they
thus came to be major events in the life of the community.

The sources for medieval German drama are extremely diverse and
range from reports in chronicles, civic legislation, lists of props, bills and
receipts, to manuscript copies of the texts used for performance. The
number of medieval German religious plays whose text survives — at least
in part —today has been calculated as 162, in addition to 32 religious plays
mostly in Latin with some passages in German, and §3 plays from
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Germany in Latin alone (Hansjiirgen Linke, ‘Germany and German-
speaking Central Europe’, 1991). Many of these sources give only a partial
account of the text that was used as the basis for performance, as is mani-
festly the case where only the script of an individual part has survived, or
with the ‘Dirigierrollen’ (directors’ rolls), which generally give only the
opening words of each speech. The plays themselves were performed
again and again, sometimes at intervals of several years, and the texts were
subject to continual modification. The manuscript tradition, even in those
cases where substantial texts have been preserved, can give only glimpses
of the reality of medieval liturgical drama, generally preserving a ‘unique’
version, but almost always with extensive parallels to other extant plays in
Latin or German.

The earliest liturgical play in German is the Osterspiel aus Muri (Easter
play from Muri), an extensive fragment of some 538 lines of German verse
preserved as a roll two metres in length and twenty centimetres wide, orig-
inally intended for use by the prompter. It comes from Muri in
Switzerland. As an Easter play it concentrates on the scene with the guards
at the sepulchre, the peddler who comes selling his wares in the market-
place, the Harrowing of Hell, and Mary Magdalen’s encounter with the
risen Christ after purchasing ointments to embalm his corpse. It can use-
fully be compared with the Innsbrucker Osterspiel of 1391 (now preserved
in Innsbruck, but documenting a performance somewhere in Thuringia).
This Easter play, which is representative of the central German tradition,
presents the discovery of the empty grave, the Harrowing of Hell (with an
extensive part for Lucifer and the damned souls), the three Marys seeking
Jesus, the scene where Jesus appears to Mary Magdalen, and the disciples
on the road to Emmaus. The scene in the market-place where the peddlar
sells his wares is particularly elaborate. The depiction of Lucifer and the
damned souls provides an opportunity for extensive social satire. This
play documents the fully developed liturgical play in the vernacular, sung
and recited by some forty actors and requiring elaborate stage sets, and
clearly a major event in the life of the community. Both the Osterspiel aus
Muri and the Innsbrucker Osterspiel contain the central ‘visitatio sepul-
chri’ scene with the ‘Quem quzritis’ trope elaborated in German (v1,8ff.
and 1089ff. respectively). Whereas we know from records that plays of this
kind were performed all over Germany in the later thirteenth and four-
teenth centuries, by far the greater number of surviving texts are from the
later fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and fall outside the period here
under review. In that period the liturgical drama flourished alongside
secular plays, the ‘Neidhart plays’, attested from the late fourteenth
century onwards, and above all the Shrovetide plays, and the late medieval
religious dramas came to share a good deal of their atmosphere with these
works.
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Narrative fiction in the later Middle Ages

Narrative fiction in the later Middle Ages had to meet the demands of a
new literary situation. Two main factors seem to have been involved, first,
the gradual development of an aesthetic of private reading rather than the
performance of literature as an act of public representation, and second, a
process whereby literature increasingly acquired an autonomous aesthetic
that was not dependent on religious considerations for its legitimation.
Three areas of writing will be considered here that contribute to the new
situation, namely the work of artistically self-conscious littérateurs who
commanded a wide range of literary forms (principally Rudolf von Ems
and Konrad von Wiirzburg), the new types of shorter poem in couplet
verse (notably the ‘Mire’) designed to be read in collections, and the later
medieval heroic epic. A fourth area of writing that has a particular signifi-
cance for these questions, the prose romance, begins only towards the end
of the period considered here and belongs therefore to the domain of the
next chapter. The same holds for the writings of the ‘Ritterrenaissance’ of
the later fifteenth and early sixteenth century, the major representatives of
which are Ulrich Fuetrer (1453—96) and Emperor Maximilian. No new
courtly romances in verse seem to have been produced after Johann von
Wiirzburg’s love romance Wilbelm von Osterreich, completed in 1314,
although some of the older works came to enjoy renewed popularity, espe-
cially in the eatly fifteenth century. The renewal of the courtly romance
comes about with two of the major literary events of the fifteenth century:
the German prose translations of French chansons de geste made by
Elisabeth, countess of Nassau-Saarbriicken, in the 1430s, and Fuetrer’s
strophic reworking of a series of earlier romances in his Buch der
Abenteuer (Book of adventures) composed in the years 14738 for the
court of Duke Albrecht IV in Munich.

Rudolf von Ems (c. 1220 to ¢. 1255) and Konrad von Wiirzburg (c.
1257—87) take their place as ambitious and self-conscious literary authors
within a firmly established tradition of German literature. The overall
profile of Rudolf’s narrative fiction, which proceeds from legendary
romances employing hagiographical motifs (Der gute Gerbard (Good
Gerhard), Barlaam und Josaphat) to courtly romance (Willehalm von
Orlens) to historical narratives (Alexander, Weltchronik (The chronicle of
the world)), can be paralleled in Konrad’s work by the progression from
Engelbard, an elaborate tale of fidelity in the legendary style, to the
courtly love romance Partonopier und Meliur, to the vast historical canvas
of the unfinished Trojanerkrieg (The Trojan War).

Der gute Gerhard and Engelbard are freely composed fictional works
elaborating on a widely attested narrative type. In the case of Der gute
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Gerbard two widespread folk-tale types are combined: that of ‘the rescued
princess’ (in which the rescuer forgoes his claims when the princess’s
bridegroom is identified) and the Jewish tale of ‘comrades in paradise’, in
which a powerful character (here the emperor Otto) learns that a secem-
ingly inferior character (here Gerhard, a merchant of Cologne) is his equal
in virtue. Konrad’s Engelbard is based on the ‘Amicus and Amelius’ story,
which combines the tale of friends who offer to die for one another with
that of the leper who can only be cured by the blood of his friend’s chil-
dren, a motif reminiscent of Hartmann von Aue’s poem Der arme
Heinrich {Poor Henry). Rudolf’s Willehalm von Orlens is a traditionally
structured double-cycle romance with the winning and losing of
Willehalm’s childhood beloved, Amalie, in the first part, and the fulfilling
of fairy-tale conditions (including a vow of silence) to win her again in the
second. In striking contrast to the Tristan story, from which individual
motifs are adapted, positive political forces in society — noble kings and
rulers, suitors who relinquish their claims, the king’s sister who arranges
the final reunion — ensure that the route though endurance and fidelity to a
happy ending is guaranteed. Konrad’s Partonopier und Meliur, based on
the French poet Denis Piramus’s elaboration and rationalisation of the
“fairy mistress’ theme, tells in a first part of Partonopier’s sustained fidel-
ity to his secret mistress, the sorceress Meliur, who has required of him
that he should promise only to encounter her under the veil of darkness
for three and a half years; before this period has elapsed he breaks the
promise, loses Meliur, but in the course of a second narrative cycle rewins
her with the assistance of her sister Irekel. The Trojanerkrieg, too, which
is one of the most ambitious literary productions of the thirteenth
century, is based on a French source (the Roman de Troie (The romance of
Troy) of Benoit de Sainte-Maure) and tells of the childhood of Paris, the
journey of the Argonauts, the abduction of Helen and the first part of the
war between the Greeks and the Trojans, breaking off at verse 40,424
during the fourth battle of the war. Special attention is paid to the love
relationship of Helen and Paris. An anonymous continuator completed
the poem in a further 9,412 lines of verse. Konrad’s panoply of secular
history in the ancient world in the tradition of the romances of antiquity
stands alongside Rudolf’s equally ambitious presentation of biblical
history in the Weltchronik, including a synchronic survey of the events of
secular history contemporary with those of the Old Testament. For the
readers of this period the subject matter of romance and historiography
had come to stand close together, as is testified by the integration of exten-
sive extracts from both Konrad’s Trojanerkrieg and Rudolf’s Weltchronik
into the great verse chronicles of the world, such as the Christherre-
Chronik and the Weltchronik of Heinrich von Miinchen, that came to be
popular in the fourteenth century.
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A dominant literary form throughout the later Middle Ages, extending
from the poems of Der Stricker in the second quarter of the thirteenth
century to Hans Folz and Hans Sachs in the later fifteenth and sixteenth
century, is the shorter couplet verse (‘Reimpaardichtung’).* The genre con-
sists of short self-contained poems (seldom exceeding 2,000 lines), which
may be moral, religious, historical or eulogistic in content, either narrative
or didactic in form, and which were read and transmitted in collections.
Some important categories of the couplet verse are the fables (fictitious
narratives enacted by non-human figures, mostly animals, for the purpose
of moral instruction), the ‘Bispel’ (bipartite texts with a short narrative or
descriptive section followed by an exposition of the lesson to be learned),
the love discourse (‘Minnerede’) — a popular narrative or didactic literary
type only distantly related to the ‘Minnesang’ and of which more than 500
examples have been preserved, religious tales (including lives of the saints
and fathers), and the secular short story referred to by most modern
writers as the ‘Mire’, of which by H. Fischer’s definition there are 220
examples. Similar literary forms are to be found integrated into larger
works, for example in the didactic poems Der Welsche Gast (The foreign
guest) by Thomasin von Zerklaere (1215/16) and Der Renner (The
courier) by Hugo von Trimberg from the last decade of the thirteenth
century. They stand side-by-side in the collections in which they were read,
and the degree to which they were seen in the Middle Ages as distinct and
productive literary categories is the subject of controversy.

The ‘Mire’; one of the literary types first established in the work of Der
Stricker, has a particular importance in that it has been seen as a precursor
of the autonomous narrative aesthetic that marks out the Decamerone of
Boccaccio {completed in 1353) in the carly Florentine Renaissance, and
which has played an important part in the debate about how to define the
‘Novelle’. H. Fischer’s celebrated definition of the Middle High German
‘Mire’ is as follows: ‘a free-standing and self-contained story of medium
length (about 150 to 2000 verses), composed in rhyming four-beat cou-
plets and describing fictitious events of a non-religious and worldly char-
acter’. The majority of such texts belong to the category of the
‘schwankhaftes Mire’ (‘comic tale’}, to which must be added two smaller
groups, the moral/exemplary tales and the courtly/gallant tales. Fischer

4 Editions are listed in the appendix to Ingeborg Glier (ed.), Die deutsche Literatur im
spdten Mittelalter 1250—1370. Reimpaargedichte, Drama, Prosa (=De Boor/Newald,
Geschichte der deutschen Literatur, vol. 111/2), Munich, 1987, 18-138, pp. 459—69. See in
particular the catalogue, with plot summaries, of the ‘Miren’, in Hanns Fischer, Studien
zur deutschen Mdrendichtung, 2nd edn, revised by Johannes Janota, Tibingen, 1983,
Pp- 305—542. The most useful collection is still that of Friedrich Heinrich von der Hagen
(ed.), Gesamtabenteuer. Hundert altdeutsche Erziblungen, 3 vols., Stuttgart and
Tiibingen, 1850; repr. Darmstadt, 19671.
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further defined the content of the ‘Mire’ by identifying twelve themes that
account for nine tenths of all examples of this type (and of which the first
three account for one third): (1) Adulterers achieve their desires by
cunning; (2) Adulterers save themselves by subterfuge when discovered;
(3) An adulterer is punished by the cuckolded husband; (4) A marital rela-
tionship tested; (5) Tales of seduction and sexual naivety; (6) Priapeia; (7)
A lover is ridiculed (and his/her revenge); (8) Tales of mischief and artful
deception {non erotic); (9) Comical misunderstandings; (ro) Knightly
adventure; (11) Fidelity in love; (12) Exposure of human failings (such as
avarice, ingratitude, rebelliousness). These categories hold good not only
for the mass of tales that are found in the collections, but also for the more
extended ‘Miren’ such as Moriz von Craiin, which may be as eatly as
1210/15 thus antedating the ‘invention’ of the genre by Der Stricker, and
the elaborated social satire of Wernher der Girtner’s Helmbrecht (third
quarter of the thirteenth century). The courtly/gallant ‘Miren’ such as
Moriz von Craiin and Konrad von Wiirzburg’s Herzmare display an inter-
est in the themes of knighthood and love that is comparable to the courtly
romance and are completely devoid of the obscene and farcical elements
which are characteristic of a majority of the texts.

Critical for the interpretation of the ‘Miren’ is the way in which their
instructive or educative function is seen to relate to their effectiveness as
literary narrative. The former will in general emerge from the lessons that
the characters are made to learn in the course of the story (as when the
spiteful mother-in-law is tamed by her son-in-law in Sibote’s
Frauenerziebung (The woman’s education)) and is often made explicit, in
accordance with a device common to the ‘Mire’, fable and ‘Bispel’, either
at the beginning (promythion) or at the end (epimythion). The entertain-
ment value of the ‘Mire’, whether it be a matter of the wit with which the
events are narrated (Studentenabenteuer (The student adventure)), the
hilarity of the situations (Stricker’s Der nackte Bote (The naked messen-
ger)), the shockingness of the obscenity (Der Striegel (The currycomb)),
clever repetitions (Der Sperber (The falcon)), or a sudden twist at the end
(Das Hdslein (The hare)) is a function of the circumstances in which the
text was presented to a particular audience. There is, in fact, very little in
the texts that is not subordinate, in some way, to a didactic or exemplary
function. Frequently, however, the various different elements in a story
will point in quite different directions in a manner that is hard to recon-
cile, as with the exposure of the licentious instincts of the young nun in
Der Sperber placed alongside the narrator’s upbraiding of the mother
superior for the shortcomings of her educational programme. In cases
such as this (and, particularly, in Heinrich Kaufringer’s Die unschuldige
Morderin (The innocent murderess)) there is a disparity between the
implicit lessons to be learned from the story and the explicit statement of
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the moral. It must also be born in mind that the ‘Miren” were read in
collections (for example in that of the ‘Schweizer Anonymus’, in the
Vienna manuscript Cod. 2705, or in the Hausbuch of Michael de Leone),
in which a kaleidoscopic variety of moral lessons was assembled (with
matching pairs of tales, groups of similar type, as well as groupings
together with non-narrative forms). Medieval readers were not presented
with consistently formulated coherent doctrine in their reading of the
couplet verse, but with a range of complementary (as well as self-contra-
dictory) insights into human life.

The later medieval heroic epic constitutes a new literary type reflecting,
in written form, a tradition of oral story-telling in which Dietrich von Bern
had come to be the central figure. The poems can be divided into three the-
matic groups, the historical/heroic epics (Dietrichs Flucht (Dietrich’s
flight) and Die Rabenschlacht (The battle of Ravenna), together with
Alpharts Tod (The death of Alphart)), the ‘aventiurehafte Dietrichepen’,
tales of adventure characterised by encounters with supernatural beings
such as dwarves, giants and dragons (Eckenlied, Laurin, Der Rosengarten
zu Worms (The rose garden at Worms), Sigenot, Virginal, Der Wunderer
(The marvellous beast), and the fragments Dietrich und Wenezlan and
Goldemar), and thirdly a pair of texts that centre around an alternative
‘Dietrich’ figure: Wolfdietrich and Ortnit (which generally precedes in the
manuscripts).’ Dietrichs Fluchi and Die Rabenschlacht, which were read
as a pair, are preserved in a copy from the end of the thirteenth century,
and we have evidence that around the same time the Wolfdietrich epics
and adventure tales of Dietrich were already being read as a collection (the
fragmentary ‘Heldenbuch’ now in Berlin). The ‘writing up’ of the Dietrich
and Wolfdietrich legends was accomplished in the course of the thirteenth
century, with evidence of the adventure tales from as early as about 1230 (a
strophe of the Eckenlied preserved in the Carmina Burana manuscript: CB
203,4). The Nibelungenlied must be seen as an important model and pre-
cursor, while Kudrun (together with Dukus Horant (Duke Horant)) might
be seen to represent a fourth thematic group within the same process of
the codification of oral narrative. This process can be seen as a parallel to
such phenomena as the codification of German law, hitherto passed down
by oral tradition, in written form (the Sachsenspiegel (The mirror of the
Saxons) of Eike of Repgow c. 1225-35, Deutschenspiegel (The mirror of
the Germans) and Schwabenspiegel (The mirror of the Swabians) in the
12770s) and the production of charters in German (first examples c.
1238/40) to record agreements that had traditionally been proclaimed in
German but recorded in Latin.

3 The texts can most conveniently be studied in the edition by Karl Miillenhoff et al. (eds.},
Deutsches Heldenbuch, 5 vols., Berlin, 1866—70; repr. Berlin, Dublin and Zurich, 1963-8.
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Dietrichs Flucht, in couplet verse, and the strophic Rabenschlacht,
whose melody is not preserved, both written towards the end of the thir-
teenth century, present Dietrich as a reflex of Theodoric, king of the
Ostrogoths (ruled AD 455—526). His adversary, to whom he renounces his
kingdom out of loyalty to his imprisoned men, is Ermenrich (based on the
Ostrogothic King Ermanaric, d. 375), and his home in exile, from where
he makes repeated military incursions into Italy, is the court of Etzel (the
historical Attila, d. 453, king of the Huns). Motifs from Gothic history
that had been preserved, and in part transposed, in the course of oral
tradition are woven into a story of treachery among kinsmen and loyalty
stretched to the point of total self-abnegation not unlike a French chanson
de geste. The adventure tales of Dietrich, by contrast, which are mostly in
strophic verse, place Dietrich in a fantasy world, making particular use of
the international narrative motifs of militant provocation (with Dietrich
either as aggressor or defendant) and liberation (Dietrich frees a captive
woman from a powerful aggressor, such as the dwarf king Goldemar,
Orkise the huntsman who holds Virginal captive, the cannibal monster
‘der Wunderer’). In the later Middle Ages these texts were combined with
the Ortnit-Wolfdietrich cycle, which tells of the ill-fated bridal quest of
Ortnit (a ‘Spielmannsepik’ motif) and Wolfdietrich’s eventual triumph
over his father’s faithless counsellor Sabene, in collections known as the
Dresdner Heldenbuch (The Dresden book of heroic tales, 1472), Linhart
Scheubel’s Heldenbuch (c. 1480—90) and the Straflburger Heldenbuch
printed in 1479 (and repeatedly until 1590).

Frauenlob and Meister Eckhart

There are two German writers in the years around 1300 who stand out for
the intellectual dimensions of their work: Frauenlob and Meister Eckhart.
The poet and the theologian meet in the domain of speculative philoso-
phy, which for both of them has a neo-Platonic slant: they meet in their
debt to the intelligentsia of the French schools, and in their hitherto
unparalleled handling of vernacular language in German.

Frauenlob (1280-1318), whose name means ‘Praise of women’ and who
is also known as Heinrich von Meiflen, is the author of three ‘Leichs’
(Marienleich, Kreuzleich and Minneleich — treating Mary, the Holy Cross
and love), a strophic poem in dialogue form Minne und Welt (Love and the
world), seven polystrophic songs, and somewhere in the region of 320
‘Spruchstrophen’. The ‘Leich’ is a form of particular musical and textual
complexity, already practised by Ulrich von Gutenburg and Walther von
der Vogelweide, in which stanzas of unequal length are arranged in a
manner similar to the Latin sequence. Frauenlob appears to have been a
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particularly celebrated figure among the professional poets and compos-
ers of his day and enjoyed the patronage of various German and Austrian
princes, including Wenceslas I, king of Bohemia (d. 1305). Stylistically his
work represents the culmination of a mannered form of poetry known as
the ‘dunkler Stil’ {‘obscure style’), which has its beginnings about 1270,
and in which his most important precursor and model was Konrad von
Wiirzburg. It has an analogue in narrative literature in Albrecht’s Jiingerer
Titurel. The practice of forming clusters of images to express a single
idea, combined with its opposite, namely the creation of multiple signifi-
cance for a single set of images, which in Frauenlob’s work is combined
with elliptical expression, unusual syntax and rare words, is derived from
the tradition of Mariological poetry, such as Konrad’s long poem in praise
of the Virgin Maria, Die goldene Schmiede (The golden smithy). One of
Frauenlob’s main themes, from which he derived his professional name, is
the praise of true womanhood, developed for example in the Minneleich,
and in the songs of the ‘wip-vrowe-debate’ (v,101ff. in the Gottingen
edition), where ‘Gegenstrophen’ (‘counter-strophes’) composed in
Frauenlob’s ‘Langer Ton’ by other poets such as Regenbogen and
Rumelant von Sachsen, attacking his position on the status of the word
vrowe, are interposed and form part of the Frauenlob corpus. His theoret-
ical position on the qualities of ‘wir’ (‘wunne-irdisch-paradis’: ‘joy-
earthly-paradise’) and the relative qualities of ‘maget’ (‘the maiden’),
‘wip’ (after consummation), ‘vrowe’ (after childbirth) are underpinned by
Mariological analogues and a view of love as having an erotic-generative
function which is only fully realised in childbirth. These are new direc-
tions within medieval love poetry, and they form part of a project, in
Frauenlob’s poetry, to make a place for Nature and Love within a cosmic
hierarchy, reflecting philosophical positions that are indebted to neo-
Platonism and, particularly, to the debate about the ‘world soul’ in the
writings of the twelfth-century School of Chartres (notably Bernardus
Silvestris). Within this conception Mary is given the status of a pivotal
figure in the cosmic and earthly hierarchy: in the Marienleich she is pre-
sented in a complex vision which combines elements from the Apocalypse
with a structure analogous to the Planctus ante nescia, the Latin sequence
that formed the basis of the thirteenth-century German ‘Marienklagen’
(‘Laments of the Virgin’). Elements from devotional literature are refunc-
tionalised within a new philosophical and artistic concept, in which
poems take on something of the manner of philosophical conundrums
whose sense is not intended to be immediately apparent.

The new direction that Frauenlob gave to German poetry, which played
a considerable role in the fourteenth century and throughout the history
of the ‘Meistergesang’, can best be studied in the Kolmarer
Liederhandschrift (The Colmar song book), the great collection of about
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4,380 strophes with their melodies that was put together in the Rhineland
{(probably in Speyer) somewhere around 1460. The term ‘Meistergesang’ is
used to denote the late medieval development of the ‘Spruchdichtung’ that
came to embrace a wide range of religious and profane subjects and is par-
ticularly associated with the later guilds of urban craftsmen who came
together to practise the art of poetry (especially in Nuremberg in the time
of Hans Folz and Hans Sachs). Frauenlob had an important follower in
the mid fourteenth century in Heinrich von Miigeln, a poet with a not dis-
similar intellectual profile to Frauenlob, in whose ‘Spruchdichtung’
(amounting to more than 400 strophes) and in the couplet poem Der
meide kranz (The garland of the Virgin) learned themes derived from a
more school-orientated view of philosophy take their place within an
ethical programme that stands in the tradition founded by the
‘Spruchdichtung’ of such poets as Walther von der Vogelweide and
Reinmar von Zweter. Miigeln makes particular use of a tradition of per-
sonification allegory, for his presentation of the virtues and the liberal
arts, that is both directly and indirectly derived from the Latin philosoph-
ical epics of Alan of Lille (died ¢. 1203). In addition to his poetry, which is
the oeuvre of a professional poet, Miigeln made the first Middle High
German translation of a major classical Latin text in his prose rendering
of the Facta et dicta memorabilia of Valerius Maximus completed in 1369,
and composed two chronicles of Hungary, one in German prose and the
other in Latin verse imitating German strophic forms.

Meister Eckhart, like Frauenlob, stands in a neo-Platonic tradition, but
one derived from scholastic philosophy (Averroes, Albert the Great,
Dietrich von Freiberg) and the Greek fathers (ps.-Denys the Areopagite)
rather than the literary products of the twelfth-century schools. The his-
torical location of his particular brand of intellectualism emerges clearly
if one considers his career as a Dominican theologian, during which he
was associated with three of the major German centres of the order,
Erfurt (1270s to 1313), Strasbourg (1313-23) and Cologne (1323-8), occu-
pying such high office as prior of the Erfurt convent (until about 1298) and
vicar of Thuringia, provincial of the new province of Saxonia {1303—11),
and from 1323 probably head of the ‘Studium generale’ in Cologne. In
addition to lecturing on the Sentences of Peter Lombard in the theological
schools of Paris in 1293, he was regent master (that is, professor of theol-
ogy) there in 1302 and again from 13171 to 1313. In Strasbourg he was
engaged with the pastoral care of nuns. In 1326 came the catastrophe.
Inquisitorial proceedings on a charge of heresy were instituted against
Eckhart on the basis of a list of statements which were to a significant
extent extracted from his German writings, during the course of which he
died (in Avignon in 1327/8). The condemnation of his views in 1329 was
enacted posthumously. Eckhart’s German writings, which must be seen
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alongside a substantial theological and philosophical oeuvre in Latin,
consist of the Rede der unterscheidunge (or Reden der Unterweisung:
Talks of instruction, often called The spiritual counsels in English), which
is an ethical treatise addressed to members of his order and novices
datable to 1294-8, the Buch der gottlichen Trostung (The book of divine
consolation), which together with the sermon Von dem edlen Menschen
(On the noble man) forms the Liber benedictus, from c. 1310, and in addi-
tion more than a hundred German sermons. A set of early sermons from
his Erfurt period, reflecting his concern with scholastic theology and
addressed to the brethren in his own priory, are preserved in a collection
known as the Paradisus anime intelligentis, whereas the numerous later
German sermons, many of which were addressed to nuns, have had to be
identified on internal evidence from the largely anonymously transmitted
collections of late medieval mystical and scholastic prose-writing. In addi-
tion to these prose works, it has been argued that Eckhart was the author
of the Granum sinapis (Mustard seed), a remarkable German sequence in
the tradition of Dionysian mysticism, which was read together with a
Latin commentary.

The later German sermons present speculative metaphysics in the
context of the cura monialium, the pastoral care of religious women. The
ideal that Eckhart presents, with mystagogical fervour, is that of
‘abegescheidenheit’ (‘detachment’), a state of the intellect in which man
achieves a mode of being analogous to God’s by making himself free of all
human things (such as could be exemplified from the religious practices of
his audience: fasting, vigils, ecstatic visionary experience), including in
particular the abnegation of the will and freedom from such categories as
place and time. In this state of nothingness, which is one of absolute
poverty, there comes about a union with the essential being of God in that
— through a combination of apophatic mysticism with an analogical
application of trinitarian theology — the divine word is born eternally in
the soul of man. He calls upon his audience to identify with his own posi-
tion, which is that of a testimony of the eternal truth that he is communi-
cating, with the result that the formulation in words and textualisation of
this truth is seen as part of the mystical process. In Eckhart’s German
writing, literary and mystical expression come together.

The early fifteenth century
Three major literary figures, whose work should be seen in the context of
the complex literary situation in the period before the advent of printing

in 1450, are Heinrich Wittenwiler, author of a burlesque epic poem Der
Ring (The ring, c. 1408/10, Konstanz), Johannes von Tepl, author of the
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prose dialogue Der Ackermann aus Bohmen (The ploughman from
Bohemia, shortly after 1400, Bohemia), and the lyric poet Oswald von
Wolkenstein (lived c. 1376-1445, Tyrol). Wittenwiler’s poem, which
stands to the fore in any modern literary canon, is preserved in a single
handwritten copy and had no influence whatsoever in its own day. The
Ackermann, the earliest manuscripts of which are from just before the
middle of the century, made little impact in Germany until the age of
print, when it became one of the very first printed books in the German
language (preceded only by a lost edition of the Sibyllenweissagungen
(The Sibylline prophecies), calendars, and possibly the fable collection
Der Edelstein (The gemstone) by Boner, written ¢. 1350). Oswald was a
celebrated figure in Tyrol, but most of his poems and songs are preserved
in just three manuscript codices in Vienna and Innsbruck that were copied
and owned in the immediate circle of the poet himself and, despite his
ebullient personality, there are only two contemporary references to his
work.

The literary context of these writers, in which success and survival
depended on access to the channels of scribal copying, is dominated above
all by prose texts, mostly representing literary types that lack the
autonomous aesthetic status which marks out ‘literature’ for the modern
reader, but which in their own day were not seen as belonging to an essen-
tially different category of writing from fictional narrative texts, works of
individual poetic expression or those that stand out for their formal
artistry. This means that literary works of striking aesthetic quality, such
as those to which prominence will be given in this final section, take their
place within a system of literary types that has to be defined by other crite-
ria. Prose writing, which had developed in the twelfth and thirteenth
century largely within the religious/monastic community and was then
taken up by the friars (by the Augsburg Franciscans and the friars respon-
sible for writing up the sermons of Berthold von Regensburg in the later
thirteenth century, by the Rhenish Dominicans in the fourteenth century),
is the norm from at least 1350 onwards. From 1380 to about 1475 there
occurs what has been described as an explosion in the production and
copying of German-language texts in prose, partly carried by religious
movements with an interest in promoting spiritual reform through
reading (for example, the popularisation of university-style theology in
the Vienna School, books for reformed Dominican nuns, the ‘Devotio
moderna’ promoted by the Brethren of the Common Life in northern
Germany), but also reaching lay people: literate townspeople with inter-
ests that included, but extended beyond devotional literature, and also
doctors, lawyers and civic officials with an interest in acquiring books
relating to their professional interests. Many thousands of German prose
texts were circulated in manuscript during this period, dealing with many
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different subject areas. Much of it is translated directly from Latin. In the
following tabulation some examples of the tradition of German prose-
writing before 1450 will serve to give an idea of the extent of the phenom-
enon:

Narrative texts in collections (profane and religious): Der Grofle
Seelentrost (Low German exemplary tales, c. 1300); Gesta Romanorum
(numerous translations); Vitaspatrum (fourteenth-century transla-
tion).

Theology, asceticism, catechetic literature: Schwarzwilder Predigten
(later thirteenth-century); Johann von Neumarkt c. 1315-80 (Buch der
Liebkosung, Hieronymus-Briefe, Stachel der Liebe); translations of
major medieval writers such as Bonaventura, Bernard and Hugh
Ripelin; Marquard von Lindau, died c. 1393 (eleven German works,
including sermons, the Eucharistietraktat and the Dekalogerklirung);
Otto von Passau (24 Alten, before 1383); Heinrich von Langenstein
(Erkenntnis der Siinde, before 1393); Thomas Peuntner (Biichlein von
der Liebhabung Gottes, 1428).

Bible translations: Wien-Miinchner FEvangelien (twelfth-century);
Evangelienbuch des Matthias Beheim (thirteenth-century); Olmiitzer
Perikopenbuch (thirteenth-century, widely copied); Klosterneuburger
Evangelienwerk (1330); Augsburger Bibel (before 1350); Wenzelbibel c.
1389—92 and Codex Teplensis c. 1400 (both closely related to the
version printed in 1466 as the ‘Mentelin Bible’).

Saints’ lives: the prose legendaries (Elsdssische Legenda aurea, Strasbourg
c. 1350, Der Heiligen Leben, Nuremberg after 1384), as well as many
individual lives.

Prayerbooks: prayerbook of Johann von Neumarkt; private prayerbooks
of southern German nuns; Johannes von Indersdorf (Gebetbuch fiir
Elisabeth Ebran, 1426/29).

Travel and pilgrimage literature: Mandeville’s travels (translated from
French by Michel Velser c. 1390 in Tyrol, by Otto von Diemeringen,
attested 1368—99, in Lorraine); Marco Polo (translated from Latin in
the fourteenth century); Odorico da Pordenone’s journey to China
(translated by Konrad Steckel, 1359).

Philosophy: Lucidarius (late twelfth-century); Boethius, De consolatione
Philosopbiae (translation by Peter von Kastl 1401, which is probably
lost, also by Konrad Humery c. 1462/3); Thomas Aquinas, Summa
theologica (partial translation, also as Der tugenden buoch).

Law: Rechtssumme of Bruder Berthold (before 1390); the Processus Belial
of Jacobus de Theramo (twice translated); civic law
(‘Stadtrechtsbiicher’).

History: Sdchsiche Weltchronik (1260~75); monastic chronicles; civic
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chronicles (e.g. the Straffburger Chronik of Fritsche Klosener, 1362).
Natural history: Konrad von Megenberg, Das Buch der Natur (1348—50).
Medicine: Bartholomdus (thirteenth-century); Ortolf von Baierland,

Arzneibuch (c. 1280); receipt collections; latromathematisches

Hausbuch {an astro-medical compendium).

Pragmatic literature: Meister Johann Liechtenauer’s Kunst des Fechtens
{(before 1389); Konrad Kyeser, Bellifortis {(German recension of the trea-
tise on warfare); Lehre vom Haushaben (ps.-Bernard, Epistola de cura
rei familiaris, German translations).

In returning to the form of extended verse narrative in an age of prose
Heinrich Wittenwiler reactivates the tradition of courtly romance. And
yet by casting his poem in a racy style of verse strongly tinged with dialect
and stylistically more reminiscent of Shrovetide plays than of the poems
of the thirteenth century, he can be seen to espouse that tradition only to
subvert it. The first and second sections of Der Ring consist of a farcical
account of Bertschi’s love service for the village girl Mitzli Riierenzumph
{(‘Pick-your-prick’) from Lappenhausen. The tale progresses from the
peasant tournament, the wooing of the bride (with comic serenade and
love letters), and the formal approach to her family, to the marriage and
wedding feast. The action of this part, which is packed with frivolities,
obscenities and sexual licence (in the masturbation scene, the faked
virginity, at the dance), also provides an occasion for passages of extended
didacticism (love letters based on the ‘Minnerede’ tradition, summaries of
Christian teaching, marriage guidance, practical health guidance and
good housekeeping offered to the bridegroom) and lessons to be learned
ex negativo (an ideal of beauty from the description of the wretched
Mitzli, good table manners from the disgusting wedding feast). A trivial
incident during the dance, when a Lappenhauser scratches the hand of a
girl from the neighbouring village leads to a fight that gets out of control
and ends with the Lappenhauser pursuing their neighbours back to
Nissingen. In the the third section, on the Monday morning, the villages
of Lappenhausen and Nissingen hold councils to take stock, with the
result that war is declared. The Lappenhauser call on help from the towns
of northern Italy and northern Europe, who in turn summon an interna-
tional council with representatives of seventy-two towns and turn them
down. However, dwarves, witches and giants side with the Lappenhauser,
while literary figures such as Gawan, Lantzelett, Tristan, Dietrich von
Bern and Wolffdietreich take up the cause of the Nissinger. On the
Tuesday a great battle takes place, ending in victory for Nissingen and
(thanks to Frau Laichedenman’s treachery) the burning and total destruc-
tion of Lappenhausen. Mitzli is forgotten. On the Wednesday Bertschi
departs and goes to live as a hermit in the Black Forest. Extensive pieces of
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didacticism are woven into the narrative of this section too, in the council
scenes and in the long speech on the theoretical principles of warfare
spoken by Strudel, the mayor of Nissingen. Much of the didactic material
is taken over from identifiable Latin sources (for example, the Secreta
mulierum, the pseudo-Aristotelian Secretum secretorum, a treatise on
warfare by Johannes de Legnano, the Moralium dogma philosophorum of
William of Conches). The scene of the wedding feast is based verbatim on
a ‘Mire’ known as the Bauernhochzeitsschwank (The peasants’ wedding
feast). In addition to a wide range of literary reference some of the charac-
ters are given a new kind of ‘realism’ by being modelled on identifiable
figures from contemporary Konstanz society. The interpretation of the
work is problematic: it has been suggested that the wilfully disparate ele-
ments in Der Ring can best be brought into focus if it is seen as a pes-
simistic allegory of the world, in which the ultimate source of evil is erotic
lust.

Der Ackermann aus Bohmen, which is more or less exactly contempo-
rary with Der Ring, is a dialogue between an ‘Ackermann’ (‘ploughman’),
as a representation of the author (who ploughs the furrow with his pen),
and the personified figure of Death, in which, for the first time in this
period, we find original German prose self-consciously used as an artistic
form. The author, Johannes von Tepl, is attested from c. 1378—-1411 as
town clerk and director of the grammar school in the bilingual town of
Zatec (German: Saaz) in north-west Bohemia, and from 1411 to his death
c. 1413/15 as town clerk of the New Town in Prague. The starting point for
the debate is the death of the Ackermann’s wife Margarete on 1 August
1400 (suggesting that the work was composed early in the first decade of
the century). The work consists of artistically balanced speeches in the
tradition of the ‘Streitgesprich’ (‘disputation’, cf. Frauenlob’s Minne und
Welt), rather than that of the free flowing dialogue of Boethius’s De con-
solatione Philosophiae, which provided Johannes von Tepl’s principal
model for a dialogue between the ‘author’ and a personified figure, or the
master-and-pupil dialogue (as in the Lucidarius, Seuse’s Biichlein der
ewigen Weisheit (Little book of eternal wisdom), Marquard von Lindau).
The argument proceeds from the Ackermann’s outery at the death of his
wife, presented as before a court of law, to a debate about the value of
human life and human endeavour. God’s judgement at the end, while
upholding Death’s right to take life, stresses that the Ackermann’s grief
was justified and that his cause was honourable, whilst also pointing to an
eschatological dimension, which provides a basis for the transition to the
important final chapter in which JoHANNES (the name picked out in an
acrostich) prays for the soul of his deceased wife. The theme of the death
of the beloved, relatively uncommon in the German lyric, is refunctional-
ised in the Ackermann as the death of the wife. An important question for
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the interpretation of the text is the extent to which there is in fact a transi-
tion from the theme of bereavement, which is clearly voiced in the
Ackermann’s initial outcry, to the broader subject of mortality, articulated
through the individual’s response to the death of his partner in marriage.
In some aspects the value accorded here to the intrinsic value of human life
and the representation of man by the Ackermann as God’s finest creation
seem to be precursors of Italian Renaissance ideas, as expressed for
example in the De dignitate hominis of Pico della Mirandola (1463—94),
which raises the question whether the work is at all indebted in its ideol-
ogy to the early humanist writers of the fourteenth century (most notably
Petrarch), who had links to the court of Emperor Chatles IV in Prague.
Further aspects of the work that may suggest links to early humanism,
although not in themselves absent from medieval tradition, are Death’s
use of Stoic arguments to defend his position, and the rhetorical aspect of
the speeches, to which particular attention is accorded in a Latin letter
from Johannes von Tepl to his friend Petrus Rothirsch in Prague that was
sent with a copy of the work. Johannes von Tepl’s precursor as a writer of
studied, rhetorical German prose in Bohemia was Johann von Neumarkt,
imperial chancellor under Charles IV from 1353 to 1374, on whose work
he draws verbatim in the final chapter. These writers’ concern with ver-
nacular prose style corresponds to the interest of the early humanists in
cultivating a fine, classicising prose style in Latin, in which the attainment
of eloquence and moral worth were seen as parts of a single process,
whilst at the same time paralleling the concern of the Italian humanists for
the vernacular.

Oswald von Wolkenstein (lived c. 1376-1445) was the author of some
130 songs and of two short poems in couplet verse. It is for the originality,
the variety, and above all the quite remarkable personal imprint of his
poetry that he stands out from among the other late medieval lyric poets,
who include Hugo von Montfort (lived 1357-1423), notable for his elegy
on the death of his wife Clementia von Toggenburg (who, like the
Ackermann’s Margarete, died in 1400), the ‘Ménch von Salzburg’ (‘Monk
of Salzburg’), whose name is attached to an important corpus of secular
and religious songs and hymns associated with the court of Pilgrim II,
archbishop of Salzburg (1365-96), the ‘Spruchdichter’ Muskatblut
(1415—38), the Strasbourg author of religious poems and hymns Heinrich
Laufenberg (1413—58), and also, later in the century, Michael Beheim
(lived c. 1416—74/8). Oswald’s work marks the culmination of the ‘alterna-
tive’ lyric tradition, which Neidhart had established in opposition to the
courtly ‘Minnesang’, whilst using many different traditional lyric forms.
The melodies have been preserved, and about one third of the songs are in
parts, for two or more voices. The lyric ‘Ich’ of the traditional
‘Minnesang’ is given new contours in Oswald’s songs by the use of auto-
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biographical material, just as the traditional nature settings are reformu-
lated using real topographical material from the poet’s own milieu. But
was Oswald really shipwrecked on the Black Sea and did he owe his life to
an escape clinging to a barrel? Did he really spend nights of sexual frustra-
tion, when separated from his wife, in the manner so graphically
described? It is clear from the extant charters relating to the public affairs
of the Wolkenstein family that the overall picture given by the autobio-
graphical material in the songs is correct, but it must also be the case that
the individual events and experiences referred to are shaped on the basis of
literary models and in response to the requirements of particular literary
forms. In the love songs, which form the largest group in his work, particu-
lar mention is made of his buel (‘mistress’), the ‘Hausmannin’, a real
woman of Bressanone (Brixen) who later turned against him in a conflict
over the possession of Burg Hauenstein and conspired with the enemies
who imprisoned and tortured him in the years 1421-3. In 1417 he married
the Swabian noblewoman Margarete von Schwangau, his love for whom is
the subject of a remarkable sequence of poems in which the physical rela-
tionship of the married couple, presented with studied vulgarity, gives a
distinctive slant to the popular late-medieval literary theme of marriage.
Oswald makes particular use of the types of love song that have narrative
content, the genres objectifs such as the pastourelle, dialogue, dawn song,
erotic allegory, dancing songs. His most distinctive work, however, is the
group of first-person narrative songs in which autobiographical material
from his travels and political involvement is employed. In his religious
poems, alongside more traditional forms, there are a number of highly
individual texts relating such experiences as his imprisonment, and seem-
ingly imminent death, at the hands of his former mistress, to an awareness
of human sinfulness and mortality. This blend of religious and worldly
themes presented from a distinctively personal angle, and yet with uni-
versal significance, might be seen as the hallmark of the German literature
of the later Middle Ages.
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The early modern period (1450—1720)

HrELEN WATANABE-O’KELLY

This period, which begins before the Reformation and ends with the
dawning of the Enlightenment, laid down the foundations of the thought
and writing of the modern age and determined the future course of the
German-speaking world. Germany in the modern sense did not yet exist,
so the territory under discussion is the Holy Roman Empire. We must
also remember that in this period most writers moved at will between
Latin and German. Not until 1681 do the catalogues for the German
book fairs show that more books were being published in German than in
Latin.

Books and writers before the Reformation

Around 1445 in Mainz, Johann Gensfleisch (c. 1400-68), better known as
Gutenberg, succeeded in printing with movable metal type. He also used
paper, invented in the twelfth century, but only readily available in
Germany in the fifteenth. Manuscript and print survived side by side and
the boundaries between them remained blurred for a long time. Scriptoria
producing multiple copies of manuscripts for sale already existed in the
fifteenth century, anticipating the mass-production of the printing press,
while books in the early decades were so costly as to constitute luxury
items on a par with manuscripts. Books were printed on parchment and
manuscripts written on paper. Many early printed books were designed to
look like manuscripts, while the manuscript itself survived as a prestige
tailormade item for rich, usually courtly patrons. But the book as
commodity had come into being and it is no accident that the early centres
of printing and publishing were important commercial towns on interna-
tional trade routes: Mainz, Strasbourg, Basle, Nuremberg, Augsburg,
Ulm, Cologne and Leipzig.

The emergence of the printed book has implications for both reading
and writing. For the writer, the printing press meant that, instead of con-
ceiving a work for a known patron, it was now written for an unseen and
more numerous readership. Though many works, such as occasional verse
or official histories, were commissioned throughout the period, in general
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the writer exchanged the dictates of a patron for the dictates of the market
and lost face-to-face contact with an audience. Literature designed to be
read took over from literature designed to be heard, though works were
still often read aloud, thus again blurring the boundaries between new and
old. The printing press widened the circle of potential readers immeasur-
ably, for anyone who had money and the ability to read — two big provisos
— had access to knowledge regardless of class or calling, though pro-
ficiency in Latin was necessary for access to many books.

Another kind of printing, the woodblock print, also became current in
the age and contributed greatly to the development of the printed book.
Not only did the illustrations increase a book’s attractiveness and make its
contents of interest to illiterate purchasers, the interlinking of text and
picture is an important feature of the literature of the early modern period
as a whole. Its early development was given vital impetus by the emergence
of a large number of gifted artists such as Burgkmair, Cranach, Diirer and
Graf. Thus, reading a book, hearing a book read aloud and looking at a
book were intertwined activities.

Two important figures illustrate features of the literary landscape of the
late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries: Sebastian Brant (1457-1521)
and Emperor Maximilian I (1459-1519). In education, career and interests
Brant is typical of his times. A native of Strasbourg, he studied at the new
University of Basle, one of eight founded in the Empire between 1457 and
1506. Basle at this period was in the forefront of German Humanism, that
is, the new learning and new ideas which grew out of the Italian
Renaissance. Brant stayed in Basle until 1501, teaching at the university
and eventually becoming Dean of the Faculty of Law, working very closely
with the expanding printing industry in Basle as academic consultant and
editor, and writing in both Latin and German. In the former language he
wrote legal textbooks and poetry, in the latter translations, didactic pieces
on behaviour and morals and the work he is most famous for, Das
Narrenschiff (The ship of fools, 1494). The Narrenschiff is the first
German bestseller and went into six authorised and seven unauthorised
editions in Brant’s lifetime and twenty after his death. It was translated
into Latin, Low German, French, Flemish and English and was adapted
and paraphrased widely. The idea is that a ship full of fools sets off for an
imaginary territory called Narragonia (Foolonia). There is no narrative
framework as such — the work consists of a compendium of 112 separate
examples of folly, ranging from downright viciousness to simple silliness
and drawing on the literature of the seven deadly sins. Each of the chap-
ters or examples consists of a woodcut, a three-line stanza and a much
longer (between 30 and 200 lines) verse passage expatiating on the folly or
vice depicted. The verses are pithy and amusing, full of commonsense
observation of human foibles; their didactic content means that one can
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enjoy them and feel comfortably virtuous at the same time and the pic-
tures are vivid and lively, not surprisingly as the artist-in-chief was
Albrecht Diirer, who provided seventy-five of the 116 illustrations,
Though the work is in the vernacular, the scholarly Brant still constructs
individual texts according to the rules of rhetoric and peppers the texts
with classical allusions. The appeal of this work should not surprise us,
since it elicits the same feeling of moral outrage and superiority as the
examples of human folly in a modern newspaper.

In 1501 Brant moved back to Strasbourg as legal adviser to the town
council of his native city. Here the Emperor Maximilian called himin asa
consultant on legal matters in 1502 and 1508. Neither noble nor church-
man, versed in the new learning, famous thanks to the printing press and
his career at a new university, Brant was just the sort of expert Maximilian
liked to consult over the heads of his courtiers. Maximilian also used
Humanist writers and scholars (for instance, Melchior Pfinzing, Marx
Treitzsaurwein and Konrad Peutinger) for a series of works he either
commissioned, organised, or helped to draft and which were designed to
present a stylised and glorified version of his life and deeds to posterity.
The project begins with Maximilian’s fragmentary Latin autobiography,
dictated by himself in what he called rough soldier’s Latin, and moves
on through the novelistic accounts of his life in German, Freydal,
Theuerdank and Weisskunig, through the two huge woodcut series, The
Triumphal Procession and The Triumphal Arch, a Latin version of the
Theuerdank and a number of other panegyric and genealogical works, as
well as a Book of Hours (Gebetbuch). The three ‘novelistic autobiogra-
phies’ are lavishly illustrated with woodcuts by such artists as Diirer and
Burgkmair but, while the illustrations were printed, the unfinished prose
Freydal was not and the prose romance Der Weisskunig was not printed in
full until 1526. Alone of the three the verse epic Der Theuerdank appeared
in Maximilian’s day, in 1517. However, these works were not published in
the modern sense. Maximilian kept their dissemination in his control and
presented them to designated recipients. He also had the Book of Hours
and the Theuerdank printed with a typeface which resembled calligraphy,
he used parchment rather than paper for copies for prestigious recipients
and had at least one copy of the Book of Hours decorated by hand in the
margin by such artists as Direr, Burgkmair, Cranach, Baldung Grien and
Jorg Breu, thus ensuring that the printed book had the allure and the
exclusivity of a manuscript. In the same way, the use of German does not
mean that Maximilian intended his works for consumption by the masses.
He used the vernacular because members of the aristocracy might not
know Latin — or indeed how to read and write, menial tasks fulfilled by
servants. Maximilian’s activities show how difficult it is at this date to dis-
entangle Latin from German, manuscript from printed book, learned
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from more general writing, the author as patron from the author as paid
functionary from the author as individual.

By the time of Maximilian’s death in 1519, Humanism had come a long
way. A movement which was initially intended to revive ancient rhetoric
was also centrally concerned with ethics and religion. One of the ways in
which Christianity might be renewed after the dead end into which
scholasticism had led it was via the wisdom of the classical writers. As
Erasmus of Rotterdam (c. 1456-1536) maintained in his passionate
defence of the study of ancient secular writers in the Antibarbari (begun
in 1499, printed 1520), their writings were God-given. The searching out
of Latin texts, and increasingly after 1500 of Greek ones, their editing,
translation and publication and the study of the ideas in them led, quite
against the intentions of men such as Erasmus, to a questioning of
received ideas, both religious and political. Reuchlin the Hebraist, one of
Brant’s teachers, turned his attention to the Cabbala. In the case of
Erasmus himself it led to his investigation of the Vulgate, the universally
used Latin translation of the Bible by Jerome. This led Erasmus to
compare the Vulgate with the Greek New Testament and to publish the
latter in 1516. It was then possible to see that Jerome’s translation, on
which the authority of the church rested, was flawed. In his preface to the
Novum Instrumentum, the work in which the Greek New Testament
appeared, Erasmus pleads for a close study of the scriptures and for them
to be available to all in the vernacular. The orientation of Humanism
towards true internal piety also led to harsh satire of the inadequacies and
vices of the clergy. In his brilliant verbal pyrotechnic display, Encomium
Moriae (The praise of folly, 1511) Erasmus launched a comprehensive
attack on all churchmen from the Pope down. Like The Ship of Fools,
which had also pilloried abuses in the church, it was a bestseller: no less
than thirty-six Latin editions during Erasmus’s lifetime, quite apart from
translations. While Erasmus was dedicated to bringing scholars together
whatever their nationality, there was a strong undercurrent of nationalism
in Iralian Humanism which was taken up by Germans.

In politics this is reflected in the fact that in 1474 the phrase ‘of the
German nation’ was added for the first time to the term ‘Holy Roman
Empire’ on a legal document and that the full title began to be used by the
Reichstag in 1512. In the world of learning it is found in Konrad Celtis’s
programme of national self-renewal through study of the Classics as
enunciated in his inaugural lecture (given in Latin) at the University of
Ingolstadt in 1492. In literature we see the same nationalism exemplified
in the life and work of Ulrich von Hutten (1488-1523). Hutten was a
member of the knightly class, the so-called ‘Reichsritter’, which at this
period was undergoing an economic and political crisis. A combination of
Humanist ideas and techniques with political awareness informs Hutten’s
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writing from the first and one of his typical modes is satire, as in the
Epistolae obscurorum virorum (Letters of Obscure Men, 1515-17) for
which he and Crotus Rhubeanus (c.1480 to after 1539) were responsible.
The letters purported to be written by the opponents of Johannes
Reuchlin, the defender of Jewish learning and of the right of Jews to keep
their libraries, and the pig Latin in which they were couched exposed the
ignorance and obscurantism of these opponents. Hutten spent the years
1512—13 and 1515—17 in Italy and when he returned to Germany he began
to publish a series of works damaging to the authority of the church. He
brought out the Italian Humanist Lorenzo Valla’s exposure of the forged
document legitimising the so-called Constantine Donation, the basis for
the secular power of the Pope, he published two prose dialogues between
his own illness and himself (Febris prima, Febris secunda (Fever the first,
fever the second, 1519)) in which he tries to persuade Fever that she would
be better off with Cardinal Cajetan, the papal legate, whose loose lifestyle
and great wealth would make him a better host. In Vadiscus sive trias
Romana (Vadiscus or the Roman Trinity, 1519) he unmasks the corruption
he witnessed in Rome. While all these writings were in Latin, they
remained within the confines of Humanist polemics. However, in 1521
Hutten decided to put them and another called Inspicientes, Die
Anschawenden (The onlookers) into German and publish them under the
title Gesprich biichlin (Book of Dialogues). (The onlookers are Apollo
and Phaeton looking down on, among other things, the Augsburg
Reichstag of 1518.) Thus he took the controversy out of the study and into
the market-place. Coming as it did on top of Luther’s Reformation pam-
phlets, the Gesprich biichlin was incendiary material. Hutten was driven
by a vision of a German empire freed from the claims of the papacy —
something he articulates in his Arminius dialogue of 1519/20. He joined
the Lutheran cause, not so much out of theological fervour as because he
wished to harness Luther’s anti-Roman propaganda to his own nationalist
programme. To the same end he joined forces with the condottiere Franz
von Sickingen, was defeated in battle, had to flee and died in Switzerland
in 1523. His best-known work today is his so-called ‘poem from the
Underground’ of 1521, written while he was staying with Sickingen, ‘Ich
hab’s gewagt mit sinnen’ (‘I dared all knowingly’).

Hutten’s nationalism is related to the liberal tendency inherent in
Humanism. It is manifest, for instance, in Agrippa of Nettesheim’s piece
on women as intellectual beings De nobilitate et praecellentia foeminei
sexus {Of the nobility and excellence of the female sex, 1509) and in
Erasmus’s Colloquies, several of which challenge standard assumptions
about the subordinate and domestic role suitable for women, as well as in
Reuchlin’s efforts on behalf of Jewish learning and spirituality.
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Luther

Many social, political and economic factors have been adduced as contrib-
uting to the Reformation and to the speed with which Luther’s challenge to
the established ecclesiastical order took hold: the growth of the towns, the
rise of German nationalism, the disparate nature of the territories within
the Empire, the Turkish threat which distracted the attention of Charles V
(emperor 1519—56), the precarious social and economic position of both
the knightly as well as the peasant class. None of these, however, could have
initiated the Reformation movement and none of them alone is a complete
explanation for its spread. The new currents of thought, the scholarly
examination of texts and the interest in the beliefs and value systems of the
ancient world which were central to Humanism in the first quarter of the
sixteenth century were at least as important. Out of them emerged that
challenge to the Church launched by Martin Luther (1483-1546),
Augustinian monk and professor of Theology at the new University of
Wittenberg (founded in 1502), which determined the shape not only of
German religion but of German society until our own day. What makes the
Reformation relevant in a history of German literature is that it was
sparked off and later developed by ideas expressed in writing. The use of
the vernacular and of the printing press was central to that development.
Luther, having studied scholastic theology at the University of Erfurt,
came to Wittenberg in 1511 where he was not only awarded his doctorate
in theology but took over from his mentor Staupitz the task of lecturing on
the Bible. The detailed and close reading of the biblical text and of the
Church Fathers which this entailed led Luther to the conclusion that the
well-established system of wiping sins away by confession and expiation
was unbiblical. So too was the idea that the main route to heaven was via
the sacraments, which were in the control of a priestly class. The Church
had further extended its profit and loss theology by providing ‘indul-
gences’ as a substitute for doing penance and had then started an inflation-
ary spiral by distributing them more and more often {to celebrate papal
jubilees, for instance), by increasing their scope and finally by selling
them. In preparing his famous lectures on St Paul’s Letter to the Romans
(r515—16) Luther came to the conclusion that the scholastic interpreta-
tions of the Bible were simply false, for St Paul proclaimed that man could
not earn salvation by his own actions, it was a gift from God and man was
justified by faith alone. It followed from this that indulgences run directly
counter to the Bible (Sermon von Ablaff und Gnade (Sermon on
Indulgences and Grace, 1518)). At a stroke, the idea of justification by
faith made the mediation of the church in the matter of salvation unneces-
sary {Von der Freibeit eines Christenmenschen (On Christian freedom,
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1520)). If its mediation was unnecessary, then its failings and abuses could
no longer be condoned.

The other main raison d’étre for the Church was to convey Christian
teachings and the Bible to the faithful. Luther, however, appealed directly
to the person in the pew over the heads of the clergy, asserting the priest-
hood of all believers and emphasising the corruption of the ordained
priesthood (An den christlichen Adel deutscher Nation von des
christlichen Standes Besserung (To the Christian aristocracy of the
German nation on the improvement of the Christian Estate), De captivi-
tate Babylonica ecclesiae praeludium (A preamble on the Babylonian
captivity of the Church), both 1520). The Church had hitherto been the
guardian of the sacred texts, of which the accepted version was St
Jerome’s Latin translation, which Erasmus had demonstrated to be
flawed. The ordinary believer had access neither to Latin nor, before print-
ing, to the actual Bible itself. He or she heard a portion of it read out on
Sunday and listened to its interpretation in the sermon. To enable the
faithful to carry out their priesthood adequately, they needed direct access
to the Bible, so Luther set about translating it (New Testament, September
1522; the whole Bible, 1534).

Though a revolutionary in matters of theology and church organisation
(Ursach und Antwort, dass Jungfrauen Kloster gottlich verlassen mogen
(Reasons why virgins may rightfully leave their convents, 1523)), Luther’s
thinking on the nature of the state (Von weltlicher Obrigkeit (On secular
authority, 1523)) and the role of government (Wider die Mordischen und
Reubischen Rotten der anderen Bauern (Against the murdering, thieving
gangs of peasants, 1525)} is in favour of the status quo. God has con-
structed the state on hierarchical lines and it behoves all classes within it to
carry out His will. Unlike the Swiss Reformer Huldrich Zwingli
(1484—1531), who died on the battlefield, or the preacher Thomas
Miintzer (1489/90—1525), who was executed for his involvement in the
Peasants’ War, Luther believed in rendering unto Caesar the things that
are Caesar’s. His writings on marriage (Vom ebelichen Leben (On married
life, 1522), Eine Predigt vom Ehestand (A sermon on the married state,
1525)) upgraded marriage as a vocation, but by emphasising the role of
wife and mother as the only female destiny, he reduced women’s sphere to
the home and made them the prisoners of their own biology. By closing the
convents, the only space in which women were free of that biology and in
which they were licensed to study, he hampered them in their search for
education and self-expression in writing, as we can see from the account
by Caritas Pirckheimer (1467—1532), a Humanist scholar and prioress of a
convent in Nuremberg, of her struggle to keep her convent open
(Denkwriirdigkeiten (Memoirs, 1524)). Those women active as pamphlet-
eers in the early decades of the Reformation such as Katharina Zell
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(1497/9-1562) and Argula von Grumbach (c. 1492—1563) had to endure
contumely and not only from the opposition, precisely because they were
women and therefore unqualified to speak on religious matters.

How Luther’s controversies developed, how some rallied to his cause
and others became polarised in their opposition, how what was originally
an academic theological dispute took on political overtones and led to,
among other things, the Peasants’ Revolt in 1525, how other Reformers
such as Zwingli and later Calvin (1509—64) articulated a different version
of the Reformed message and how Lutheranism evolved as a separate
church in opposition to Rome is a fascinating story but not one we can tell
here. But what of Luther as a writer?

He was an extraordinarily prolific one. It has been calculated that
between 1518 and 1524 he was the author of one in three of all the
German books published. As well as his translation of the Bible, he pub-
lished at least another eighty works: sermons, pamphlets, comments on
questions of the day, biblical commentaries, catechisms, hymns, not to
mention his prefaces to books of the Bible, letters, etc. Luther’s writings
are remarkable for their stylistic energy and vividness, for he writes with
directness of speech and with an ear for earthy metaphors and similes.
However, he knows how to combine these with a whole range of rhetorical
effects and to marshal them with the skill of the trained debater. His lan-
guage and his personality overwhelm the reader, who is bombarded with
invective, argument, scorn and biting satire — all in the service of deeply
felt religious beliefs. Unlike Erasmus, who was writing for a network of
highly educated scholars like himself, capable of understanding his classi-
cal allusions and learned jokes, Luther wanted to convince the ordinary
believer. To that end he began to use the vernacular as early as 1518, some-
thing which also fitted the nationalist note he was fond of striking. But it
was the printing press which gave the Reformation debate wide currency,
fuelled it and created a demand for more. This encouraged both writing
and printing in the vernacular.

The most influential of all of Luther’s writings is his German Bible.
Although there were fourteen High and four Low German versions of the
complete Bible before Luther’s, they are distinguished from his in that they
were intended to be read with the Vulgate as a sort of crib, whereas
Luther’s Bible is meant to be taken on its own terms, to be the only text
necessary to understand the word of God. It is an impressive work of
scholarship, Humanist in its concern to return to the original sources. The
first version of the New Testament, the so-called ‘Septembertestament’ of
1522, used Erasmus’s Greek New Testament as a source. The second
version of this appeared in December of the same year. Working with a
team consisting of such scholars as Philipp Melanchthon, Professor of
Greek at Wittenberg, Luther was able to publish the Old Testament in
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1534, having learned Hebrew for the purpose. As a translator Luther is
colourful and accurate, has a gift for the telling metaphor or picturesque
image and an excellent grasp of the rhythm and balance of a sentence. Ina
pamphlet justifying his practice as a translator, Eyn Sendbrieff vom
Dolmetschen (Pamphlet on translation, 1530), Luther claims that he was
guided by two considerations: accuracy and a desire to write the German
‘of the mother in the home, the child in the street, the ordinary man in the
market-place’. We cannot take either of these claims at face value. Luther
had no intention of being neutral and if accuracy in translation did not
give sufficient support to his ideas, he was perfectly ready to make adjust-
ments. He equips the various books of the Bible with prefaces or disquisi-
tions to the faithful on how to understand the book in question. If it is not
to his liking (as with the Epistle of St James or the Book of Esther), he
makes clear that he does not consider it part of the canonical text! As
regards his style, he uses everyday language but structures it rhetorically.

The Reformation and German literature

The effects of the Reformation on German literature were considerable.
First, Luther himself exerted a considerable influence. If his Bible did not
unify the German language in the overwhelming way that was once
thought, his expressions and coinages have become part of the language
and the vividness with which he wrote has left its mark everywhere. He ini-
tiated polemical journalism in German, aimed at a new reading public
whom he addressed in the vernacular. His pronouncements on drama and
its pedagogical uses made their influence felt throughout the sixteenth
century and crucially influenced the cultivation of Latin drama in the
schools as well as the development of drama in German, just as his initia-
tion of the German hymn as part of his reform of church services influ-
enced German verse and began a long and fruitful tradition of hymn
writing. There was scarcely a genre which he did not touch: letters,
sermons, academic writing, poems, translation, pamphlets and hymns,

Second, the controversy Luther unleashed was so heated that well into
the 1540s writing in German was largely of a directly polemical kind.
There was a flood of pamphlets by adversaries such as Thomas Murner
(1475—-1537) and Johannes Eck (1486-1543) and by supporters like
Andreas Karlstadt, Hutten and Melanchthon. The debate was carried on
just as fiercely in poetry, the prose dialogue, the verse epic and drama.

An example is the reaction of the dramatist and poet Hans Sachs
(1494—1576) to the Reformation message. He became aware of Luther’s
teachings at the latest by 1518 and spent a number of years studying them.
Having published nothing in 15271 and 1522 his famous verse dialogue Die
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Wittenbergisch Nachtigall (The nightingale of Wittenberg) appeared in
1523. The accompanying woodcut sums up the argument: the wild beasts
of the Roman Church are preying on Christ’s flock in the dark night of the
pre-Reformation era. The beasts cluster round a tree baying at the night-
ingale (Luther) whose sweet song announces the dawn of a new era. The
next year, 1524, Sachs published four prose dialogues, almost mini-
dramas, in which characters such as a canon, a rich man or a monk argue
out the Lutheran message. One of the discussants usually represents Hans
Sachs himself, a man of the people whose sturdy common sense and
minute knowledge of the Bible place him firmly on the side of Reform.

Another example in the tradition of folly literature stemming from
Brant and Erasmus is Thomas Murner’s Vom grossen Lutherischen narren
(Of the great Lutheran fool, 1522), a verse epic accompanied by woodcuts
designed by Murner himself. Murner presents himself as the tom-cat in
monk’s clothing his opponents had characterised him as (in a play on his
name) and Luther as a huge inflated fool who is concealing a crowd of
lesser fools in his belly. When they have emerged to plague the Germans,
the Great Lutheran Fool deflates to a limp parody of his former self.

Some of the most savage Reformation satire and polemic was couched
in the form of drama. In Die Todtenfresser (The eaters of the dead, 1522)
the Basle writer Pamphilius Gengenbach (c. 1470—1524) satirises the profit
the clergy derive from Masses for the dead by depicting the Pope, a monk,
a nun, and so on, feasting on a corpse dished up in front of them. Another
Swiss, the Bernese painter, politician and poet Niklaus Manuel
(1484-1530), is the author of Vom Bapst und siner Priesterschaft (On the
Pope and his priesthood, 1523, performed in Berne), a pageant involving
fifty speaking parts and at least another hundred supporting cast, in which
various aspects of the Pope’s turpitude are presented in seven dis-
connected scenes. Manuel’s Der aplass Kremer (The indulgence-seller,
1525) depicts an indulgence-seller being tortured by a group of peasants
until he confesses the full extent of his cynical exploitation of them.

The Reformation message is also propounded in Burkhard Waldis’s (c.
1490-1555) Low German De parabell vam vorlorn Szobn (The parable of
the prodigal son, 1527), which gives a dramatic rendering of the gospel
story in order to emphasise the Lutheran message of justification by
faith. It initiates the flood of dramas on this theme to be found in six-
teenth-century Germany. If Waldis’s play is still in the medieval tradition
of episodic, epic drama, Acolastus (1520) by Gulielmus Gnapheus (real
name: Willem van de Voldersgroft, 1493-1568) is a polished Latin drama
in the tradition of Terence. While it too tells the story of the son who
squanders his inheritance on loose living and then comes crawling back
for forgiveness, it makes no mention of the biblical parable as such. It is
up to the audience to draw the parallel. Basic to the play is the debate
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between Erasmus and Luther on the freedom or otherwise of the will, a
fundamental theological doctrine in the Reformation debate. Acolastus
exemplifies the notion, so strongly advocated by Erasmus, the Humanists
and Luther himself, that Latin drama can be Christianised.

Polemical in a different way is the first martyr play in German, Tragedia
Johannis Huss (The tragedy of Jan Hus, 1537) by Johann Agricola (real
name: J. Schnitter, 1494/6—1566). This five-act drama depicts the show
trial of Hus, the great Bohemian Reformer executed in 1415, and shows
him being condemned for extreme views invented by his enemies without
ever being given the chance to defend himself. The play ends with a
prophet who foretells the coming of another such reformer a century later.
Thomas Naogeorg (real name: T. Kirchmayer, ¢. 1508—63) wrote six plays
in Latin, all deeply embued with the Reformation message. Pammachius
(The warmonger, 1538), his most famous play, depicts an evil Pope,
Pammachius, who has sold out to Satan, and his struggle for dominion
over the virtuous Emperor Julianus, whose power the Pope wishes to
usurp. In Act 1v, when the papal camp is lying drunk after celebrating its
victory with an orgy, we learn from Christ himself that a new spirit of
renewal is stirring — where else but in Wittenberg, led by one Theophilus
(Luther). Satan and the papal party learn of this and prepare to do battle
against the new teaching by every means at their disposal. The play has no
fifth act, we are told, because this struggle is still going on around us.

Naogeorg’s Tragoedia alia nova Mercator seu Judicium (The merchant,
1541), tells of a merchant on his deathbed who despairs of salvation
because of his lack of good works, until Christ and St Paul convince him
of the importance of faith. Incendia seu Pyrgopolinices (Conflagration or
the Fireraiser, 1541) shows the armed struggle between the Roman and
Reformed camps stirred up by the warmongering Pope Pammachius and
his henchman, the fireraiser Pyrgopolinices, who represents Duke
Heinrich of Wolfenbiittel. Naogeorg is clearly fascinated by evil and is
much more interested in portraying villains than heroes. Character-
istically, his play based on the biblical Esther story is called after Haman
(Hamanus, 1543) and his play on the last hours of Christ is entitled Judas
(1552). Jeremia (1551) tells of a prophet come to reform the Jews but
whose strictures fall on deaf ears. Remarkable for the energy and verve of
the writing, Naogeorg’s works enjoyed a wide popularity, appeared in
numerous editions and were translated into German many times.

Drama 15401620

Post-Reformation the divisions between Catholic, Lutheran and Calvinist
were given political reality in the Peace of Augsburg (1555), in which the
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principle of cujus regio, ejus religio was promulgated, that is, the religion
of the ruler was to be the state religion in his territory. This led to emigra-
tion and to tensions between ruler and subject and must be borne in mind
as the context for all literature of the next hundred years. Nowhere are
these confessional differences more apparent than in the sphere of drama,

They emerge even in the older German pageant plays, involving huge
casts of characters and performed outdoors by the citizenry, which sur-
vived in Switzerland into the 1580s. Protestant plays like Hans von Riite’s
Joseph, performed in Berne in 1538, Adam und Heva (Adam and Eve) by
Jacob Ruoff performed in Zurich in 1550, or Jos Murer’s Beldgerung der
Statt Babylon (The Siege of Babylon, 1559) written for Zurich, are based
on biblical material, while the Catholic Hanns Wagner’s (1522—90) Sant
Mauritzen Tragoedia, Sant Vrsen Spil (1581) takes rather the legends of
two Solothurn saints, St Mauritius and St Ursus and emphasises their mir-
acles.

The characteristic dramatic forms in German are the largely Protestant
biblical school drama performed by schoolboys and the carnival plays of
the Mastersingers performed by artisans, also usually Protestant. These
two forms existed in a kind of symbiotic relationship with one another, as
we shall see. Protestant biblical drama deals with a comparatively narrow
range of themes usually in rhymed iambic pentameter. As school drama
it stems from the Humanist encouragement of drama as rhetorical exer-
cise. In the wake of the Reformation certain themes came to dominate.
Such dramatists as Sixt Birk (1501—54), Paul Rebhun (1500—46), Thiebolt
Gart (attested ¢. 1540), Jorg Wickram {(c. 1500/05~1560/2), Andreas
Pfeilschmidt (attested c. 1555), Jos Murer (1530-80), Thomas Brunner {c.
1535—71), Georg Rollenhagen (1542—1609) and Nikodemus Frischlin
(1547—90) gave dramatic form again and again to the same themes and
topics, many of them, such as the stories of Susanna and Tobias, directly
sanctioned by Luther himself. Most of these plays are in German, though
Sixt Birck began by writing biblical drama in German (e.g. Susanna
(1532), Joseph and Judith (1539)) in Basle and then translated the plays
into Latin, once he had become headmaster of the Annaschule in
Augsburg in 1536. Nikodemus Frischlin wrote his biblical plays in Latin,
which his brother Jakob translated some years later — Rebecca and
Susanna, for instance, in 1589.

The most popular topics are those dealing with relations between
father and son and with questions of filial obedience. The Prodigal Son is
the favourite: Gnapheus and Waldis’s versions have already been men-
tioned. There are plays on the same theme by Hans Salat (Eyn parabel
oder glichnus von dem Verlorenen | oder Giidigen Sun (A parable of the
prodigal or virtuous son, 1537)), Jorg Wickram (Spil von dem verlornen
sun {The play of the prodigal son, 1540)), Jos Murer (Der jungen Mannen
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Spiegel (The young men’s mirror, 1560)), Wickram’s dramatisation of his
own novel of the same name, Der jungen Knaben Spiegel (The young boys’
mirror, 1554) and many more down to Ludwig Hollonius’s Freimut of
1603. There are dramas too on the related themes of Absolom by Murer
(1565), and on Joseph and his brothers, for instance by Sixt Birck (1539),
Thiebolt Gart (1540) and Thomas Brunner {1566). Obedience to one’s
father, discipline in early life and avoidance of bad company are held up as
essential virtues in plots which bear witness to the importance of faith
rather than works on the spiritual journey of the male protagonists.
Women only appear in supporting roles as temptations to be overcome
along the way.

The female population is addressed in the many plays on marriage and
wifely obedience, for instance, Rebhun’s Hochzeit zu Cana (Marriage at
Cana, 1538), Brunner’s Isaac (1569), the many Tobias plays (e.g. by
Rollenhagen, 1576) and Frischlin’s Latin Rebecca (1576). The Esther story,
in which the meek and saintly Jewess, chosen as Ashaverus’s wife instead
of the rebellious Vashti, saves her people, and the Susanna theme, in which
a pure wife is saved by the young Daniel from the lecherous Elders, provide
pictures of the model wife and of the ideal marriage. There are Esther
plays by Naogeorg (Hamanus, 1543), Pfeilschmidt (1555) and Murer
{(1567), we know of at least twenty-one Susanna plays up to 1636, of which
the most famous are those by Birk (1532), Rebhun (1535) and Nikodemus
Frischlin (1577). The Lutheran vision of the woman’s role is reinforced by
the passive female figures presented in these dramas. While a writer such
as Rebhun stands out for his dramatic flair and ability to write realistic
genre scenes, all these works, performed by the Protestant boys’ grammar
schools, resemble each other in their moral and didactic intention and in
their clear aim to impose certain behavioural norms on the community
which both acts in and watches the play.

At first glance, the Mastersingers’ drama is completely unrelated to the
biblical drama. It is always in the vernacular, put on by unlearned, usually
Protestant, artisans with a cast of not more than about a dozen and in the
case of the carnival plays sometimes with as few as two or three. There
were noted practitioners already in the fifteenth century such as Hans
Rosenbliit (active from 1427 on) and Hans Folz (1435/40-1513) but it is
Hans Sachs (1494-1576) who is primarily associated with the form today.
He was a shoemaker in Nuremberg, with some Latin, a thirst for learning
and sufficient income from his trade to enable him to assemble a library. In
that his aspirations are unthinkable before the era of the printed book, he
is just as much a product of the Renaissance as such learned Nuremberg
contemporaries as the scholar Willibald Pirckheimer or the painter
Albrecht Diirer. Sachs learned to write verse, music and plays as a member
of a Mastersingers guild. The Mastersingers {‘Meistersinger’) were
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rhymesmiths who from the middle of the fifteenth century (the earliest
record is 1430 in Libeck, 1440 in Nuremberg) organised themselves
locally into what they called singing schools (‘Singschulen’) or guilds,
which laid down strict rules for versification and musical composition
which they taught in the same way that a craft guild would teach a manual
skill. The Nuremberg “Singschule’, founded in 1450 at about the time
‘Meistersang’ established itself generally, was a particularly active one
which lasted until 1774. The aim of the Mastersingers was to present all
aspects of life either in song or in dramatic form: the Bible, sacred sub-
jects, current events, well-known tales, jokes, were all versified. Sachs’s
considerable oeuvre corresponds to this aim. He was a highly self-con-
scious artist who made periodic inventories of his own works, as he tells us
in his poetic autobiography, the 254-line poem, ‘Summa all meiner
gedicht’ (‘Summing-up of all my poems’, 1567), and who, beginning in
1558, compiled a five-volume folio edition of his works during his own
lifetime. Sachs himself divides his dramatic works, of which there are
more than two hundred, in three ways: according to genre (sixty-one
tragedies, sixty-five comedies and eighty-five carnival plays, the distinc-
tion between the first two being the happy or tragic ending), according to
the source material used (the Bible, ancient history, the Decameron and
other literary sources, and comic anecdotes or ‘Schwinke’) and according
to the purpose he assigns to the various types of play: the biblical plays are
meant to be ‘conducive to a repentant Christian life’, the secular plays
should function as moral examples, the carnival plays should delight, dis-
tract and dispel melancholy. Carnival plays, so called because they were
performed during the pre-Lenten season of jollification and misrule,
could occasionally be serious, such as Sachs’s Der dot im stock (Death in
the tree trunk, 1555), a play about the penalties of greed, but the vast
majority are short, humorous playlets, based on a combination of stock
comic types — the adulterous wife, the jealous husband, the nosy neigh-
bour, the naive simpleton, the lecherous priest —and pinpoint the folly and
duplicity of the human race (Der fahrendt Schuler im Paradeiss (The wan-
dering student in Paradise, 1550), or Der gross Eyferer (The jealous
husband, 1553)). The humour is coarse, the behaviour exaggerated to the
point of grotesquerie and the interactions between the characters often
brutal. Here is where one sees the relationship of the carnival plays to the
biblical drama. On the one hand they function as an outlet for the taboos
the biblical drama imposes, for they license the depiction of those vices
the biblical drama castigates and allow the audience to enjoy that depic-
tion. Therefore their humour comes from the transgression of clearly
understood sexual rules and from universally applicable inverted power
relations, in the spirit of carnival and misrule. On the other hand, order is
restored at the end and the norms invoked are precisely those of the
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biblical drama. The monstrous women of the carnival plays, lecherous,
quarrelsome, deceitful, lazy and power-crazed, as exaggerated in their
vice as the biblical heroines are in their virtue, are usually brought to book
by being beaten into submission. The tyrannical Gredt in Sachs’s
Kalberbriiten (How to hatch calves, 1551), the lecherous wife in his
Teufelsbannen (The exorcism, 1551), Jakob Ayrer’s lazy and undutiful
housewife Lampa in Die Erziehung des bosen Weibes (The education of
the wicked wife) written at the end of the century are all disciplined by this
means. The carnival plays, it is thought, were performed in inns, which
means that the audience was largely, if not exclusively, male. If their wives
have not learned to behave by watching biblical plays, the men are here
taught their true nature and the remedy for it. Having highlighted human
fallibility, it has often been said that Sachs is concerned to end on a note of
tolerance, and the message for the audience, after they have derided the
behaviour on stage, is to draw parallels with their own and to live and let
live (Das heiss Eysen (The hot iron, 1551)). This can only happen after the
correct power relations have been restored. In Das heiss Eysen, husband
and wife are equally guilty of sexual promiscuity and deceit. But only the
wife is unmasked, only she loses face, and the husband, who by his own
admission is worse than she is, holds the moral high ground by forgiving
her and taking her back. The carnival plays are thus the mirror-image of
the biblical drama and serve the same normative social function.

By contrast with his carnival plays, Sachs’s tragedies and comedies are
epic rather than dramatic works, in which he is concerned to put across a
story, whether biblical or secular, to those who have no means of reading
it. There is often no dramatic shape in terms of complication, crisis and
resolution and there seems to be no very good reason in any one instance
why Sachs should have chosen drama rather than narrative poem or dia-
logue. The point of these plays is the narrative, as in Die gantz histori
Tobie mit seinem sun (The complete tale of Tobias and his son, 1533),
Tristrant (1553) or Griselda (1546).

Increasingly during the second half of the sixteenth century, however, a
range of outside influences and foreign forms was patronised and encout-
aged by the courts. The Habsburg Emperor Ferdinand I invited the
Society of Jesus, a teaching order founded in 1540 to renew the spiritual
life of the Catholic church, to open a College in Vienna in 1551, though
Jesuits were already in Cologne from 1544 and in Munich from 1549. Even
in the 1550s the Jesuits had begun to make Latin drama central to their
educational programme, taking as a starting-point the pre-existing
Humanist school drama. The first Jesuit play put on in the Empire was
Livinus Brecht’s Euripus, a Catholic morality play written in the
Netherlands in 1548 but performed by the Jesuits in Vienna in 1555. This
internationalism is characteristic of Jesuit drama which borrowed plays
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from all over Europe. While the material used was fairly heterogeneous in
the beginning, using biblical themes, Terentian comedy, allegorical
dramas and stories of local saints as well as Humanist and even Protestant
material (for instance, Gnapheus’s Acolastus), the order was so well-
organised and so centralised that a characteristic type of Latin drama
soon evolved which was then to be found in all Jesuit institutions, codified
in the Ratio studiorum or regulations for the Jesuit schools promulgated
in 1599. This drama, whose purpose was to demonstrate the spiritual
meaning behind the events of this world, was of central importance
throughout the Empire until the 1770s. After 1551 Jesuit colleges were
founded rapidly in Ingolstadt (1556), Cologne (1556), Munich (1559),
Trier (1561) and Dillingen (1563) and in each of these centres drama was
cultivated. By 1725 there were no less than 208 schools and colleges, of
which the biggest, such as Munich, had well over 1,000 pupils. The Jesuits
were the educators and advisers of the Catholic aristocracy and princes in
the Empire, up to the Emperor himself. In centres such as Munich and
Vienna, Jesuit theatre was closely linked to the court itself and was per-
formed as part of court festivals. The Jesuits also had an indirect influence
on Protestant drama in the vernacular, which saw itself in competition
with and in opposition to the Jesuits.

After the heterogeneous beginnings mentioned above, Jesuit colleges in
the Empire soon began to write their own plays. Many Jesuit plays are
anonymous — it was one of the duties of the Professor of Rhetoric to write
and direct these plays for performance at the beginning of the school year,
in the spring and on special occasions — and, unlike Protestant and
Humanist plays, were often not printed. One outstanding dramatist,
however, does emerge, namely, Jakob Bidermann (1578-1639). He wrote
his first and most famous drama Cenodoxus in 1602 but his period as
Professor of Rhetoric in Munich was the most important for his dramatic
activities: he wrote Adrian in 1606 (now lost), Belisarius in 1607, Macarius
Romanus (1613) and Josephus (1615), Cosmarchia and Philemon Martyr
(1618). There was also a famous revival of Cenodoxus in 1613.
Bidermann’s plays centre on a protagonist who is usually blind to the true
nature of the world at the beginning of the play. Those, like Joseph and
Philemon, who achieve insight into the wiles of the world are saved, as are
those like Belisarius who come to grief but who learn from this experi-
ence, whereas others who remain wilfully blind, like Cenodoxus, are
damned. Bidermann’s plays were put on indoors in the lecture theatre of
the college on a wide stage with various open booths at the back to repre-
sent the different settings, surmounted by an upper stage.

The Jesuit theatre was amateur theatre, analogous to the Protestant
school drama, and just as the former was patronised by Catholic courts,
the latter was patronised by Protestant ones. Nikodemus Frischlin
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(1547—90) was both an academic at the University of Tiibingen and a
court poet to the Duke of Wiirttemberg at Stuttgart. His biblical plays
Rebecca (1576) and Susanna (1578) and the historical play, Hildegardis
magna (Hildegard the Great, 1579), as well as Fraw Wendelgard (1579),
were all put on at court in their original Latin. Other works were put on at
Tiibingen with the court present. Frischlin fell foul of the Duke in 1580
and went into exile, but tried to re-establish relations in 1585 with his best-
known play Julius Redivivus (1582) in which Cicero and Julius Caesar
come back to life and visit Germany where they are amazed to discover the
German invention of the printing press and impressed by the standard of
learning. This friendship between the writer Cicero and the ruler Caesar
was intended to reconcile Frischlin with the Duke.

Dramatic performances at court in languages other than the vernacular
were nothing unusual. For instance, the Catholic Munich court was
instrumental in bringing the commedia dell’arte, professional but impro-
vised comic theatre in Italian using a small number of stock comic types,
to Bavaria in 1568. The Protestant courts were also the first patrons of the
English strolling players. English players were first invited to the Danish
court at Copenhagen in 1585 and again in 1586, recommended by the Earl
of Leicester. They took up service with the Danish king who lent them to
the Saxon Elector Christian I at Dresden in 1587. From then on, troupes
of English players were constantly on the move across Europe, seeking
their fortune away from a London rather too richly endowed with com-
peting acting companies and increasingly coming under the sway of
Puritan restrictions on the theatre. Furthermore the London theatres had
to be closed between 1592 and 1594 because of plague. It was not,
however, the incompetent who sought their fortune abroad. Such notable
Elizabethan actors as Robert Browne, Richard Jones, William Kemp,
Thomas Pope and Thomas Sackville all spent extended periods on the
Continent. Members of the Lord Admiral’s men performed at the
Frankfurt fair in 1592 and though they and their successors regularly
played during the great fairs of Europe, their travelling was restricted to
the late spring, summer and early autumn and usually ceased completely
in winter, which the troupes spent mostly at a prince’s court. Thomas
Sackville and John Bradstreet went to the court of Duke Heinrich Julius
of Braunschweig at Wolfenbiittel in 1592 and Robert Browne’s troupe,
possibly including for a time the composer John Dowland, was based in
Kassel at the court of Landgrave Maurice of Hessen-Kassel between 1594
and 1613. In central Europe from the beginning of the seventeenth
century it was the Electors of Brandenburg, the Vasa kings of Poland and
the Habsburgs of Bohemia and Austria who were the principal patrons of
the players and who enabled them to survive for extended periods even
during the Thirty Years War. The area covered by the players was enor-
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mous, stretching from Cologne in the West to Konigsberg on the Baltic
coast.

The players acted in English at first (up to about 1606), then increas-
ingly in German, putting across the prose text with much visual comedy,
music and dancing, but with more sophisticated acting and staging tech-
niques than the Germans were used to. They presented the English drama
of the day in simplified versions, including plays by Peele, Marlowe, Kyd,
Greene, Chapman, Heywood, Dekker, Marston, Beaumont and Fletcher,
Massinger and at least a dozen of Shakespeare’s plays, both tragedies and
comedies. Duke Heinrich Julius of Braunschweig (1564-1613) wrote
eleven plays for Sackville’s troupe which was in his service in Wolfenbiittel
from 1592. These include the biblical play Von der Susanna (1593), come-
dies relating to social reforms he was instituting in the Duchy such as Von
einem Weibe ([Tale] of a woman, 1593) and Von einem Wirthe oder
Gastgeber ([Tale] of a inn-keeper, 1594) and his best-known comedy
about a braggadocio, Von Vincentio Ladislao (1594). This theatrical activ-
ity lasted until about 1600. The Duke was thus the first German dramatist
to write for professional actors performing regularly in one place.
Another nobleman, Landgrave Maurice of Hessen-Kassel, built the first
standing theatre in the Empire for his troupe of English players between
1603 and 1605, the so-called Ottonium. Robert Browne’s men spent the
years 1594—1613 in Kassel and it is clear the the Landgrave wrote plays for
them himself, though the manuscript of only one is preserved (Die
Belohnung der gottes furcht (Fear of God rewarded)).

Other influences of the English players can be seen in the work of Jakob
Ayrer {1544—-1605) who saw them act in Nuremberg in 1596. As well as
tragedies and comedies, Ayrer wrote thirty-six carnival plays, in which
one of the recurring figures is the comic Jan Bouset or John Posset, created
by Sackville. Another of the recurrent clown figures is Pickelhiring, prob-
ably created by Robert Reynolds. We encounter him officially in the first of
the printed collections of the English players’ plays, published in 1620,
and entitled Engelische Comedien und Tragedien (English comedies and
tragedies). It is interesting to see how this volume contains plays on such
favourite German themes as Esther and the Prodigal Son alongside the
foreign material.

Those courts which were patrons of various forms of drama — Kassel,
Dresden and Stuttgart among the Protestant courts, Vienna, Graz and
Munich among the Catholic ones —were also those in which court festivals
of an increasingly elaborate and international kind, such as costumed
tournaments, firework displays and later ballet and opera, were culti-
vated. The technical innovations introduced here eventually percolated
down into spoken theatre.
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Sixteenth-century verse

Modern distinctions between prose and verse, between the themes and
styles proper to each and between song and poem are unhelpful when dis-
cussing the verse of this century. Many topics which we would treat in
prose were versified in the sixteenth and even in the seventeenth centuries —
battles, political events or sensational local happenings. Indeed, the very
large category of narrative verse includes all kinds of factual reportage
and fictional story-telling. Nor is it easy to use music as a distinguishing
characteristic. The most extraordinary variety of verse was sung and the
term ‘song’ can cover anything from simple folk-songs and love songs, to
political songs and ballads, to lengthy sung narratives. Musically speaking
it can range from courtly polyphony to Mastersinger melodies, from
hymns to folk-songs, while melodies and texts moved back and forth
between secular and religious, between the court and the people.

Secular song continued to be cultivated at court and among circles of
friends as it always had been, but collections of such songs were now pub-
lished for the first time and so gained wide currency. The most famous and
influential is Georg Forster’s Frische Teutsche Liedlein (New German
songs, published in five parts between 1539 and 1556 in Nuremberg).
Forster went about his collecting in a systematic way, attributing the
melodies, working with composers and including as many types of song
as possible. His collection contains many charming love songs, ballads
and drinking songs, comic and political songs but Forster’s emphasis is
more on the music than on the text.

Another important category of song is that of the Mastersingers. Their
strict rules extended equally to the melodies and to the texts of their
songs, so-called ‘Meistersang’, which they themselves divided into secular
and religious. While the Mastersingers demanded adherence to the norm
rather than individuality, one has only to read Sachs’s poetry — he wrote
some 4,000 Mastersongs —to hear a poet treating the characteristic themes
of poets in all ages: his own emotions, his role as a poet, grief and loss, for
instance. He communes with himself on the loss of a wife to whom he had
been married for forty years, he discusses his own poetic oeuvre, he medi-
tates on death and on his own state of mind. We have already seen how he
put his poetry at the service of the Reformation. Once the Reformation
had spread, most of the Mastersingers went over to it and the teachings of
Luther influenced their verse.

The single most important development in sixteenth-century verse in
German was the Protestant hymn. In his five-volume compendium of
German hymn texts published between 1864 and 1877, Wackernagel
prints some 3,700 Protestant examples for the sixteenth century alone and
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only about 450 Catholic ones. It was Luther’s reorganisation of the Mass
and the prominence he gave to congregational singing which launched the
genre, though he may himself have been reacting to Thomas Miintzer’s
German translations of ten Latin hymns from 1525. Luther translated
Latin hymns or provided new versions of them, he recast psalms in the
form of hymns and wrote new texts and some melodies. The sixteenth-
century texts best known to Germans and in translation the world over are
Luther’s hymns. While Luther initially envisaged a strictly liturgical func-
tion for his hymns, the genre soon developed a catechetical purpose and
began also to be used in private meditation and prayer.

Naturally too, the unrest of the period gave rise to a body of political
and polemical poetry, for instance, that of Ulrich von Hutten discussed
above. Into the same category come the songs relating to the Peasants’
Revolt of 1525, the songs of the soldier-poet Jorg Graff (1475/80-1542) or
even Luther’s own ballad on the burning of two Protestant martyrs,
Augustinian monks, in 1523 in Brussels. The vast majority of such verse,
disseminated in songs and on broadsheets, often illustrated, was, however,
anonymous.

There is also a fine body of Latin poetry, written to be read rather than
to be sung. Two outstanding poets are Jan Nicholaus Everaerts (1511—36),
better known as Johannes Secundus, and Petrus Lotichius (1528-60).
Johannes Secundus is the author of epigrams, odes, verse epistles and
occasional verse but best known for his love elegies collected under the
title Basia (Kisses). A selection of his work was first published after his
death but from then on interest in it remained continuous until the end of
the eighteenth century. He influenced such poets as du Bellay and Ronsard
in France, Marino in Italy, Jonson, Herrick, Marvell, Milton and Pope in
England, and Goethe was still singing his praises in 1817. He himself was
following in the footsteps of Ovid, Propertius and Tibullus and was able
to combine elegance of language and rhetorical mastery of style with
great passion. Petrus Lotichius wrote poems famous for their elegant
clarity of style which cover a wide range of subjects — friendship poems,
eclogues, elegies, occasional poems of all kinds. Latin poetry of this
learned kind, rather than popular vernacular verse, provided the founda-
tion for the German poetry of the next century.

Some formal experimentation is already to be found in vernacular
verse, however, from the middle of the century, when we have the first
sonnets in German by Christoff Wirsung and Johann Fischart. The latter
even wrote a cycle of sonnets in 1555 entitled An Ebr und Billigkeit
liebende Leser. Etlich Sonnet (To those readers who love honour and right.
Some sonnets). The hexameter was also introduced about the same time.
These developments show a move away from verse as song text towards
poetry as a written form.
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Sixteenth-century story-telling

The sixteenth century may be a century of religious controversialists but it
is also a century of story-tellers. But just as it is difficult to apply modern
categories to sixteenth-century verse, it is equally difficult to apply them
to story-telling. The demarcation lines between prose and verse as suitable
media for narration are blurred, as are those between fact and fiction,
literary and non-literary subject matter, entertainment and moral instruc-
tion, and different forms and lengths of narration. The question of
authorship and originality is often pointless when applied to this litera-
ture, for works are frequently anonymous and borrow from each other,
The ground was muddied by the Romantics with their unhelpful but
regrettably long-lived term ‘Volksbuch’, meaning an anonymous tale ema-
nating from the unlettered ‘folk’ in parallel to the folk-song. The modern
search for precursors of the novel has also led to distortion.

Verse narrative

Some of the difficulties of categorisation are exemplified by the work of
Sachs. He clothes in verse narrative (so-called ‘Spruchdichtung’) topics
now dealt with in newspaper articles — the coming of the Emperor to
Nuremberg on 16 February 1541 or the birth of a child with a very large
head on 5 November 1556 in Dinkelsbiihl — but he is just as likely to
narrate an animal fable after Aesop (based on Heinrich Steinhéwel’s
translation published between 1476 and 1480), a biblical episode, a legend
or a funny story (a so-called ‘facetia’ or ‘Schwank’), of the sort he might as
easily have turned into a carnival play. So-called ‘Pritschmeisterdichtung’ —
the accounts of court festivals and other celebrations in verse by a kind of
master of ceremonies called after his ‘Pritsche’, the stick he thwacked to
attract attention — is another example. When Heinrich Wirre narrates the
court festivals in 1563 at Pressburg, in 1568 at the Munich court and in
1571 in Vienna, he presents a versified amalgam of literary fiction, history
and contemporary events. When Johann Fischart (1546-90) tells in
rhyming couplets of a Zurich delegation’s voyage down the Rhine to
Strasbourg on 20 June 1576 to attend a shooting competition, he presents
it as a latter-day voyage of the Golden Fleece and attaches to it a discourse
on bourgeois virtues and values.

Then too there are satirical verse epics. The tradition of verse satire in
Brant’s Narrenschiff and Murner’s Vom grofien lutherischen Narren was
carried on by such works as the 4,000-line account by Fischart of the
battle between the fleas and the women (Flobh Hatz Weiber Tratz, 1573)
and Georg Rollenhagen’s Froschmeusler, first published 1595, an adapta-
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tion of the Greek Batrachomyomachia, a mock epic in pseudo-Homeric
style in which the heroes of the Trojan War are replaced by mice and frogs.
Such works stand in the tradition of the animal epic of which the Low
German Reynke de Vos (Reineke the fox, 1498) is a noted early example.

Short prose narrative

Story-telling in prose becomes increasingly important as the century pro-
gresses. In the shorter forms, such as the comic tales called ‘Schwinke’ or
‘facetiae’, the distinction between the didactic and the entertaining, even
between the secular and the religious is demonstrably blurred in many of
them. These tales, when they illustrate a moral failing or demonstrate
some crudity of human behaviour, clearly have a didactic purpose. They
can, however, also tell of an extraordinary event or a particularly clever or
witty reaction, with the aim of providing entertainment. Heinrich Bebel
(1472—1518), a pupil of Sebastian Brant’s in Basel and from 1496/7
Professor of Rhetoric at the new University of Tiibingen, produced an
important collection, Libri facetiarum iucundissimi (Joyful jokebooks,
1509-14), influenced by the ‘facetiae’ of Gian Francesco Bracciolini,
called 1l Poggio (1380-1459). Bebel’s collection was expanded, repub-
lished many times and translated into German in 1558. Bebel was a
Humanist who from his educated perspective highlights the grossness of
peasants and lesser mortals. One of his principal imitators was the
Franciscan Johannes Pauli (1450/54 to after 1522) whose collection of very
short comic tales in German, Schimpf und Ernst {Satire and seriousness,
1522), was designed to enliven sermons as well as to entertain and provide
moral guidance for the private reader. Many of them are concerned with
the nature of folly, but where Bebel looks down on folly, Pauli wants his
reader to look at his own actions and consider whether the fool is not
sometimes wiser than the wise. Thus the same genre in two languages can
be employed with two different agendas. Such collections continued to be
compiled, composed and added to throughout the century and the
authors frequently borrowed tales and motifs from one another. One of
the best known is the Rollwagenbiichlein (literally ‘Carriage book’ or
‘Tales for a journey’) by Jorg Wickram, discussed below as a novelist.
Wickram first published the collection in 1555 and in expanded editions in
1556 and 1557. A comparison of his stories with those of Pauli reveals
Wickram as a much more sophisticated and self-conscious narrator and
stylist. The stories, though similar in the type of comic anecdote they
narrate, are considerably longer and allow the writer to develop the narra-
tive with more detail and a much greater authorial presence. Wickram had
a host of imitators and followers.

But there are other compendia which prefigure the novel in which all
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the tales relate to one figure or group. One of the earliest of these is Ein
kurtzweilig Lesen von Dyl Ulenspiegel (A merry tale of Till
Eulenspiegel) now generally thought to have been written by the Low
German author Hermann Bote. The first almost complete edition to
have survived comes from 1510 and the first complete version from 1515,
though it is highly likely that there were earlier versions of the same
stories. It follows the trickster Dyl Ulenspiegel, based on a little-known
historical figure who died in 1350, roughly from the cradle to the grave.
Dyl embodies a principle of misrule. He is asocial and utterly without
respect for authority, whether secular or religious, but equally without
any consistent plan for his own self-interest. As long as he has enough to
eat and can make those who seek to chastise or correct him look foolish,
he is happy. There is a curious atmosphere of childlike mischief-making
about him, even in his most outrageous escapades, emphasised by the
recurrent fascination with scatological humour. Similar in that it too
groups anecdotes round a historical character with mythical accretions,
the Historia von D. Jobann Fausten (The tale of Dr Johann Faust, 1587)
has advanced much further in the direction of the novel. The historical
Faust lived in the early part of the sixteenth century, practised astronomy
and fell foul of the law. The fictional Faust of the story is 2 much more
interesting character. The brilliantly gifted son of a peasant, he shines at
university and then becomes consumed by the passion to know for its
own sake, a godless motive in itself. To this end he makes his pact with
the devil. In the early part of the story, until the devil refuses to answer
any more questions, he and Faust engage in a series of dialogues in which
the devil is quite frank about Hell and its arrangements, the organisation
of the company of devils and about the course of action Faust should
have taken. But it is too late and the devil enslaves Faust by pandering to
his lust and by convincing him that he is now beyond forgiveness.
Though the tales of magic and trickery practised by Faust are entertain-
ing, it is the strong Christian, indeed Protestant, message which gives the
work its compelling unity of focus.

Ten years later in 1597 the Lalebuch (The history of the simpletons)
appeared, followed in 1598 by an almost identical work Die
Schiltburgerchronik (The chronicle of the Schiltburgers). It has been
argued that both of these almost identical stories are based on an earlier
common source and that the author is Johann Fischart (Peter Honegger,
Die Schiltburgerchronik und ibr Verfasser Johann Fischart, 1982).
Whatever the truth of these assertions, the works tell of a community so
constantly in demand for its wisdom that it has to pretend to be foolish to
get some peace. The townsfolk succeed in becoming foolish, indeed
become enamoured of folly and of themselves. Since all their actions are
group actions — building a town hall, welcoming the Emperor, chasing a
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homicidal mousedog (cats are unknown to them) — much of the satire is
directed at government by committee and can be enjoyed today.

The early novel

Though the Faustbuch and the Lalebuch have an additive structure such
that an episode or individual ‘Schwank’ could often be removed without
doing much violence to the whole, they are still well on the way to being
novels. The other ancestor of the sixteenth-century novel is the prose
romance.

It has its inception around the year 1430 with the work of two noble-
women who translated medieval French verse romances or chansons de
geste into German prose. Elisabeth of Nassau-Saarbriicken (after
1393—1456) is the author of four translations dealing with descendants or
associates of Charlemagne. Sibille deals with the youth of the French king
Louis, the son of Charlemagne, Lober with his life and death, Hug
Schapler with the story of how Hugh Capet rises from low estate to marry
Louis’s daughter and becomes king of France and Herpin with the story of
how the wife of Duke Herpin saves him from execution, bears and raises
their child single-handedly and goes in search of him in exile. These
works, composed probably between 1430 and 1440, circulated first in
manuscript and then began to be printed. With the exception of Sibille,
they were reprinted many times throughout the next three centuries. Hug
Schapler, the most popular of the four, is an exciting tale of rags to riches,
in which a young man, through his valour and virtue, saves the queen of
France and advances to be her husband and king himself in spite of his
lowly descent. The other noble author was Eleonor (1430-80), daughter
of James I of Scotland and wife of Siegmund of Tyrol. She is the author of
one prose romance, Pontus und Sidonia, a lastingly popular tale of the
manners and morals, reverses, and final good fortune of the prince and
princess of the title. This work too was constantly reprinted up to the end
of the eighteenth century.

Into the same category come such works as Thiiring von Ringoltingen’s
Melusine (printed in 1471), the tale of the mermaid who brings good
fortune to her husband as long as he will ask no questions as to her
origins, nor try to see her naked and give her her freedom on Saturdays,
when she reverts to her mermaid form. Thiiring embeds all this in a saga
of Melusine, the virtuous queen and mother, and the stories of her ten
sons. This is just one in a whole list of prose tales, of which Alexander
(printed in 1473), Fortunatus (1509), Veit Warbeck’s Magelone (printed in
1535), Fierabras (1532), Die Haymons Kinder (1534) are others; all, except
Fortunatus, translations or versions of earlier material.

At the same time the German novel, in the sense of an extended original
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prose narrative, can truly be said to begin with the Alsatian Jorg Wickram
(1505—60/62) whose Rollwagenbiichlein has already been discussed.
Wickram was born in Colmar, the illegitimate son of the patrician and
local official Konrad Wickram. He began his writing career with
Meistersinger songs and biblical plays on such typical themes as the
Prodigal Son (1540) and Tobias (1550), as well as a translation of Ovid’s
Metamorphoses from the Middle High German. His first novel Ritter
Galmy (Sir Galmy, 1539) tells of a simple knight who falls in love with a
married Duchess. Both behave virtuously and resist all temptation to
adultery until her husband dies. While the chivalrous atmosphere smacks
of the prose romance, the emphasis on emotion, on the inner world of the
characters, albeit stylised, partakes rather of the world of the
Renaissance. Wickram wrote four other novels, Gabriotto und Reinhard
(1551), Der jungen Knaben Spiegel (The mirror for young boys, 1554), Von
guten und bosen Nachbarn (Of good and bad neighbours, 1556) and Der
Goldtfaden (The golden chain, written in 1554 but published in 1557).
Gabriotto und Reinhard, a retelling of an Italian source, like Ritter Galmy
deals with love in a courtly setting and between lovers of unequal social
standing, and it is again the young men who are inferior. Der jungen
Knaben Spiegel is the first work for which Wickram invented the plot
himself rather than reworking a well-known tale. A rich young wastrel is
contrasted with two poor boys who rise through their industry, per-
sistence and honesty. The support of a loyal friend is shown to be a cardi-
nal virtue and a key factor in their advancement. Der Goldtfaden again
tells of a disadvantaged young man who, against all the odds and through
sheer merit, triumphs over the villains, succeeds in life and gets the girl he
loves who is far above him socially. In all these heroes we may see a reflec-
tion of Wickram’s own dubious social position stemming from his illegiti-
mate birth, though Hug Schapler a century before went through the same
social rise. Von guten und bésen Nachbarn is a middle-class saga of three
generations of a merchant family who, by supporting each other both in
their business and private life, increase their fortunes against the machina-
tions of a wicked world. Thus, Wickram moves away from the romance
and towards the novel as a bourgeois genre set in the real world.

Another important early novelist is Johann Fischart (1546/7-1590)
mentioned above for his verse narratives. He also wrote a versified
Eulenspiegel (1572), Protestant polemics against the Counter-
Reformation and moral tracts on marriage and the pleasures of a country
life. His claim to be a novelist rests on a work entitled Affentheurlich
Naupengeheurliche Geschichtklitterung (the title consists of three
invented and untranslateable terms containing plays on the words for
adventure, monkey, whim, pleasant, history and scribble!) which appeared
in three versions, each time extended, in 1575, 1582 and 1590. It is based
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on the first book of Rabelais’s Gargantua et Pantagruel of 1534 and while
it sometimes translates passages word for word, three-quarters of
Fischart’s text is original. It is not so much a story as an extended word-
game in which each sentence is a bundle of alliteration, assonance, ono-
matopoeia, puns, internal rhymes and lists of synonyms and neologisms,
a technique familiar to us today in the work of such modernists as Joyce or
Arno Schmidt.

The seventeenth century — an introduction

The context for all literary endeavour in the seventeenth century, at least
until after the Thirty Years War, was the division between Catholics,
Lutherans and Calvinists enshrined in the Peace of Augsburg in 1555 and
which eventually resulted in the Thirty Years War (1618—48). Initially a
war of religion, it became more and more concerned with the balance of
power in Europe and its only positive achievement was to convince
European monarchs of the inefficacy of war as a means of settling reli-
gious differences. Religious difference entered also into the struggle
between monarch and nobility which was so central in the rise of
Absolutism as the dominant political form in the great states in the
Empire, for, particularly in the Catholic states (Austria, Bavaria), the
nobility was mostly Protestant. But the divisions between Lutheran and
Calvinist were often as great if not greater than those between Catholic
and Protestant. Parallel to the religious tensions, however, learned and
literary men held fast to that concept, so often articulated in the
Renaissance, of a nation bound together by a common language and liter-
ature in which tolerance might reign and, beyond it, of a commonwealth
of letters binding all men of learning throughout the civilised world. (The
term ‘men’ is used here advisedly.) In the first decades of the seventeenth
century, we see a series of initiatives, particularly among the Protestant
intelligentsia, to advance the goals just mentioned: freedom for
Protestants within the Empire under a Protestant monarch, a German lit-
erature to stand beside that of the other vernaculars, the realisation of a
Humanist ideal of learning and mutual tolerance. All of this was under-
pinned by the drive towards inner religious renewal common both to the
Reformation and the Counter-Reformation.

Seventeenth-century verse

As in the previous century, Latin verse was considered the proper craft of
all educated men. No literary or scientific publication, no dynastic event,
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no wedding or funeral was complete without its accompanying Latin
verses. In Latin, poets had at their disposal the whole range of forms and
themes from the Classics through the Renaissance to their own day, so the
problem for Germans in the early decades of the seventeenth century,
when vying with their European neighbours, was how to write verse in
German of equal stature with that which they had long been producing in
Latin. Contrasting solutions to this problem from the early decades of the
century are illustrated by the work of two very different poets, the
Protestant Georg Rodolf Weckherlin (1584—1653) and the Catholic
Friedrich von Spee (1591-1635).

Weckherlin, an official of the Wiirttemberg court in Stuttgart, returned
there in 1616 after service abroad and in the next three years designed, and
wrote the official accounts of, a series of brilliant festivals which articu-
lated an iconography for the Protestant Union, the most important
Protestant power bloc between 1608 and the beginning of the Thirty Years
War in 1618, when the confessional divisions enshrined in the Peace of
Augsburg of 1555 finally erupted. These festivals expressed a fervent
Protestant patriotism within a German tradition going back at least to
Arminius. Naturally, such patriotism demanded literature of high quality
in the vernacular, which resulted in Weckherlin’s first volumes of poems,
Das Erste Buch Oden vnd Gesing and Das ander Buch Oden vnd Gesing
(The first and second books of odes and songs, 1618 and 1619 respec-
tively). Steeped in the literature of antiquity and of the European vernacu-
lars, Weckherlin produced here for the first time in German a varied and
ambitious body of elevated verse — occasional courtly poetry, poems on
the themes of love, friendship and transience, translations of classical and
contemporary poetry. However, because he counted syllables according to
the rules of French prosody, to our ears his verse sounds irregular and
bumpy, though the range and freshness of his poetry are obvious.
Weckherlin’s work might have formed the basis for seventeenth-century
German poetry, but he was forced into exile in England in 1620 where he
died in 1653. The direct connection with his homeland and native lan-
guage was therefore severed and it was many years before he caught up
with poetic developments there. Though he embodied Opitz’s prosodic
reforms in his later poetry, when that poctry was published in Amsterdam
in 1641 and 1648 under the title Gaistlichen und weltlichen Gedichte
(Sacred and secular poems), it passed almost unnoticed.

From the age of ten until his death Friedrich von Spee (1591-1635) lived
within the ambit of the Society of Jesus, first as a schoolboy in Cologne,
then as a student and finally as a full member of the order. He was
ordained in 1622, taught theology and moral philosophy at various Jesuit
universities and schools, yet was always a rebel. The order even wished to
expel him for his polemic against the witch-hunts, Cautio criminalis seu
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de processibus contra sagas, printed anonymously in 1631. Apart from
around a hundred hymns in the Catholic hymnal, Auferlesene
Catholische Geistliche Kirchengesing (Selected Catholic hymns) and his
work of edification Das Guldene Tugend-Buch (The golden book of
virtue, 1649), his chief poetic fame rests on his collection of spiritual verse
entitled Trvtz-Nachtigal (1649). The ‘Defiant nightingale’ consists of
fifty-two religious eclogues, in which the soul, the Bride of Christ, hymns
her love for Jesus the Bridegroom. This mystical love, influenced by the
Song of Songs, is depicted against a background of nature imagery, which
draws on biblical conceptions of the Garden of Eden, classical notions of
Arcadia and the Renaissance pastoral tradition. Spee, independently of
Opitz, organises his verse into naturally alternating stressed and
unstressed syllables and achieves a limpid simplicity which at times resem-
bles the folk-song. Spee’s priestly purpose of providing the reader with
religious edification is very different from the courtly ambitions of
Weckherlin’s poetry. But both Weckherlin and Spee were conscious of the
latent possibilities in the German language, Spee stoutly affirming them in
the ‘Notes to the reader’ at the beginning of the Trvtz-Nachtigal.

[t was, however, the Silesian Martin Opitz (1597-1639) who had the
clearest vision of the direction German literature ought to take. His
career, like Weckherlin’s, is also inextricably entwined with the Protestant
cause. In 1617 while still at school Opitz had already written his first
important work, a polemic entitled Aristarchus sive de contemptu linguae
teutonicae (Aristarchus or on the contempt of the German language).
This was a call to arms on behalf of the German language, which since
Luther was the language of Protestantism. Unlike Latin, the language of
Catholicism, it was free of foreign corruption. German should therefore
displace Latin as the language of literature. The political intent of such
sentiments is connected with the situation of Silesia itself, a Protestant ter-
ritory bordering Bohemia, the seat of opposition to the Catholicising pro-
gramme of the Habsburg Emperors. In 1619 Opitz went to university in
Heidelberg, where he formed part of a Calvinist group hoping for a uni-
versal Protestant monarchy, a hope dashed in 1620. From Heidelberg
Opitz went to Leiden in the Netherlands, another territory filled with the
spirit of Calvinism and with the memory of its own wars of liberation.

Opitz first announced his vision for what German literature could
become in his most famous work, Das Buch von der deutschen Poeterey (A
treatise on German poesie, 1624). German could be the equal not just of
the classical languages, he maintained, but of the other European vernac-
ulars, but poets first needed to expand the possibilities of the language by
translating. They should then proceed to write original works, for which
he laid down ground-rules largely based on Scaliger, Ronsard and du
Bellay. Opitz firmly endorsed the principle that German verse should
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consist of alternating stressed and unstressed syllables and that natural
speech rhythms should coincide naturally with metrical ones. This is the
famous ‘Opitzian reform’.

Typical of Opitz was the coupling of precept with example and his first
collection of poetry, entitled Teutsche Poemata (German poems) was pub-
lished against his will in 1624, with a second revised and authorised
collection appearing in 1625 as Acht Biicher Deutscher Poematum (Eight
books of German poems). The elegance of Opitz’s verse, the seemingly
effortless embodiment in it of his reading in the Classics, the Pléiade and
the Italian poets, lifted German poetry to a level it had not reached before
and laid the ground for the subsequent poetic achievements of the century.
In the Acht Biicher Opitz also provided models for a wide range of forms
and topics: psalms, didactic, occasional and love poems, odes, epistles,
sonnets and epigrams. His epic poem against war, Trostgedichte in
Widerwidrtigkeit des Krieges (Consolatory poems amidst the desolation of
war), written in 1620 though not published until 1633, is a sustained
lament against war with all its religious and political implications for
Europe. Opitz was also one of the channels by which the latest literary and
artistic forms reached the Empire. The importance of the models he pro-
vided for such central genres of the age as the pastoral, the opera libretto
and the classical tragedy cannot be overemphasised. This aspect of his
work is discussed below.

The intellectualised literary quality of Opitz’s work constitutes a link
with Renaissance humanism and it is obvious that his literary programme
was aimed at an intellectual and political élite, both as producers and as
consumers. That élite had already set out its own programme when Prince
Ludwig von Anhalt-Kéthen founded an organisation called the
‘Fruchtbringende Gesellschaft’ (‘The Fructifying Society’) in 1617 in
Weimar. This organisation was modelled on the Florentine Accademia
della Crusca, a society founded in 1592 to purify the Italian language. It is
no accident that 1617 was the centenary of the Reformation, for Prince
Ludwig wished explicitly to acknowledge Luther’s achievements on behalf
of the German language. Virtually all the important poets of the age
belonged to this society — Opitz became a member in 1629 — which lasted
until 1680 and at its height had some eight hundred members. During
Duke Ludwig’s lifetime (1579-1650) ninety-six per cent of them were
Protestant, more or less equally divided between Lutherans and
Calvinists. The society aimed to purify the German language, provide dic-
tionaries and grammars for it, raise it to the level of the other European
vernaculars by encouraging translation and unite men of learning across
territorial boundaries and already existing institutions such as the
Universities.

Opitz’s most important early disciple was the Saxon Paul Fleming
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(1609—40), like Opitz a learned poet but one who was able to combine the
Romance and classical traditions with that of the native German song
which flourished particularly in Leipzig where he studied. Fleming, who,
like most poets of the age, wrote in both Latin and German throughout
his life, was able to write love poetry in the Petrarchan tradition (that is,
poetry in which the unattainable beloved is idealised and love itself is con-
ceived as blessed suffering), pastoral poetry based on Opitz’s Schifferey
von der Nimfen Hercinie (Pastoral of the nymph Hercinie), friendship
poetry in the Renaissance mode, religious poetry and poems in which a
calm neo-stoicism is the dominant mood, as in his famous epitaph written
a week before his death. His German poems were collected and published
posthumously in 1646 as D. Paul Flemings Teiitsche Poemata (Dr Paul
Fleming’s German poems). Because of the extent to which Fleming used
autobiographical elements in his poetry, he has often been praised in the
past quite unhistorically for writing personal rather than conventional
poetry. We can now see his poetry more justly in its indebtedness to the
European and classical traditions and in its technical perfection but
without denying Fleming his own unique and direct voice.

By 1640 both Opitz and Fleming were dead but Opitz’s reforms were
generally accepted among German-speaking poets. One can observe
Opitz’s influence in a collection such as Musa Teutonica (The German
muse, 1634) by the Hamburg clergyman Johann Rist (1607-67) and in the
work of poets in such diverse places as Greifswald (Sibylle Schwarz,
1621—38), Rostock (Andreas Tscherning, 1611—59) and Konigsberg
(Simon Dach, 1605—59). But the further technical development of German
poetry is due in large part to the influence exercised on a generation of
poets by the Professor of Poetry and Rhetoric at Wittenberg, August
Buchner (1591-1661). Buchner introduced the dactyl and the anapaest
into German prosody, but left it to his pupil Philipp von Zesen (1619—89)
to promulgate the new metres. Zesen wrote the first German poetics after
Opitz, Deutscher Helicon (German Helicon, 1640, further editions in
1641, 1649, 1656), as well as numerous poems, song texts, linguistic trea-
tises. His novels are discussed below. Zesen, firmly convinced of the links
between poetry, dance and song, moved away from Opitz’s rather cerebral
mode towards a more experimental verse, in which sound and rhythm
played a large part. He demonstrated that the dactyl, both alone and in
combination with other metres, could give German verse a new lightness
and grace.

The 1640s generally was a period of experimentation in which Zesen’s
efforts were seconded by the Nuremberg group, consisting of Georg
Philipp Harsdorffer (1607—58), Sigmund von Birken (1626—81) and
Johann Klaj (1616-56). Klaj, also a pupil of Buchner’s, moved to
Nuremberg in 1644, in which year he publicly declaimed several of his
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Redeoratorien (Declamations). These tours de force consisted of groups
of poems in diverse metres on such sacred themes as the Resurrection or
the Ascension. Harsdorffer joined Klaj in Nuremberg later in 1644 and in
the same year they founded the language academy known as the
‘Loblicher Hirten- und Blumenorden’ or ‘Pegnitzschifer’ (Laudable Order
of Shepherds and Flowers or Pegnitz Shepherds, from the river Pegnitz
which flows through Nuremberg). Though not as important as the
Fruchtbringende Gesellschaft, the Pegnesischer Blumenorden was one of
the few literary organisations which tolerated women. The characteristic
form which this group cultivated was the prose eclogue in which each of
the three poets had a suitably pastoral pseudonym, and whose arcadian
landscape is situated on the banks of the Pegnitz. The prose narrative is
interspersed with poems and marked by linguistic play, including ono-
matopoeia, assonance and internal rhyme, and adventurous versification.
Like Zesen, Harsdorffer, Klaj and Birken cultivated the dactyl. Their first
collaborative work was written for a patrician wedding in 1644:
Pegnesisches Schaefergedicht (Pegnitz pastoral), of which there was a
further instalment in 1645. Among Harsdorffer’s many other works are
his encyclopaedia in dialogue form, the Frauenzimmer-Gesprichsspiele
(Conversational entertainments for women, 1641—49), his poetics Der
poetische Trichter (The poetic funnel, 1647—53) and a series of devotional
works and narrative anthologies.

Very different from the playfulness and urbanity of the Pegnitz
Shepherds is the Silesian poet, Andreas Gryphius (1616—64). A major
dramatist as well as a poet, Gryphius was a Lutheran, who, after the vicis-
situdes of an early life dominated by the war, spent nearly ten years abroad
from 1638, first at the University of Leiden in the Netherlands and then
travelling through France and Italy. He returned to Silesia in 1647 where
from 1650 he filled the administrative post of Landes-Syndikus in Glogau.
Gryphius published his first collection of thirty-one sonnets in 1637, the
so-called Lissaer Sonette, in Leiden he published the first edition of his
Sonn- und Feiertagssonette (Sunday and Holyday Sonnets, one sonnet for
each Sunday and feast-day in the year) in 1639, and in 1643 the first book
of odes, sonnets and epigrams respectively. In Strasbourg in 1646 he fin-
ished his second book of odes, another two books of epigrams and a
revised version of the Sonn- und Feiertagssonette. Once back in Silesia, he
continued to write poems in these categories as well as quantities of occa-
sional verse.

For all the wide range of Gryphius’s poetry, he made the themes of tran-
sience and earthly suffering particularly his own. He takes what are stock
topics of the age, drawing on an international repertoire of images and
linguistic devices but creating out of this raw material a new and personal
language, seizing the attention with striking metaphors, surprising
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juxtapositions and varied rhythms and rhymes. The tension between the
tightly structured sonnet form, at which he excelled, and the pain and
lamentation he expresses constitute Gryphius’s unique voice. He uses the
images of the psalmist to lament the depredations of war, the death of
children and of friends, his own sickness and suffering, the ever-presence
of death (as in his Kirchhoffsgedancken (Meditations in a churchyard), in
which he imagines the graves opening to display the putrefaction within).
This tone of lament is not to be taken merely as a realistic response to the
difficulties of his war-torn existence. His pseudonym ‘Meletomenus’, the
melancholy one, indicates his assumption of the attitude of the melan-
cholic, who, by virtue of his melancholy, has a peculiar insight into the
vanity of the world and into human failings, which in turn leads him to the
divine.

A contemporary and friend of Gryphius’s was his fellow-Silesian
Christian Hoffmann von Hoffmannswaldau (1619—79). Though his
family was much wealthier than Gryphius’s, his background was similar.
They both came from devout Lutheran homes, attended the same school,
studied in Leiden, travelled in Europe and returned home to assume roles
in civic life. Like Gryphius, Hoffmannswaldau was much involved in the
political and religious fate of Silesia after the Thirty Years War. Like
Gryphius, he was very productive as a writer in the 1640s. In these years he
translated Guarini’s I/ Pastor Fido and Viau’s discourse, Mort de Socrate,
and began his Helden-Briefe or ‘Heroicall Epistles’, as his model Drayton
called them. In these years he also wrote many of his Geschichtreden
(Historical monologues), his religious and love poems and his occasional
verses. While most of his work circulated in manuscript during his life-
time, he authorised one edition in 1679, at the end of his life. The selection
of works in this edition shows Hoffmannswaldau to be a highly educated,
sophisticated and serious moral thinker whose technical resources are as
extensive as the range of his interests. Like Donne, whose work he clearly
knew, Hoffmannswaldau was both a master of witty conceits and ornate
language and a moving religious poet. He is thus very far from being the
purely erotic poet many critics have considered him to be on the basis of
those poems which appeared in Benjamin Neukirch’s posthumous anthol-
ogy Herrn von Hoffmannswaldau und andrer Deutschen auserlesne und
bifiher ungedruckte Gedichte (Selected and previously unpublished poems
by Mr Hoffmannswaldau and other Germans, 1695 and 1727).

The last of the Silesian poets is Johann Christian Giinther (1695—1723).
Filled with classical and Renaissance concepts of the divinely inspired
poetic calling and very conscious of his Silesian predecessors, he
attempted to live by his poetry in an age when this was only possible for a
court poet and died in the poorhouse before he was thirty. His poetry
covers all the usual genres of the age — eulogies of public figures, epicedia,
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religious poetry, love poems — but infuses them with an intensity of per-
sonal feeling that, though often overemphasised by nineteenth-century
critics, points to the later eighteenth century. Glinther’s sorrow at parting
from his beloved, his despair at what his life had become, his gratitude
towards his patrons and his awareness of his poetic vocation may be
couched in the manner of Ovid or Job or Opitz but the tone of intense per-
sonal experience and the language, which has largely left Baroque ornate-
ness behind, distinguishes and distances him from Hofmannswaldau or
Gryphius.

Another dominant strain in the religious poetry of the age is mysticism.
This articulates an emotional and non-rational religious experience and is
therefore tangential to institutionalised religion. But whereas the Catholic
Church with its stress on the sacraments and their ‘magic’ power and its
cult of miracles and the emotional response to them provided some outlet
for this kind of religious experience, it represented much more of a
problem for the word-centred Protestant churches. The mystical stance of
emotional, even erotic communion with God bypassed the Bible as the
source of man’s connection with God, and the mystical gesture of seeking,
even pursuing the Beloved stood in opposition to the central Protestant
idea that God gives himself to man without man in any way being able to
control, far less induce this action. The fact, therefore, that Protestantism
could not accommodate mysticism within it paradoxically explains why
almost all the important German mystics of the early modern period,
from Jakob Bohme (1575—1624) on, are Protestant. Mysticism appealed
also to women, who felt themselves marginalised by the religious and liter-
ary establishment of their day, the most notable example being
Greiffenberg, who is discussed below. Mystics were necessarily perceived
as unorthodox, not to say deviant, and either had to live retired lives or
conceal their mystical leanings. Three of the most important mystical
poets were Silesian, namely, Daniel Czepko von Reigersfeld (1605—60),
Johannes Scheffler, often known by his pseudonym Angelus Silesius, who
later converted to Catholicism (1624—77), and Quirinus Kuhlmann
(1651—89). The first two are chiefly known as the authors of religious epi-
grams.

Czepko, a lawyer and son of a Lutheran minister, came under the influ-
ence of Abraham von Franckenberg (1593—1652) some time in the later
1630s. Franckenberg was a Silesian nobleman and follower of Jakob
Bshme’s, who had withdrawn from the world to escape censure by the
Lutheran authorities. Himself a religious writer, he collected a group of
like-minded people around him. One of those he was in contact with was
Johann Theodor von Tschesch (1595—1649), quondam adviser to
Frederick of the Palatinate and also a follower of B6hme’s. Tschesch com-
posed a series of religious epigrams in Latin (twelve groups of a hundred
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each) and thus paved the way for the poetry of Czepko. Indeed,
Franckenberg himself is known to have composed similar epigrams in
German. The result is Czepko’s collection of mystical epigrams in
German, Sexcenta Monodisticha Sapientium (Six bundred distichs or
wise sayings), written between 1640 and 1647 but unpublished for fear of
Lutheran censorship. Czepko was already a published author of historical
works, a pastoral epic and some religious works, yet cleatly the epigrams
stood outside the limits of acceptable orthodoxy.

The epigram specialises in linguistic play and paradox and in compres-
sion of thought as a means of evoking surprise, even shock. But whereas
the satiral epigram wishes to jolt the reader into laughter or towards
recognition of the ills of the world, as in the famous Sinngedichte
(Epigrams, 1654) by Czepko’s Silesian contemporary Friedrich von Logau
{(1604—55), the religious epigram attempts to launch the reader towards the
divine, by using language to express the ineffable. The very brevity of the
form, as well as its playfulness, demands the intense collaboration and
concentration of the reader. Language, like the world itself, is the mirror
in which God reveals himself ‘through a glass darkly’.

Johannes Scheffler takes this process a stage further. He too was influ-
enced by Béhme’s writings which he got to know in Leiden where he
studied medicine from 1643, finishing his studies in Padua in 1647 and
1648. On his return to Silesia in 1649, Scheffler joined Franckenberg’s
circle. Scheffler was still officially a Lutheran but began to fall foul of the
authorities. Scheffler was then refused permission to publish an anthology
of muystical writings, resigned his post as physician to Duke Sylvius
Nimrod of Wiirttemberg at Oels and became a Catholic in 1653, taking
the name of Angelus, to which he later added the soubriquet Silesius. The
last stage in this spiritual progression was his ordination to the priesthood
in 1661. Indeed, Scheffler became an aggressive campaigner for the re-
Catholicisation of Silesia. In 1657 he published Heilige Seelen-Lust Oder
Geistliche Hirten Lieder Der in jhren JESUM verliebten Psyche (Sacred joy
of the soul or, sacred eclogues by Psyche, enamoured of ber Jesus) and a
collection of 302 epigrams entitled Geistreiche Sinn- und SchlufSreime
(Witty epigrams and couplets). This latter formed the nucleus of the much
augmented collection of over 1,600 epigrams entitled Der Cherubinische
Wandersmann (The cherubinic wanderer, 1675). The Heilige Seelen-Lust
also appeared in an augmented edition in 1668.

Formally, Scheffler’s epigrams are indebted to those of Tschesch,
Franckenberg and Czepko. It appears that the first two books of the
Wandersmann were written before Scheffler’s conversion and
Franckenberg’s death. Characteristic of them are extreme and paradoxical
statements about the nature of God and of man’s relation to him. Time
after time the distance between God and man is overcome, the greatness of
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God and littleness of man meet at the interface of time and eternity, the
reader is shocked into startled reconsideration of set ideas. But the epi-
grams do not all deal with pure abstraction. Scheffler often uses concrete
and homely images — the child crying for the mother’s breast, the rose, the
magnet. This tendency becomes much more marked in those books of the
Wandersmann thought to have been written after Scheffler’s conversion.
Books 1v and v are again more speculative and book v1, first published in
the edition of 1675, is the most militant. However we attempt to assess the
Wandersmann aesthetically, we should not forget that this is poetry with a
purpose. As Scheffler tells us in the preface, his book should cause the
reader to burn with the heavenly love of a seraph and contemplate God
with the unwavering eyes of a cherub.

The last in the line of Silesian mystics is Quirinus Kuhlmann (1651-89).
A clever young man who became a published author at the age of eighteen,
he set off to study law in Jena and was destined for a brilliant academic or
public career, when, like his compatriots, he went to Leiden and discov-
ered the work of Jakob Bohme. In his lengthy prose work Neubegeisterter
Bobhme (Newly-enthused Bohme, 1674) he documents the extraordinary
effect Bohme had on him. From now on until his death at the stake in
Moscow in 1689, Kuhlmann lived the life of a wandering prophet, cover-
ing huge distances throughout Europe and meeting various non-con-
formist groups in England, Holland, France and Geneva. He went on
abortive journeys to Constantinople and Jerusalem to convert the Sultan
and the Jews respectively. Everywhere he went he fell foul of the author-
ities and of members of local groups and had to move on. Kuhlmann saw
himself as a latter-day prophet, the ‘son of the Son of God’, a second
Bohme, and invested every detail of his own life with symbolic signifi-
cance, so that it demonstrated his divine mission. The basis for his chief
work Der Kiiblpsalter (The cool-psalter, 1684—85) was therefore his own
life from 1670 which he treated as a hermetic code to be subjected to all
kinds of numerological and linguistic analysis. Typical is the way in which
a phrase in the Acts of the Apostles, iii,19, which in the Vulgate reads
‘tempora refrigerii’ (Authorised Version: ‘the times of refreshing’ but
more literally ‘times of cooling’) was related by Kuhlmann to his own
name and formed a key concept in the 20,000-line Kiuhlpsalter, whose
poetry is modelled on the biblical psalter. Kuhlmann’s own sense of his
messianic, millenarian mission finally led him to Russia, where he was
tried, sentenced and burned at the stake in 1689. At his best Kuhlmann is a
poet of great linguistic verve, deep religious feeling and strong emotion.
At his worst, towards the end of his life, the poetry becomes fragmentary
and overexcited.

If mystical writers were by definition outsiders, so were women writers.
Scarcely educated, almost always cut off from Latin, instructed by the
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Reformation that their sole vocation was childbearing and denied access
to many of the types of literature their menfolk read, it is a miracle that
women wrote at all. Only two institutions actually fostered their creative
activities: the language academies and the courts. A series of prohibitions,
both written and unwritten, dictated what women might write as well as
what they might read. The drama, where it was not the province of such
male institutions as the Catholic orders and the boys’ grammar schools,
partook of the morally dubious nature of the stage, the novel purveyed
lies, secular love poetry contravened conventions about the sexual purity
of women. Therefore women were virtually restricted to religious verse
and occasional poetry. Women produced some prose works, pre-
dominantly non-fiction, autobiographical writing and translations, if
they were learned enough, with novels only making their appearance from
the second half of the seventeenth century. Reading the work of women
poets of this age, one is struck by the extent to which they felt themselves
to be deviants, defying convention, writing out of an inner compulsion.
This explains why their religious poetry often takes on a mystical tinge.

Anna Ovena Hoyers (1584-1655), the non-conformist poet from
Schleswig-Holstein, was driven into exile by the Lutheran authorities. Her
Gespriich eines Kindes mit seiner Mutter (Conversation of a child with its
mother, 1628) and a collection entitled Geistliche und weltliche Poemata
(Sacred and secular poetry, 1650) were published by her during her life-
time and her sons put together a further collection of forty-seven poems in
manuscript after her death. She saw herself as following Luther’s own pre-
cepts, both in her criticism of clerical abuse and in her composition of
hymns for actual liturgical use, though in some of her word-play, in which
she uses her own name or initials, the letters of the alphabet or the name of
Jesus as a kind of code, she resembles the mystics. Another example of a
woman who wrote out of inner necessity was Margarethe Susanna von
Kuntsch (1651-1717). Her parents forbade her to learn Latin and French
as unsuited to her station in life and it is thanks to her grandson that her
verse was published in 1720 under the title Sammiliche Geist- und
weltliche Gedichte (Complete sacred and secular poems). This collection
consists of religious verse on biblical or other pious topics and of occa-
sional poetry, written for funerals, weddings and birthdays or to acquain-
tances and friends. Her most powerful poetry deals with the deaths of her
own children (she had fifteen pregnancies but only one child who survived
to adulthood), showing Lutheran submission to the will of God in conflict
with unassuageable personal pain.

Hemmed in by the same restrictions was the Austrian baroness
Catharina Regina von Greiffenberg (1633—94), though, unlike her female
contemporaries, she was very highly educated indeed. Her step-uncle,
guardian and subsequent husband, Hans Rudolf von Greiffenberg, taught
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her the classical languages, as well as French, Italian and Spanish. She read
widely in ancient and modern history, law, politics, astronomy, alchemy,
theology and philosophy as well as the European literature of her day. A
Protestant living under a Catholic monarchy who had to travel long dis-
tances to practise her religion, Greiffenberg had what she considered an
important mystical revelation at Easter 1651 in Pressburg after the death
of her younger sister and only sibling. This revelation, which she referred
to thereafter as her ‘Deoglori-Licht’ {‘the light of God’s glory’), marked
her birth as a mystical poet. Her literary development was furthered by
becoming a member of the ‘Ister-Gesellschaft’, a loose literary associa-
tion, and in having as an adviser Johann Wilhelm von Stubenberg
(1619—63) who made her known to Sigmund von Birken (1626-81). The
unfortunate marriage she was forced to enter into by and with her
guardian in 1664, his death in 1677, her subsequent legal troubles and
impoverishment made her life and writing difficult and she only achieved a
measure of peace on her permanent move to Nuremberg in 1680. Her first
and most famous publication is the collection entitled Geistliche Sonette,
Lieder und Gedichte (Sacred sonnets, songs and poems) published in 1662
by Hans Rudolf with Birken’s help. Greiffenberg’s characteristic method is
to present the concrete in vividly sensuous terms and then to interpret it in
spiritual ones, teasing out its religious significance. As with all mystics,
the physical world is seen as a set of ciphers which have to be decoded in
order to arrive at their spiritual meaning. She uses the tightly controlled
sonnet form to brilliant effect, pushing language to its boundaries by cre-
ating unexpected compounds and emphatic prefixes. Her poems are
highly charged with personal faith and deep emotion. Apart from a short
pastoral dialogue written in 1662, and a lengthy poem calling for repen-
tance and faith to ward off the Turkish threat written in 1663 but pub-
lished in 1675, Greiffenberg’s last decades were dedicated to the
composition of four extensive series of religious meditations in prose,
interspersed here and there with poems, on the incarnation and early life
of Jesus (1678), His suffering and death (1683), His teachings and miracles
{(1693) and His life and prophecies (1693).

Drama 1620-1720

By 1620 the theatre of the English strolling players was well established
and German dramatists had begun to write for it, the Latin drama of the
Jesuits and other Catholic orders was in full flood, and court theatre and
spectacle were becoming more Italianate. These developments continued
during the seventeenth century and form the context in which German-
language drama must be seen.
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Until the opening of the first municipal opera house in 1678 in
Hamburg, the English strolling players constituted the only commercial
theatre in the Empire. Most of their activity during the war years was in
Warsaw and the Baltic cities of Konigsberg and Danzig, each of which was
visited at least once a year from the late 1620s until the end of the war by
one of a number of troupes, led variously by Robert Archer, Robert
Reynolds and John Wayde. The last important native English manager of
a travelling troupe was George Jolly, who was active in Central Europe,
particularly Vienna during the 1650s. From extant lists of plays it is clear
that up to this time the players performed their own versions of
Elizabethan and Jacobean drama, as we saw above.

After the middle of the seventeenth century, however, the nature of the
travelling companies changed. From now on they were led and staffed by
German actors, of whom the most famous is Johannes Velten (1640—92).
Velten was an educated man with a degree in theology and philosophy
from Wittenberg and another in philosophy from Leipzig, so that he was
entitled to call himself ‘Magister’. Around 1665 he joined Carl Andreas
Paul’s troupe and married Paul’s daughter. Velten is mentioned as eatly as
1668 as the leader of a troupe in Nuremberg. He aimed to raise the status
of the actor and to present a repertoire of a high standard, so, as well as
Gryphius’s comedies, he staged works by Corneille, Moliére and
Calderon, some of them for the first time in German. He performed at
such important courts as Dresden, Vienna and Berlin, as well as touring
widely, and his influence on the development of German drama should
not be underestimated. His wife took over leadership of the troupe on his
death and kept it going until at least 1711 and the leading eighteenth-
century managers were all descended from Velten’s company.

Important though the strolling players were in transmitting an interna-
tional theatrical culture, however, the scale of Jesuit theatre was
incomparably greater. As we saw carlier, Jesuit drama lasted in the Empire
from 1555 until 1773. Though the Society of Jesus was founded to renew
the spiritual life of the old church, its aim became that of re-Catholicising
the Empire and its drama one of the weapons in that struggle.

The vast mass of Jesuit drama, all in Latin, presents the spiritual
journey of figures exemplary either for their goodness, their repentance at
the point of death or for their wickedness. They can be historical, such as
Mauritius, Constantine or Sigismund of Burgundy, or biblical, such as
David, Joseph, Jephtha, Esther or Nebuchadnezzar. They can be saints,
such as Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, or martyrs, such as
Catherine, Thomas a Becket or Thomas More. Sometimes the message is
presented by means of allegory, as in the Rhinelander Jakob Masen’s
(1606-81) Androphilus (1645), the story of the king’s son who is prepared
to endure any humiliation to rescue the unfaithful and unlovely servant ~
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an allegory of Christ’s redemption of undeserving man. Jesuit drama also
shows tendencies towards oratorio or even opera. Johannes Paullinus’s
Philothea and Theophilus, performed in Munich in 1643 and 1644 respec-
tively, employed a chorus, an orchestra and as many as seventeen singers
and in the last decades of Jesuit drama in the eighteenth century, full-scale
operas were performed.

Jesuit drama was often not published and if it was, was published
anonymously. Our most informative source from 1597 on is the so-called
‘Periochen’, programmes which contain plot summaries and cast lists.
Rarely is the author indicated, since he was usually the Professor of
Rhetoric at the college in question, who was simply ordered by his superi-
ors to produce a drama and who ceased to be a dramatist when his superi-
ors decreed that he turn his hand to something else. It is therefore a
falsification to single out individual authors. However, some writers were
more talented than others and deserve to be mentioned: the Alsatian poet
Jakob Balde (1604—68) who wrote six plays for the Jesuit stage of which
Jocus serius theatralis, (1629) and Jephtias, (1637) are the best known,
Georg Bernardt (1595—1660), whose plays for Ingolstadt such as
Theophilus (1621) or Tundalus (1622) provide a wonderful combination
of comic and serious scenes in lively prose; Andreas Brunner (1589-1650)
who wrote a biblical pageant play called Nabuchodonosor for Munich in
1635 and, unusually, a series of plays in German between 1637 and
1649/50 for Innsbruck, Jakob Masen (1606-81), who in the 1640s devel-
oped sixteenth-century Humanist school drama in comedies such as
Rusticus imperans (Peasant as ruler), on the ‘king-for-a-day’ theme, or
tragedies such as Mauritius imperator orientis (Maurice, emperor of the
East), on the theme of the unjust but eventually repentant monarch, or his
moral fable Androphilus already mentioned. Of all of these dramatists
Nicolaus Avancini (1611-86) deserves the most attention because of the
range and quantity of his dramatic production. Many of his plays deal
with questions of tyranny and the struggle for power: Xerxes, Alexius
Commnenus, for example, or Semiramis. Another group takes innocent
women wrongfully accused of adultery, such as Genoveva or Susanna, and
investigates the place of marriage within the social and legal structure. Yet
another, the so-called ludi caesarei of the 1650s in Vienna, were magnifi-
cent spectacles in honour of the Habsburgs which employed the latest in
sophisticated theatrical technology. Pax Imperii (Peace in the Empire), for
instance, performed in 1650 to celebrate the ending of the Thirty Years
War, presents Joseph in Egypt as a forerunner of the emperor Ferdinand
II1, while Pietas victrix, (Piety triumphant) performed in 1658 for the elec-
tion of Leopold I, depicts the emperor Constantine as Leopold’s prefig-
uration in a historical panorama which culminates with the Habsburg
Empire. Whether he is examining the workings of the state or of the
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family, Avancini’s point of view is clear: cosmic order is disturbed by sin
and is only restored if man repents. Religion cannot be the instrument of
the state, it must be its rudder.

The courts themselves produced one characteristic form which came
into being in Italy around the year 1600 and came north of the Alps some
twenty years later — namely, opera. The first opera on German soil is
Orfeo, probably Monteverdi’s opera of that name, performed in Salzburg
at the court of Prince Archbishop Marx Sittich von Hohenems in 1618 and
again in 1619. The first opera to be performed in German is Dafne, with
music by Schiitz and libretto by Opitz, translated from Rinuccini’s Italian,
performed at Torgau, a summer residence of the Dresden court, in 1627.
The first original opera libretto in German is the religious allegory
Seelewig by Harsdorffer (1644). The real explosion of opera, however,
takes place after the war from 1660 on. An Italianate court such as Munich
is thought to have staged some fifty operas from then until 1700, while the
equally Italianate but much grander Imperial court at Vienna staged some
seventy-five in the same period. The much smaller northern courts actively
cultivated opera in German. Wolfenbiittel, for instance, staged Seelewig in
1654 and Duke Anton Ulrich of Braunschweig-Liineburg wrote German
texts for some nine operas (which he called Singspiele) on this model.
Halle, Ansbach, Weiflenfels and Bayreuth followed suit. Commercial
opera began in 1678 in Hamburg and there were three other such centres:
Braunschweig, Leipzig and Naumburg. Where court opera was a propa-
ganda instrument designed to glorify the prince and underline the hierar-
chical nature of the court, commercial opera was open to a paying public.
Local princes were, however, more or less actively involved in granting
licences or subsidies to these opera houses. Hamburg in particular con-
centrated on producing German opera, though arias in Italian were per-
mitted even here.

The development of opera is central to an understanding of drama in
this period for a number of reasons: it was via the opera stage that much of
the latest technology — changeable sets, lighting, special effects — was
introduced into the Empire, many of the same writers were involved in
writing both spoken drama and opera libretti, the prestige of opera, par-
ticularly at court, meant that other forms of drama took on an operatic
dimension {for example, Jesuit drama, Hallmann’s plays, the Rudolstadt
entertainments by Kaspar Sticler (1632—1707), even some of Weise’s plays)
and courts patronised opera rather than drama.

Against this background must be seen the development of German
language drama. Opitz again provided German models in competition
with Latin, here more specifically with Jesuit drama. For Opitz verse
tragedy was pre-eminent. He began by translating Seneca’s Trojan women
(Die Trojanerinnen) in 1625, thus providing a model for the martyr as
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protagonist which afterwards became so common on the Silesian stage.
Then came his translations of Italian opera libretti, Rinuccini’s Dafne
(1627) and Salvadori’s Giuditta (Judith) in 1635. He translated Sophocles’
Antigone in 1636.

Silesian drama, which developed throughout the century and ends
around 1700, largely followed these models but was also constantly influ-
enced by Jesuit drama, established in Breslau in 1638, by the theatre of the
strolling players and by opera. Its main achievement is historical tragedy
in elevated verse, usually performed by one or another of the great
grammar schools in Breslau. The first of the great Silesian dramatists,
Andreas Gryphius, discussed above as a poet, began by translating
Catholic dramas such as Joost van den Vondel’s De Gebroeders (1639) as
Die Sieben Briider | Oder die Gibeoniter (The seven brothers or, the
Gibeonites) and the Jesuit Nicolaus Caussinus’s martyr play Felicitas as
Bestandige Mutter | Oder Die Heilige Felicitas (The steadfast mother or,
Saint Felicity), probably between 1634 and 1636. Gryphius’s first original
drama Leo Armenius (c. 1646) was also based on a Jesuit original, the
English Jesuit Joseph Simon’s Leo Armenus. Gryphius as an orthodox
Lutheran believed that the ruler, however evil, had been put in place by
God and could never be overthrown by human agency. Thus it is wicked to
depose the usurper Leo Armenius, even though he has become king by
wrongful means. Leo is saved at the moment of death by dying on the
steps of the altar during the first Mass of Christmas clutching a relic of the
True Cross. Similarly in Catharina von Georgien (Catherine of Georgia, c.
1649—50), Carolus Stuardus (Charles Stuart, published in 1657, though
begun shortly after Charles I’s execution in 1649) and Papinianus (1659),
Gryphius delineates the type of the martyr, whose greatness consists in
recognising the path of virtue and in passively enduring suffering unto
death in such a way as to rule out any attempt at earthly salvation or
escape. Eschewing any attempt at realism or psychological nuance,
Gryphius uses historical figures to demonstrate truths about salvation.
Man can only triumph over the tribulations of life on earth by exhibiting a
rock-like and stoic constancy (Bestindigkeit), thus assimilating himself to
the timelessness of the divine. With a wonderful mastery of the alexan-
drine couplet Gryphius presents us with tableaus of suffering nobly
borne: Charles I in prison as a latter-day Christ dying for his people,
Catharina repelling the advances of the lustful infidel Schach Abbas,
Papinianus contemplating the corpses of his dead children. After each act,
a chorus interprets what we have just seen, teases out its message in terms
of divine salvation, the course of history or Christian redemption and
confirms a truth already acknowledged by the audience.

As well as two courtly entertainments, the mini-operas Piastus and
Majuma (1653), Gryphius also wrote Cardenio und Celinde (c. 1650),
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which employs characters of medium estate who speak a relatively simple
language. It deals with the theme of virtuous Christian love versus pagan
lust and is full of tension and surprise effects by means of which a moral
regeneration is brought about in the characters. Gryphius also wrote three
delightful comedies: Herr Peter Squentz (c. 1648), a satite on the drama of
the Meistersinger and based on the Peter Quince episode from
Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream, Horribilicribrifax (also c.
1648), a comedy containing not one but two braggarts, the eponymous
hero and his counterpart, Daradiridatumtarides, and a whole galaxy of
other comic characters, and Verlibtes Gespenst/die gelibte Dornrose
(Ghost in love | beloved Dornrose), a pair of plays written for the wedding
in 1660 of Georg I11, the local duke, in which a verse semi-opera alternates
act for act with a dialect peasant play. The two plots are mirror-images of
each other and the third social stratum is provided by the ducal couple
seated in the audience. In each of these comedies, virtue is rewarded, con-
stancy wins the day, pretence and social climbing are exposed and the
status quo is restored at the end in the images of marriage and the dance.
There is much linguistic comedy and some delightful comic invention.

Daniel Casper von Lohenstein (1635-83) developed the five-act Senecan
verse tragedy further. He wrote only six plays, two on Turkish themes,
Ibrabim Bassa (written while still a schoolboy in 1650), and Ibrabim
Sultan (1673), two set in Rome, Epicharis (1665?) and Agrippina (pub-
lished in 1665), and two in Africa in Roman times, Cleopatra {first version
written in 1661, second version in 1680) and Sophonisbe (written in 1669).
Lohenstein was fascinated by power, particularly when exercised by
women. Cleopatra, the Egyptian priestess and queen, Agrippina, the
mother of Nero, and Sophonisbe, the Carthaginian princess, use their
sensuality to enslave men, and they embody the dangerous excesses of
passion as opposed to the statesmanlike reason represented by such
figures as Augustus in Cleopatra or Scipio in Sophonisbe. Agrippina is
even prepared to seduce her own son to maintain power. However, all
these women see the error of their ways and to an extent are vindicated by
the ending of the plays but, while they die bravely, none of them embodies
the kind of flawless virtue and passive stoicism of Gryphius’s martyrs.

In Lohenstein’s three other dramas, we come closer to the martyr play.
In Ibrabim Bassa a Christian couple, Ibrahim and Isabelle, are persecuted
by a Muslim ruler, Soliman, who is in love with Isabelle. In Ibrabim Sultan
the eponymous hero is a savage infidel ruler who rapes the virginal Ambre.
She, martyr-like, commits suicide, as does Epicharis, in the play of that
name, who leads a revolt against the tyrant Nero, and kills herself after
imprisonment and torture. These weak women triumph at last by the sac-
rifice of their lives. In the two last-named plays, Lohenstein takes the
moral conflict which is at the heart of his works out of the Christian
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framework. His Romans, Africans and Turks choose virtue over vice,
recognise the vanity of the world and learn the importance of steadfast-
ness, without thereby necessarily having to be Christian. In contrast to
Jesuit drama, Lohenstein’s characters come to acknowledge a transcen-
dental power without assenting to a Christian faith as the sine qua non of
ethical living. Both the power of his language and the sweep of his
characterisation make Lohenstein the best dramatist in German before
Schiller.

The last of the Silesian dramatists is Johann Christian Hallmann (c.
1640 to after 1704). Hallmann, like Gryphius, began in 1662 by adapting a
Jesuit play, namely, Masen’s Mauritius and, like Gryphius, by treating the
problem of the unjust prince both here and in his second play,
Theodoricus (1666). Hallmann is often wrongly characterised as a
second-rate imitator of Lohenstein, usually on the basis of his best-
known play, Die beleidigte Schonhbeit Oder Sterbende Mariamne (Beauty
traduced or, dying Mariamne) which superficially resembles a Lohenstein
tragedy. But where Lohenstein is interested in the conflict in his characters
between passion and reason and between politics and ethics, Mariamne is
a study in pure evil, showing how Herod’s sister, brother and son by his
divorced first wife, destroy Mariamne, Josephus, Salome’s husband, and
Herod’s marriage by implanting false suspicions against Mariamne.
Herod’s own lustful nature is all too susceptible to these machinations.
Hallmann’s characters are far more static than Lohenstein’s, resembling
operatic figures in that they represent various ‘Affekte’ or strong emotions,
rather than presenting psychologically consistent personalities. His hero-
ines are always passive beauties, whose sexuality condemns them to con-
stant brutal attack and whose only weapon is death and passive suffering,
Hallmann’s choruses mostly consist of personifications of virtues and
vices rather than of the gods and goddesses or emotional qualities more
typical of Lohenstein. Hallmann’s range, however, is far wider than
Lohenstein’s. Urania (1662) and Rosibella (1671) are pastoral plays on the
theme of virtuous love. Sophia (1671) is a martyr tragedy very like
Gryphius’s Felicitas, in which an early Christian sees her three daughters
(Spes, Fides and Charitas) killed before her eyes and is then invited to a
banquet consisting of three plates bearing their heads and three glasses of
their blood. In many of these pieces, musical interludes played an impor-
tant part. Catharina Kénigin in Engelland (Catherine, Queen of England,
1684) is actually called ‘a musical tragedy’, in other words it is a libretto.
In another way, too, Catharina represents a decisive development in
Hallmann’s oeuvre, in that it clearly presents Catherine of Aragon, Henry
VIID’s first wife, not just as a wronged queen but as a Catholic sacrificed by
a heretic. Hallmann is thought to have converted to Catholicism, with the
result that his works could no longer be performed by the Protestant
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grammar schools. After a collected edition of his work which appeared in
1684, our information about Hallmann, perhaps because of his conver-
sion, is sparse. We know that he wrote another seven plays, now lost, but
only the tragedy Die Uniiberwindliche Keuschheit Oder Die Grofimiithige
Prinzeflin Liberata (Unconquerable chastity or, the noble Princess
Liberata, 1699) was published in a very small edition paid for by
Hallmann himself. Almost in the manner of a Jesuit drama, Liberata
shows how an ethical polity must also be a Christian one, returning to the
theme of just governance with which his oeuvre began. The last docu-
mented performance of a work by Hallmann took place in 1704.

A contemporary of Hallmann’s who is usually seen as inheriting the
Silesian tradition is the Saxon August Adolph von Haugwitz (1647—1706).
He wrote two verse tragedies, Maria Stuarda and Soliman and a pastoral,
Flora, all published in 1684. Maria Stuarda, Catholic martyr, stands on
the one hand in the tradition of Jesuit drama, and on the other, it also
relates to Gryphius’s Carolus Stuardus and Catharina von Georgien. But
Haugwitz, far from simply presenting his two Queens as personifications
of ‘virtue’ and ‘vice’ or ‘true religion’ and ‘heresy’, embarks on an
investigation of their inner feelings and the moral choice each is called on
to make. Haugwitz’s Soliman resembles Lohenstein’s Ibrahim Bassa, in
that it depicts a Muslim ruler who loves a Christian woman betrothed to
another, but unlike Lohenstein’s youthful effort, Haugwitz takes his cue
from Madeleine de Scudéry’s novel Ibrahim ou Ulllustre Bassa (1641) in
which the infidel Soliman chooses the path of virtue and allows the
Christians to go free. The conflict between passion and reason is decided
in favour of reason, here as in Lohenstein’s African plays the chief attrib-
ute of the admirable ruler. Haugwitz’s third dramatic work, the pastoral
Flora, was influenced by his having attended the performance of
Benserade’s Ballet de Flore at the French court in 1669. It is a vehicle for
metaphysical ideas on the nature of love and its divine power to regenerate
the universe. With Haugwitz and Hallmann, however, the tradition of
Silesian drama, initiated by Opitz, came to an end.

Meanwhile elsewhere in the Empire, principally in North Germany and
in Saxony, ‘historico-political drama’ came into being after the Thirty
Years War. This is serious drama in German prose which can deal with his-
torical events but whose main purpose is to discuss such questions as the
structure of the state, the links between politics and ethics, the nature of
princely power and the role of advisers and courtiers. Characteristic of
these plays is their often colloquial and always unpoetic language and
their admixture of comic scenes. A typical plot for such a play (for
example, Johann Rist’s Das Friedewiinschende Teutschland (Germany
Athirst for Peace, 1647, the anonymous Ratio Status 1668 or Johann
Riemer’s Von der erlosten Germania (Germany Liberated, 1681)) depicts
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Queen Germania attempting first to cure her maladies with the help of
Ratio Status, that is, Machiavellian raison d’état, a political philosophy
based on dissimulation, realising that this is un-German and only being
cured when she learns that such virtues as pietas, fides, iustitia and cle-
mentia are the adjuncts of a good ruler. The background to many of these
plays is the contemporary threat posed by Louis XIV, who often appears in
veiled form, for instance, as Gaile in Riemer’s play and as Marcomir in the
anonymous Die Teutsche Grofi-Konigin Leonilda (The great German
queen Leonilda, 1673), whose eponymous heroine represents Leopold 1.
Into the same category come such works as Johann Rist’s (1607—67)
Irenaromachia (The battle for peace, 1630), Perseus (1634) and
Friedejauchtzendes Teutschland (Germany rejoicing in peace, 1653),
David Elias Heidenreich’s Rache zu Gibeon (Revenge at Gibeon, 1662),
Christoph Kormart’s Polyeuctus (1669), Maria Stuart (1672) and
Heraclius (1675), Johann Sebastian Mitternacht’s Politica dramatica
(1667), and Riemer’s two plays about Mary Queen of Scots, Von hoben
Vermiblungen and Vom Staats-Eifer (Marriages in high places and of
political ambition, 1681).

While Christian Weise (1642—1708) sometimes treats political problems
in his plays, his oeuvre is much more varied. He wrote some sixty plays of
which forty have survived, dramas which grew out of his work as a teacher,
From 1678 until his death in 1708 he was headmaster at his own old school
in Zittau, where there already existed the kind of dramatic tradition
typical of a Protestant grammar school. Weise built on this, making it a
central plank of his pedagogic programme. He wrote three plays every
year, consisting of a biblical play, a comedy and a tragedy or political play,
in the prefaces to which he articulated his programme: his pupils, future
government officials, lawyers and diplomats, were to learn, through
drama, the art of rhetoric, while at the same time encountering situations
which might be of practical use to them. Rhetoric Weise understood as the
art of speaking, which includes conversation as well as oration, and of
persuasion, something he underlines in his many theoretical writings and
handbooks. Weise’s plays are always in prose because it corresponded to
real speech. This realism is central to his theatrical philosophy. Whether
he is representing the highest in the land or the peasant, his acute ear for
ordinary speech allows him to write an idiomatic spoken style and he dic-
tated his plays, the better to achieve a natural effect. In his characters and
situations, he eschewed idealised characters and abstract virtues in favour
of a pragmatic vision of the world and its affairs, for which an expedient
solution must be found. For his themes and forms, he draws on the school
drama, the Protestant biblical drama and the contemporary historical-
political drama and combines these with some aspects of the theatre of
the English players and of opera.
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His plays could not be more different from the idealised and emotion-
ally charged drama of the Jesuits or the Silesians. For instance, in Der
gesttirtzte Marggraf von Ancre (The fall of the Count of Ancres, 1679),
the first tragedy he wrote for Zittau, set in France during the Regency of
Marie de Medici, we are shown two factions, each dominated by an
amoral desire for power, and for whom deceit and even murder are
weapons readily to hand. There is no ideal representation of virtue to
counter this portrait of evil and violence. The role played by the common
people is also innovatory, for, though the ordinary citizen is shown to be at
the mercy of political forces he does not understand, he is also capable of
influencing events by sheer force of numbers. The comedy presented in the
same year, Der baurische Machiavellus (A peasant Machiavelli), presents
similar ideas in comic form. Machiavelli is arraigned before Apollo on a
charge of having corrupted mankind with his ideas. He defends himself by
maintaining that the villagers of Quirlequitsch, who have never even heard
of him, are the most perfect Machiavellians. In a series of wonderfully
comic manoeuvrings over the appointment of a village clown or
‘Pickelhering’, we are shown the truth of this. Machiavelli has proved his
point and has to be acquitted. The third play for the year 1679 was
Jephtha, the story of how Jephtha is forced to kill his own daughter Tamar
in fulfilment of a vow he made on the battlefield. One might imagine
Weise to be formally more constrained in the case of the biblical story but
this is not the case. As in such other biblical plays as Abraham, he uses the
biblical story as much to depict the diplomatic manoeuvrings and ceremo-
nial usages common among princes as to point a moral. He employs the
lively prose dialogue characteristic of his entire oeuvre and mixes comic
scenes with tragic ones, in a manner reminiscent of the biblical operas per-
formed at Hamburg, Weise, the great innovator, here picks up the tradi-
tion of Protestant biblical drama but secularises and demystifies it.

In Masaniello, Weise’s best-known play (1682) and his best tragedy, he
depicts an uprising by Neapolitan fishermen in 1647. In the eponymous
hero, Weise created one of his few tragic figures, an honest man who never
wanted to overthrow the state but who is forced into a position of
unwanted power and then goes mad. Yet, though the fishermen’s grievance
is clearly just and the means which quell it are Machiavellian, not to say
downright evil, the political message Weise’s pupils must imbibe is that a
politician cannot allow disturbances in the body politic and that raison
d’état must be his guiding principle. The world Weise depicts is a bleak
one, in which a ruler is prepared to poison the water supply in order to
regain power (Masaniello) or a mother to attempt repeatedly to kill her
own child in order that her paramour shall become king (Kénig Wenzel
(King Wenceslas, 1700)), in which peasants are drunken (Der nieder-
landische Bauer (The Dutch peasant, 1665)) or pretentious (Vom
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Verfolgten Lateiner (The persecuted Latin scholar, 1696)) and therefore
deserve what they get. The Old Testament world is in general less bleak,
since Weise uses his material — Abraham and Isaac, Jacob’s union with
Leah and her sister Rachel, David, Esau and Jacob, Joseph in Egypt — not
so much to present themes of divine justice and retribution but rather
familial relationships, ties of friendship and affection and courtships,
alongside the analysis of Old Testament history in terms of politics and
diplomacy, always leavened with a large proportion of broad comedy.

In some of his later work, Weise clearly anticipates eighteenth-century
drama. In Der curieuse Korbelmacher (The knacky basket-weaver, 1702),
for instance, Weise sets his touching story of love and loss in a bourgeois
milieu, in the urban world of merchants and craftsmen. This tragedy with
a happy ending points ahead to Gottsched, Gellert and even to Lessing.

Seventeenth-century fiction

We saw the beginnings of the extended prose fictional narrative in the pre-
vious century with such writers as Wickram. In this century the novel truly
emerges as a distinct genre. It can be divided into two categories, the ele-
vated novel and the popular novel, though from what we can deduce about
reading habits and book purchases in this period it seems that it was the
same readers who consumed both types. The distinction resides therefore
in their differing aims and styles. The elevated novel forms are the pastoral
and the courtly-historical novel, while the popular novel covers such
genres as the picaresque, the comic novel, the ‘political’ novel and, at the
end of the century, the ‘gallant’ novel. Most of these were influenced by
foreign models, so the history of the seventeenth-century German novel is
thus one of translation followed by native imitation. Only the picaresque
or comic novel connects with some of the forms of prose fiction of the pre-
vious century, but even here, impulses from abroad played a vital role.
The pastoral novel is the eatliest of the new forms to become estab-
lished. Such prototypes as Jorge de Montemayor’s Diana (1559), Philip
Sydney’s Arcadia (1590), Honoré d’Urfé’s Astrée (1607—27) and John
Barclay’s Argenis (1621), written in Spanish, English, French and Latin
respectively, were all available in German translation by the 1620s. The
pastoral novel is a love story, set in an artificial landscape which provides a
Utopian alternative to the artificiality of courtly society, in which the emo-
tions of private people can be explored. The first such novel in German is
the anonymous Amoena und Amandus (1632), probably written by the
Silesian nobleman Hans Adam von Gruttschreiber und Czopkendotff. In
many ways it is typical: it is a roman a clef which takes place in the milieu
of the country aristocrat, in which action is subordinate to the expression
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of feeling and whose plot ends unhappily. Such successors as Leoriander
und Perelina (1642), Die verfiihrte Schiferin Cynthie (The Seduced
Shepherdess Cynthia, 1660) by Jacob Schwieger (c. 1630 to ¢. 1666) and
Damon und Lisille (1672) by Johann Thomas (1624-1679/80) exhibit
similar features, which have been characterised as the beginning of the
bourgeois novel. Out of the Nuremberg circle emerged the two-part novel,
Die Kunst- und Tugend-gezierte Macarie (Macarie Decked with Art and
Virtue, part 1: 1669; part 11: 1673), of which the first is by Heinrich Arnold
Stockfleth (1643—1708) in collaboration with his wife Maria Katharina
Heden, née Frisch (1633?-92), while the second is wholly her work. The
first part shows the shepherd Polyphilus setting off into the world to seek
honour and glory. He meets and falls in love with the beautiful and learned
Macarie but cannot win her because he has yet to learn the emptiness of
court life. The second part shows him turning away from the court and
retiring to the countryside where, in a community of shepherds and
shepherdesses, he finds his ideal of equality and virtue and, of course, is
reunited with Macarie. Thus, a pastoral utopia where, far from worldly
hierarchy and ambition, men and women are equal in spirit and can culti-
vate their minds and souls, stands in opposition to the court.

The courtly novel has its roots both in Heliodorus’ third century Greek
novel Aithiopica and in the prose romance of the late Middle Ages.
Heliodorus® novel, first printed in 1534 and translated into German in
1559, provided a model for the detailed and subtle portrayal of relations
between the sexes, placed much greater emphasis than before on female
characterisation and introduced the characteristic in medias res begin-
ning, subsequent flashbacks, intertwined subplots and final unravelling.
Out of the prose romance had developed that best known of all tales of
knight errantry, the Spanish Amadis de Gaula by Garci Rodriguez de
Montalvo (1508), which had appeared in German between 1569 and 1595.
Out of the synthesis of these two forms grew the French seventeenth-
century courtly novel which provides the blueprint for the German exam-
ples.

The French novels, written by such aristocratic authors as La
Calprenede and Madeleine de Scudéry with plots from ancient history,
were able to show how political and individual destiny is intertwined.
Focusing on high-born characters, rulers and generals and showing them
in endlessly complicated love intrigues which were simultaneously and by
definition political intrigues, these novels provided a model for behaviour
in a courtly society. The hero is no longer the all-action tearaway of the
Amadis but a polished courtier, as much at home at a levée as on a horse.
The heroine is no longer merely a prop, a reward for the hero after a good
day’s fighting, but someone whose emotions are as central to the novel as
the hero’s. The virtue of the characters is constantly tested and they
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triumph at the end only if they have withstood the moral trials and
dangers of a deceitful world.

In the 16405 there were numerous translations of these novels. One of
the most important translators was Philipp von Zesen (1618-89), who
lived in Paris in 1643/4 and translated Vital d’Audiguier’s Lysandre et
Caliste in 1644, Madeleine de Scudéry’s Ibrabim ou illustre Bassa in 1645
and Frangois de Soucy, Sieur de Gerzan’s L’histoire afriquaine de
Cléomede et de Sophonisbe in 1647. Yet, when Zesen came to write origi-
nal novels himself, he moved in a rather different direction. His first novel
was Die Adriatische Rosemund (Adriatic Rosemund, 1645) which does
not strictly adhere to any one genre. It tells of the love of the German
Protestant Markhold who falls in love with the Venetian Catholic
Rosemund but cannot marry her because of the difference in religion. He
moves far away and she retires to pastoral solitude where in the guise of a
shepherdess she can lament her loss. There can be no happy outcome to
the lovers’ dilemma and we are left to assume that Rosemund dies of grief.
A large part of the novel is set in a middle-class milieu and the problem
confronting the lovers is one belonging to Zesen’s own day. However, as in
the pastoral, the exploration of emotion is the chief focus of the novel and
the action is relatively slight, in contrast to the courtly novel with its large
cast of characters, numerous sub-plots and much more intricate action.

In fact, true courtly novels are so rare in German that they can be
counted in single figures. The clergyman Andreas Heinrich Bucholtz
(1607—71), Professor at the Lutheran University of Rinteln, wrote two
such novels, Herkules und Valiksa (1659) and a ‘son of Herkules’,
Herkuliskus und Herkuladisla (1665). Both novels follow a noble or royal
protagonist who goes on an extended and dangerous journey to find and
free his beloved, with whom after many tribulations he is reunited.
Bucholtz’s original contribution to the genre is the addition of both a reli-
gious and a patriotic dimension. On a religious level, his protagonists are
presented as perfect Christians and his plots as demonstrations of the
workings of divine providence. Bucholtz’s novels at times resemble devo-
tional works in the prayers the characters utter and in the emphasis placed
on religious sentiment. On a patriotic level Herkules and his son
Herkuladiskus are German heroes from the period just before the found-
ing of the Holy Roman Empire, an event which is anticipated in the novels.
Bucholtz embeds his narrative in a historical framework and pays great
attention to such realistic details as chronology.

Another way to christianise the courtly novel was to use biblical
material. This is what Hans Jakob Christoffel von Grimmelshausen (dis-
cussed below as a picaresque novelist) does in his Histori vom keuschen
Joseph in Aegypten (The tale of chaste Joseph in Egypt, 1666, second
expanded edition 1670), in which he sticks closely to the biblical text pre-
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sented in loose episodic fashion. Zesen, who returned to the novel twenty
years after his Adriatische Rosemund, also wrote a Joseph novel, called
Assenat (1670) after Joseph’s wife, Assenat or Asnath. The focus of the
action, however, is Joseph, whom Zesen portrays not as the ideal ruler but
as the ideal princely servant. Zesen’s second biblical novel, Simson (1679),
is a less successful mixure of courtly and non-courtly narration, of bibli-
cal history and spiritual edification.

Closest to the French courtly novel are two works by an author who was
himself a prince: Duke Anton Ulrich of Braunschweig-Liineburg
(1633—1714), who also wrote court entertainments, ballets, opera libretti
and poems. His first novel, Die Durchleuchtigen Syrerinn Aramena (The
noble Syrian Lady Aramena) set in biblical times in the period of the patri-
arch Jacob, was published between 1669 and 1673. Manuscript evidence
suggests that it was begun by Anton Ulrich’s sister, Sibylle Ursula
(1629—71), who had translated La Calprenéde and Madeleine de Scudéry
and even corresponded with the latter. On her marriage and consequent
departure from the Wolfenbiittel court, Anton Ulrich continued the novel
which was then corrected and augmented by the Nuremberg poet
Sigmund von Birken, Anton Ulrich’s sometime tutor. In its 3,900 octavo
pages Anton Ulrich and his sister describe a courtly world, apparently
dominated by Fortuna, the goddess of chance, in which the love affairs of
twenty-seven couples are depicted as fraught with uncertainty and diffi-
culty. However, virtue and constancy win through in the end, thus demon-
strating the workings of divine providence. Anton Ulrich presents the
reader with disquisitions on the right conduct of a prince, on the welfare
of the state and on good government in general. The fifth volume of the
novel is a pastoral in which characters from the first four books as well as
members of the court and the ducal family are to be found under pseudo-
nymns as shepherds and shepherdesses.

Anton Ulrich’s second novel, Octavia Rémische Geschichte (The
Roman history of Octavia), had a much longer and even more compli-
cated gestation. The first three books of a first version appeared between
1677 and 1679, three further volumes of an extended version appeared
between 1703 and 1707 and the major part of another version appeared in
1712. Octavia is set in the Rome of the Emperors Nero and Vespasian and
in some 7,000 pages tells the stories of twenty-four different couples. The
novel covers Roman history in the years Ap 68—71 and thus illustrates the
spread of Christianity — Octavia is a secret Christian — while also indicat-
ing links between the Habsburg and Roman Empires, to whose glories the
Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation succeeded.

Two novels which appeared in 1689, however, already prefigure the end
of the courtly novel of the French type. The first of these is Arminius, the
only novel by the Silesian dramatist Daniel Casper von Lohenstein
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(1635—83), which bursts the bounds of the novel by the sheer weight of his-
torical material it incorporates within it, and Heinrich Anselm von Zigler
and Kliphausen’s Asiatische Banise, which points forward towards the
eighteenth century in its attempt to apply reason to real problems of prac-
tical politics. Lohenstein left Arminius all but finished at his death and it
appeared posthumously in 1689—9c. The full title describes Arminius as
‘the Magnanimous General and valiant defender of German freedom’ and
states that the novel should spur the German nobility to emulate him. The
novel takes the reader through a huge historical panorama to demonstrate
the divine plan which lies behind all historical change, but more particu-
larly behind the emergence of the Holy Roman Empire. The theory of the
four kingdoms of the world is used, as in Lohenstein’s plays, to demon-
strate that the Habsburg Empire is the last and greatest of these and that
Arminius, the German hero, prefigures the Emperor Leopold (reigned
1658—1705).

Heinrich Anselm von Zigler und Kliphausen (1663—97), the Saxon aris-
tocrat who wrote Die Asiatische Banise, Oder Das blutig- doch muthige
Pegu (Asiatic Banise, or the bloody yet courageous Kingdom of Pegu,
1689), has a much clearer eye for what will appeal to a broad public. His
novel is a fraction the length of Lohenstein’s, is set in northern Burma and
packed with local colour and exotic detail. Instead of theological and
philosophical problems it illustrates questions of raison d’état and prag-
matic government within an absolutist system. The action is fast-moving
and provides examples of statesmen from the villainous to the virtuous. It
therefore has links with the so-called ‘political’ novel discussed below. The
public loved it, it was still in print seventy years later and the sequel by
Johann Georg Hamann (1697—1733) which appeared in 1724 went into
five editions.

The best known of the types of popular novel is the picaresque, that s,
the episodic, linear and often autobiographical tale of a petty criminal or
social outsider who has to survive in a cruel and inimical world. Moving at
a fast pace and involving a large cast of characters, the picaresque novel,
which is always centred on the main character of the picaro or picara from
whose point of view the action is seen, can be made the vehicle for social
satire, moral reflection and broad comedy. This genre produced one of the
greatest novels in the German language, namely, Grimmelshausen’s
Simplicissimus.

As with the other genres, the picaresque novel was launched by transla-
tions from abroad, first from Spanish, then from the French roman
comique. Mateo Aleman’s Guzman de Alfarache (1599—1605) was trans-
lated by the Munich Jesuit Aegidius Albertinus {(1560-1620) in 1615, the
anonymous Lazarillo de Tormes (1554) in 1617, Francisco Lopez de
Ubeda’s Picara Justina (1605) in 1620—7 and Charles Sorel’s Histoire
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comique de Francion (1623—33) in 1662 and 1668, to name but the most
important. Of these translations Albertinus’s, in which the second part
showed the repentant sinner and emphasised the edificatory function of
the novel, was by far the most important in that it served Grimmelshausen
as a model.

Hans Jakob Christoffel von Grimmelshausen (1621 or 1622—76) did not
attend a university, follow any learned profession nor form part of any
learned and literary grouping but spent his formative years from about
1635 until 1648 following the army as a soldier and subsequently as regi-
mental clerk. He wrote two different types of novel: elevated novels — as
well as his Joseph novel there are the courtly novels Dietwald und
Amelinde (1670) and Proximus und Lympida (1672) — and the more
numerous picaresque novels. Only the two courtly novels appeared under
his real name, while both Joseph and the picaresque novels appeared
under a series of anagrammatic pseudonyms. Grimmelshausen’s exten-
sive oeuvre all appeared within ten years.

His most important novel, Der abentheuerliche Simplicissimus Teutsch
(The adventures of Simplicissimus, a German) appeared in 1668. For it,
Grimmelshausen drew on the Spanish picaresque novel, especially on the
religious dimension which Albertinus emphasised so much, on the rich
folly literature in German, on the native tradition of the ‘Schwank’ and on
the social satire of Johann Michael Moscherosch (1601—69) in his
Gesichte Philanders von Sittewald (The visions of Philander von
Sittewald, 1640—3). It tells the story of Simplicius Simplicissimus who
begins the novel so young and untutored that he is almost at the level of a
beast. He takes refuge in the forest where he is initiated into Christian
knowledge by a hermit who gives him a name indicating his simplicity and
foolishness. The hermit, in one of the many symbolic twists in the work,
turns out much later to be his true father. A fully fledged Christian but
totally ignorant of the ways of the world, the simpleton is brought by the
fortunes of war to the fortress of Hanau. Here he takes a decisive step
away from religion and towards the world and its temptations, and the rest
of the novel is the tale of how he sinks deeper into sin against a back-
ground of the brutality of war until his final repentance, when he becomes
a hermit again and the novel comes full circle. The narrative is racy, funny
and exciting, told by the regenerate, older and wiser man about his
younger sinful self. It provides a rich panorama of life during the Thirty
Years War, it takes us across Europe and into a wide variety of situations.
It includes passages of sharp social criticism, deep moral and religious
insight and others of pure fantasy It examines the nature of knowledge —
of Christ, of the world, of oneself — and of folly, while at the same time it
can be seen as an allegory of Everyman or Mr Christian on his pilgrimage
through the world.
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In subsequent works, Grimmelshausen built on this foundation. There
is the so-called Continuatio (1669), in which Simplicissimus’s renuncia-
tion of the world is shown to be less profound than it seemed, there is
Courasche (1670), the racy autobiography of a female picara, a minor
character in the big novel, who combines both male and female qualities.
She survives the war by selling her sexuality — ‘Courasche’ is the name she
gives to her own private parts — but also by fighting and taking prisoners
and booty. Unlike Simplicissimus, she is utterly unrepentant of her sins
and ends the novel as the leader of the gypsies. She can be seen as an alle-
gory of Frau Welt (Lady World), the female personification of the world
and its temptations of the flesh. Springinsfeld (1670} is the tale of an old
sweat who has once been Courasche’s lover and Simplicissimus’s servant
and begins with a subtle examination of what constitutes writing and even
more, what constitutes reading. The Wunderbarliches Vogelnest 1 (The
magic birdsnest, 1672) and 11 (1675), no longer picaresque novels in the
narrow sense, provide us with a broad panorama of the post-war world,
which has even fewer good qualities than the war era. There are numerous
shorter associated works, the so-called Simplicianische Schriften, but the
novels listed were stated by the author himself to constitute a cycle which
can only be understood as a whole.

Grimmelshausen had such a success that it was sufficient for a work to
use the epithet ‘simplicianisch’ in the title for it to sell. Johann Beer
(1655—1700) is the only other novelist of the period who can approach
Grimmelshausen in inventiveness and narrative verve, though he lags far
behind him in moral profundity. Beer was an Austrian, a musician and
composer in the service of the Duke of Sachsen-Weifsenfels, first at his
court in Halle and then in Weiflenfels from 1676 until his death. As well as
other writings, Beer published three novels in Simplician mode: Der
Simplicianische Welt=Kucker/ Oder Abentheuerliche Jan Rebhu (The
Simplician observer of the world, 1677—79); Jucundi Jucundissimi
Wunderliche Lebens-Beschreibung (The wonderful life history of
Jucundus Jucundissimus, 1680); Zendorii a Zendoriis Teutsche Winter-
Nichte (Zendorius a Zendoriis's German winter nights, 1682), Die
kurzweiligen Sommer-Tdge (The amusing summer days, 1683). These
works resemble the picaresque novel in their episodic narrative with its
focus on the eponymous hero and in the swift succession of adventures,
but the tight structure, the double perspective of repentant older man
looking back on a sinful life, the clarity with which the venality of
mankind and the atrocities of war are delineated are missing in Beer. The
novels are much more purely comic, their aim is to entertain, their world
has become more middle-class and worldly success is not ruled out at the
end.

Another aspect of Beer’s oeuvre was influenced by Christian Weise
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(1642—1708) who coincided for a few years with Beer in WeifSenfels when
Weise was Professor at the grammar school there from 1670-8. Weise
began the vogue for what came to be called ‘political’ novels with Die drey
Haupt-Verderber in Teutschland (The three chief destroyers of Germany,
1671), a satire also influenced by Moscherosch, in which the narrator
dreams that he descends into the underworld where he meets three figures
representing the ills of contemporary Germany. Weise went on to write
three ‘political’ novels proper. The first is Die Drey drgsten Ertz=Narren
in der gantzen Welt (The three worst fools in the whole world, 1672), in
which a young nobleman can claim his inheritance only when he has
located the three fools of the title. The novel tells the adventures which
befall him and his companions while on this search. The emphasis of the
work is on teaching the reader how to assess correctly the people and
events of this world, how to act with ‘politique’ cleverness, how to look
after one’s own interests and at the same time serve the common good.
The contrast with Grimmelshausen’s Christian values could hardly be
more apparent. Die Drey Kliigsten Leute in der gantzen Welt (The three
cleverest people in the whole world, 1675) is a further instalment of the
above, with the company now in search of the three cleverest people. Der
Politische Ndscher (The political taster, 1678) tells of Crescentio, a young
man who almost ruins his chances in society by overestimating his own
abilities. He learns from experience, however, and we are left with the
notion that on the one hand social conventions and norms should be
respected but that the individual is master of his own destiny and can
learn from his mistakes —a far cry from the characters of the courtly novel
in the grip of a Fortuna they cannot understand and cannot influence.
Moderation, rational behaviour and just assessment of social situations
constitute ‘politique’ behaviour and will bring their own social rewards.
Beer followed in Weise’s footsteps with his own ‘political’ novels, such
as Der Politischer Bratenwender (The political spit-turner) and Der
Politischer Feuermiuer-Kehrer (The political chimney-sweep, both 1682).
Beer is much more purely satirical than Weise and his ‘political” works are
designed less as models for correct behaviour than as lampoons of folly. In
this and in their linear narration, the ‘political’ novel can be seen to be
indebted to Grimmelshausen. So to some extent is the short comic novel
by Christian Reuter (1665-1712), Schelmuffskys Wabrhafftige Curiése
und sebr gefihrliche Reisebeschreibung Zu Wasser und Lande
(Schelmuffsky’s truthful description of his curious and very dangerous
journey by sea and land, 1696—7). The name of the hero announces that he
is a picaro (in German ‘Schelm’), but at the same time the novel is a spoof
on the exotic travelogue, a satire on the nobility and a successful piece of
comic writing in which the hero constantly unmasks himself. He tells the
story of his amazing travels, the exciting adventures he meets with, the
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ladies who love him — and all the while it is becoming clear to the reader
that he has never got further than the next village, where he has drunk his
inheritance, and that he comes staggering back within a matter of days.
Here too there is a dual perspective, but it is that of the reader working
against the hero rather than the older hero commenting on his younger
self.

If the ‘political’ novel marks a decisive step towards secularisation and
into the eighteenth century, the so-called ‘gallant’ or society novel, of
which Christian Friedrich Hunold (1681—1722) is the foremost practi-
tioner, goes a stage further. Hunold, whose nom de plume was Menantes,
was another writer with WeifSenfels connections. Unable to obtain a court
position, Hunold went to Hamburg and was able to capture the public
imagination to such an extent with his novels that he could live for a time
as a freelance writer —an indication of how much both the book trade and
the reading public had increased. His novels such as Die Verliebte und
Galante Welt (The gallant world in love, 1700), Die Liebens-Wiirdige
Adalie (Lovable Adalie, 1702), Der Europdischen Hofe Liebes- und
Helden-Geschichte (The heroic love story of the European courts, 1705)
and Der Satyrische Roman (The satirical novel, 1706) take place in a world
of operas, balls, country villas, elegant toilettes and delicate erotic
intrigue. Die Liebens-Wiirdige Adalie is a representative example, for it is
set at the French court and tells of a mere banker’s daughter who manages
to rise into the aristocracy, marry a duke and live happily ever after. The
erotic scenes and scandalous goings-on among opera singers, courtiers
and aristocrats must have entertained the contemporary public, even
while they shocked them. Der Europdischen Hofe Liebes- und Helden-
Geschichte is a roman a clef which narrates some of the best-known court
scandals of the era. These are novels as entertainment, titillating, amusing
and vovyeuristic.

By the end of this century, therefore, literacy has increased; in 1681 for
the first time the catalogues of the German book fairs show that more
books were being published in German than in Latin, literature has begun
the process of secularisation and the literary exploration of the inner
world of the emotions is well under way.
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The German Enlightenment (1720-1790)

RUTH-ELLEN BOETCHER JOERES

Introduction

Developments in literary historiography, especially in the last few decades,
have called into question facile analyses, convenient categorisations, and
underlying assumptions about the possibility of determining ‘real’ history.
With the growing number of challenges to the belief that we in the present
can establish a set of distinct truths about the past — with the doubt (pro-
pounded above all by postmodernists) about the possibility of a unified
(clearly identified and defined, absolutely understood) self — and with the
concomitant awareness (offered most recently by feminist scholars) that
however much we can glean about the past, the usual sample that we have
chosen has been narrow and limited, the writing and study of literary
history have become more complex. Learning about history can no longer
involve only the investigation of privileged individuals who have often
been assumed to represent universally applicable characteristics and ide-
ologies. We know that we need to broaden our study, to re-focus the lens,
to think contextually.

We also know that the task of writing and thinking about history is one
that cannot be marked by universalising statements. What we must
acknowledge is the necessity on the part of (literary, but also other) histo-
rians for approximations and attempted assumptions. Given that every
idea, every concept, even every category understood to represent some
solid, dependable, credible, perhaps even absolute thing is now seen as
socially constructed, as temporary, uncertain, and changeable, the most a
literary historian can hope for is to provide an estimate of a time and place
that she/he cannot ever fully know.

Let us, for example, consider the German Enlightenment and the Sturm
und Drang, the short-lived rebellion that came towards the end of the
Enlightenment. Literary histories have spent much energy analysing this
period, which is seen by most to be pivotal in its consequences for those
who lived in it as well as for succeeding generations including our own. It
is certainly true that much happened in the area of German literature
between 1720 and 1790 in terms of the increasing use of German as a liter-
ary (and official) language, the growth of a publishing industry, the
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expansion of a reading public, the development of literary forms, the
accumulation of a body of philosophical ideas that were to influence
other areas of Europe as well as later generations of German thinkers and
writers. But it is also true that those who have written about this epoch
have, in the interests of categorisation and theoretical clarification, often
made broad generalisations. In a desire for sources, literary historians
have tended to seize upon a text and to make the leap between it and a
statement about the reality of life in the eighteenth century. In an effort to
systematise the chaos that any body of written texts is bound to represent,
they have also been too willing to put everything into boxes: to say, for
instance, that the dialectic of the eighteenth century consisted of a thesis,
namely the cool, mechanical, and rational Enlightenment, that was chal-
lenged by an antithesis, namely the fiery, irrational, rebellious Sturm und
Drang (Storm and Stress), and that they were then resolved in the syn-
thesis of the highbrow, brilliant, intellectual, philosophical Classical
movement. Underlying this assumption is the belief that Enlightenment
and Sturm und Drang respectively represent a movement and a reaction
against that movement. It is also generally believed that a literary activity
can be confined to a particular set of years, an assertion easily disproved
as soon as one begins to check dates on various texts belonging, at least
chronologically, to one box or another, and discovers that distinct bound-
aries between periods do not exist at all.

Other illusions are also being challenged. Many literary histories of the
German Enlightenment written before 1975 seemed to assert that what
was available to those who were literate in the eighteenth century were
high-flung philosophy and lofty literary works: that ‘popular literature’
did not exist. Since both the gender and class of the readership have
mostly remained unmarked, another assumption was that everyone was
literate and lived a middle or upper-class existence, or conversely, that only
highly educated men wrote: that no working-class people of either gender,
and that certainly no women, were publishing. It has also been assumed
that large numbers of the populace must have been participants in the
philosophical and literary debates of the day, and that books and other
written texts must have been widely available to that audience.

This chapter cannot deal with all of these illusions nor will it pretend to
represent an all-encompassing picture of those vital and exciting seventy
years. It will focus on some of the paradoxes of the epoch, complicate the
picture, and introduce some points of discussion that may lead to further
discussions. For that purpose, gender and class have been chosen as the
primary analytic categories. Despite the broadening discussion about this
century and the welcome social histories of literature that have appeared
over the past few years, despite the periodic interest in class as a lens
through which to examine literary history, gender and the intersection
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between gender and class have often been ignored. To introduce such a dis-
cussion into a literary history is to add subtlety to the picture: to
contextualise in necessary and differentiating ways. This does not mean
that the purpose is simply to include numbers of women and working-
class men and women among the authors and works discussed, but also to
employ gender and/or class as analytic lenses that can assist us in forming a
necessarily approximate picture of the eighteenth century: to examine, for
example, concepts like ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’, the understandings
of which underwent significant changes in the course of the century, to
think about what role they might have played in the literary and philosoph-
ical developments of the Enlightenment; to think as well about the reader-
ship and the literary market, both of which changed dramatically in size
and scope during the century, especially after the 1740s; to ask about the
implication of such terms as ‘popular literature’ and ‘popular philosophy’
and the effect such labelling had on readers, writers and critics.

For all its claims to clarification and clarity, to making its ideas clear and
bright, the Enlightenment itself is increasingly seen as inherently contra-
dictory. The basic meaning of the word ‘Enlightenment’ implied some-
thing that was optimistic, positive, progressive (in the sense of an ongoing,
linear progression towards the Good and the Moral and the Happy),
democratic, educational. Yet in practice, the movement was also narrow,
anti-imaginative, rigid, limited, and biased. It is significant that the most
visible literary product of the era of the Enlightenment was the tragedy,
the so-called ‘biirgerliches Trauerspiel’ (middle-class tragedy), with its
gloomy ending belying any positive outcome. Despite the theoretical
emphasis on tolerance, general education and inclusion, demythologisa-
tion and secularisation and on the faith in ‘man’, individual agency and
potential —such beliefs could be realised only slightly under absolutist rule
{even though for much of the epoch, from 1712 to 1786, Frederick 11
reigned as king of Prussia and his openness encouraged those pro-
pounding the ideas of enlightened thinking and action). Theory and prac-
tice were in conflict with one another: when Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s
Dialectic of the Enlightenment {(1972) describes Enlightenment as
‘demythologisation’, they follow that up swiftly with the acknowledge-
ment that it was also ‘mythic fear turned radical’. In much of what
follows, therefore, certain paradoxes and contradictions will emerge. The
use of gender and class will help determine the inner unevennesses and
difficulties that marked an age that has most often been seen as a shining
progression.

[t is interesting to realise how many beliefs that still prevail in much of
western culture are derived from the Enlightenment. Despite postmodern
claims, the existence of a stable, coherent and reasoning self still undetlies
many Western assumptions. The Enlightenment belief in reason and phi-
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losophy is still paramount, as well as the conviction that ‘truth’ can indeed
be determined. Most of us still believe that if reason is used properly, it
will benefit all of us, and philosophy, as the neutral ‘science’ of reason, is
still considered credible and ultimately beneficial for society at large.
Language, as the tool that transmits philosophy, knowledge, and reason,
is still considered reliable, for ‘objects are not linguistically (or socially)
constructed, they are merely made present to consciousness by naming
and the right use of language’ (Jane Flax, ‘Postmodernism and gender
relations in feminist theory’, 1987, pp. 624—5).

At the same time, given the present-day postmodern theoretical debates
that see everything as constructed against a specific background of social,
ideological, economic, and historical variables enmeshed in a particular
time and place, such beliefs are thrown into question. To many today, the
assumption of a single Truth implies ¢litism and a myopic view that will
exclude any loose ends that do not fit. If there is such a thing as a ‘tribunal
of reason’, to which the Enlightenment submits all claims to truth, then
certain cases are likely not to be heard. If freedom implies obedience to a
set of laws claiming to know what is necessary and right, then it is
appropriate to ask who it is that is determining what is right. If science
and philosophy are assumed to be the neutral and unbiased repre-
sentatives of ‘true knowledge’, then does that mean that the atomic bomb
or (to return to the eighteenth century) the rack, torture, witch burnings,
all of which are presumably based on the ‘right’ reason that invents and
produces instruments of torture, are right as well? If ‘word” and ‘thing’
correspond and language is to be trusted, then are meanings immutable?

To examine the seventy years during which Enlightenment thought held
sway in Germany is both to see its continuing influence and vitality and to
realise its multifaceted, often problematic nature. For to investigate the
German ‘Enlightenment’ is also to see how its beliefs were even then
thrown into question, challenged, modified, revised, enhanced and aug-
mented by the participants themselves. It is to see the period as exciting,
contentious, searching, but also as flawed. It is to see a time long past in
which we ourselves, and how we in the western world still often think and
act and judge, are reflected.

What follows is a discussion of selected canonical and non-canonical
categories, genres and texts that have been chosen to clarify and enlarge a
review of German literary history between 1720 and 1790. An inclusion of
some less well-known writers and texts and a different focus on the ideas
these writers and texts presented will obviously preclude other more
canonical texts, ideas and writers. Preceding that discussion are a brief
general overview of the era and a paradigmatic case study of two
philosophical texts that help to illustrate the use of gender and class as
analytic categories.
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Overview

Between 1720 and 1790, Germany underwent massive developments and
changes. At the same time, much seemed not to change at all: the eight-
eenth century began with a German-speaking territory that was made up
of numerous fragmented principalities forming the primary political
units, and at its end it looked much the same. The absolutism that experi-
enced its most pronounced power between 1648 (the end of the Thirty
Years War) and 1805 (the beginning of the Napoleonic era) was still domi-
nant in 1790 despite the upheavals of the French Revolution. Many of the
changes that were most obvious occurred in the cultural sphere, in the
development of German as the primary literary and cultural language, the
rapid expansion in the numbers of those who considered writing their
profession, the growing literacy rates, and the differentiation of the read-
ership. The seventy years that will be discussed here moved, in terms of
literary history, through what are variously called ‘Aufklirung’ (often
divided into ‘Frith- and ‘Hochaufklirung’” (Early and Late
Enlightenment)), ‘Empfindsamkeit,” (Sentimentality) and ‘Sturm und
Drang’ (Storm and Stress). Despite the implied categorisation of literary
movements, all of these trends grew out of a common source, a search for
what today would be called bourgeois subjectivity: a focus on the fastest
growing demographic group that, by the mid-nineteenth century, would
be understood as the social/leconomic class of the bourgeoisie
(‘Biirgertum’). The continuing locus of power remained the absolutist
monarchies, but with the growth in educational possibilities, in literacy, in
the availability of cultural artefacts such as books or theatres, and with
the wide-ranging emphasis on a variety of political, social and emotional
emancipations (the emancipation from absolutism, but also the
emancipation of reason, feeling, emotion and imagination), a change in
consciousness was possible on certain social levels.

Trends came and went during the course of the century, and emphases
were transformed as various factors played a greater or lesser role in social
and literary developments. The moves towards the defining of subjectivity
that increased as the century progressed were already present early on,
albeit in less specific form. To avoid the creation of artificial boundaries,
therefore, the usual term that will be used in the following will be
‘Enlightenment’, unless what is called for is the more specific reference of
‘Empfindsamkeit’ (a term that was most often used to describe a variety of
developments after 1750 that focused on the open expression of emotion
and was appropriated from the English Sentimentality of Sterne and
others) or ‘Sturm und Drang’ (understood as the brief rebellion of young
male writers in the 1770s and 1780s).
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The period began under the philosophical influence of Christian
Thomasius (1655—1728) and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-17716),
whose work spanned the latter years of the seventeenth and the early
decades of the eighteenth centuries. The significance of their contribu-
tions as philosophers was matched by the broader impact of their influ-
ence on the adaptation of German as a literary and intellectual language.
In a region in which the use of Latin had served to define and limit the size
of a reading and writing public which by definition needed to be highly
educated, the idea of the general education of the populace was thereby
discouraged and the knowledge that was produced and transmitted was
decisively shaped. As a professor of philosophy who chose to deliver his
1688 lectures in German rather than Latin, Thomasius in particular
spurred the use of German as an academic language and inspired others to
challenge the dominance of Latin as the medium of intellectual discourse.
The replacement of Latin with German and the emphasis on accessibility
and communication led logically into one of the principal ideals of the
Enlightenment, namely the creation of an educational programme in the
German population that would allow for the popularisation of
Enlightenment ideals and the concomitant improvement in the lives of
German citizens. To these ends, Thomasius provided an appropriate
model; his efforts on behalf of general education and a popular philoso-
phy that gave new authority to individual subjectivity provided a fertile
ground for further developments. In many respects, he anticipated his suc-
cessors by emphasising a level of subjectivity in creativity that is more like
the focus on the autonomous individual in the later Enlightenment.
Thomasius also specifically mentioned women as possible beneficiaries of
his writings and spoke out explicitly against the persecution of witches.

The interest of Leibniz in education and cultivation (‘Bildung’) also
provided optimistic, utopian impulses for those who followed him and led
to a growing perception of the potentially political nature of didacticism.
The discourse that he developed ultimately formed a basis for
Enlightenment thought, a discourse tied very much to language and its use
that clothed the essentially philosophical movement known as the
Enlightenment in literary/linguistic garb. In an effort to resolve the
contradictions between material and spiritual realms, his theory of
monads suggested a harmony that would join the cosmos to the individual
and lower forms to higher ones, thereby influencing the underlying opti-
mism of the Enlightenment by giving rise as well to an emphasis on
human reason and science.

What both Thomasius and Leibniz transmitted — and what Christian
Wolff (1679-1754), the populariser of Leibniz, Immanuel Kant
(r724—-1804), Johann Georg Hamann (1730-88), Johann Gottfried Herder
(1744-1803), and others developed — were concepts that centred on speak-
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ing/writing, explaining and transmitting knowledge and/or theory with
the goal of ultimate action. As thinkers, their popular reception was
limited; at the same time, they chose increasingly to write and speak in a
language whose very use implied a larger and more heterogeneous audi-
ence. Theory thus could — at least theoretically —lead to practice. Wolff in
particular stressed the need for accessibility, and his student Gottsched,
who was to become a major voice in Enlightenment thought on literature,
put that thinking into practice with his attempts at realising a national
German politics of culture and, through his establishment of (often
pedantic) rules, provided concrete examples of how one should compose
literary works. Herder, who exerted a strong influence on Goethe, particu-
larly stressed language and its unique importance in human development.
Language as conducive to, and symbolic of, interaction was central to his
belief in the potential for change, and his emphasis on the importance of a
national language also extended into discussions on diversity and the
compelling need for political discourse.

Much of such thinking was utopian, far removed from the reality of a
world that in large part was illiterate, poor and hardly open to the heady
ideas of philosophers. At the same time, changes occurred — in literacy
rates, in the availability of books and periodicals, and in the developing
public sphere of literary and political and social discourse — and at least
some of the optimistic ideals of philosophers like Leibniz, Thomasius,
and Herder were realised. Where changes most notably occurred was in
the way in which the new cultural discourses were presented. From the
early part of the century, far more affected by the optimism of Leibniz
and his belief in the harmonising possibilities of the universe, to the more
sceptical, more complicating later years, when the autonomous individ-
ual rather than the community implied in Leibniz’s theories became the
focus, the continuing thread was the defining and prescribing of a bour-
geois subjectivity that reflected the growing power of the developing
middle class, but also the need to understand the considerable diversity of
that class.

The popularisation of philosophical discourse in the ecighteenth
century — essentially the move from metaphysics and natural philosophy
to the more subject-based arenas of morality, empirical psychology, poli-
tics and aesthetics — did not mean that the writings of Leibniz,
Thomasius, Wolff, Kant and others were readily accessible. What is innov-
ative, however, is the manner in which these philosophers occasionally
transmitted their ideas. Thomasius often presented his thoughts in the
more readable essay form, for example. Moses Mendelssohn took part in
dialogues, both epistolary and conversational, with his friends, the
writers Lessing and Friedrich Nicolai. Kant and Mendelssohn contributed
regularly to periodicals with their larger readerships. Herder published a
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travel journal. Despite the continuing presence of absolutism, their goal of
popularising knowledge was made increasingly obvious.

In literary matters, this growing popularisation meant a spectrum
moving from the more rigid ideas propounded by Gottsched, whose cul-
tural power was considerable during the first half of the century, to rebel-
lious young men like Goethe and Schiller and other Stiirmer und Drianger
who honed the perception of the individual into a cult of genius. It meant
the development of several literary discourses, from periodicals intended
to popularise Enlightenment thinking among a potentially larger and
more diverse readership, to literary criticism, begun by Gottsched in his
Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst (Attempt at a critical poetic art, 1751)
and expanded upon and challenged by his students and others. It meant a
discourse of and about theatre, with the politically tinged hope for a
national German theatre that would serve to unite the country even in its
fragmented political state. It meant a discourse of subjectivity, presented
at first in the attention paid to the letter, then expanded upon in the novel,
the journalistic essay, the development of lyric poetry. It meant a discourse
on the dissemination of knowledge that produced a growing journalistic
movement and a popular philosophical writing that distanced itself from
the stolid writing of traditional philosophical and theological debate. It
meant a critical discourse that led to many public battles among intellec-
tuals. Whether it was Gottsched, with his emphasis on rules and his
preference for the classical writing of the French, competing with the
Swiss critics Bodmer and Breitinger, with their growing interest in the
worth of individual texts that would lead in turn to the individualisation
so evident at the time of the Sturm und Drang — or with Lessing, who
urged an adherence to the more freely constructed writing of Shakespeare
and his successors — or whether it was Lessing himself, in bitter dispute
with the orthodox pastor Goeze on issues of religious freedom — the free-
wheeling critical debates were accessible to a larger group of readers and
writers than had existed before.

Although literary works and debates became more available to a
growing readership, only a small portion of the largely rural, illiterate
German population was touched by them. Nevertheless, we can use these
texts as signposts towards understanding something of what Germany
was like two centuries ago. And by enlarging the discussion to include
genres and works beyond the standard canon, we will learn more about
the contradictions that also marked the Enlightenment: how, for example,
with the desired increase in reading material, that material itself began to
diverge from expected paths with the development of a reading public that
was far different from any of previous generations.

This seventy-year period in German literary history was marked by
varied developments in both literature and philosophy in particular intel-
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lectual contexts, but always against the background of political repres-
sion, absolutist rule, limited literacy on the part of the populace at large,
and little progress towards political and social democratisation. The
utopia that was often dreamed and written of turned out to be both unre-
alisable and unrealistic and, in many senses, myopic. At the same time, the
colourful and varied products of that period showed evidence of progres-
sion, variety, and, as social and literary movements always do, set the stage
for the reactions and the developments of the next century.

A paradigmatic case: Kant, Mendelssohn and the lenses of
gender and class

An examination of the responses of two prominent German
Enlightenment philosophers, namely Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) and
Moses Mendelssohn (1729-86), to the question, “What is Enlightenment?’
will serve as an introduction to some general ideas behind the movement
that motivated its philosophical debates. In addition, if the lens is re-
focused to consider the place of gender and class within two documents
that did not consciously focus on either, some of the contradictions can be
made apparent that have as much to do with the lacks and gaps in
Enlightenment thought as they do with the problematic dichotomies that
marked the movement, especially in the tensions between a traditional
understanding of the classical language of philosophy and the
Enlightenment goal of popularising knowledge.

It is important to note that these two responses appeared late in the
period that is the focus of this chapter, at a time when much that had been
asserted and accepted was being transformed and often disputed by the
rebels of the Sturm und Drang. The Berlinische Monatsschrift, in which
these pieces were first published, was one of the numerous periodical jour-
nals that arose during the century; it represents an important voice of the
Enlightenment, although it actually did not begin publication until 1783.
Both Kant and Mendelssohn were regular contributors, as were other
leading figures in the German Enlightenment and beyond the borders of
Germany — there were, for example, contributions by Thomas Jefferson,
Count Mirabeau, and Benjamin Franklin. Mendelssohn’s inclusion was
significant on other grounds, for he was a Jew, a member of a population
group that then, as later, bore the brunt of brutal German prejudice.
Mendelssohn was also viewed as a so-called ‘popular philosopher’, and
although the use of the label ‘popular’ was less trivialising at a time when
broader educational access was being encouraged, the perception of
Mendelssohn as both Jew and popular philosopher marked his response.
Whereas Kant’s piece has been reprinted in virtually every anthology of
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Enlightenment writings, Mendelssohn’s is less well known. Yet in many
ways it is more revealing, less cryptic, and especially helpful in its explana-
tion of Enlightenment thinking.

Mendelssohn’s article was published in September and Kant’s in
December 1784. Mendelssohn’s essay concentrates on establishing a
scheme that contextualises ‘Aufklarung’ (Enlightenment) and connects it
with two other concepts, namely the umbrella term of ‘Bildung’ (cultural
education) and the concept of ‘Kultur’ (culture): that is, he sees all three
terms as vital, but whereas ‘Bildung’ is privileged as the originary term,
with its dual implications of education and formation, ‘Aufklirung’ and
‘Kultur’ are its subordinate aspects. The central argument focuses on
defining and differentiating these aspects: that is, Mendelssohn employs
an approximating, indirect, inductive approach to the initial question, an
interpretation of the Enlightenment not solely by itself, but within a larger
context of meaning.

By seeing ‘Kultur’ and ‘Aufklirung’ as essentially dichotomous,
Mendelssohn can set up a comfortable set of opposites that ostensibly
cover all thatitis necessary to know: whereas ‘Kultur’ is considered practi-
cal, as related to handicrafts, social mores and the arts, or to cleverness,
industriousness and {(manual) skills, or as encompassing drives, desires
and habits, ‘Aufkliarung’ is viewed as theoretical, reasoning, as centring on
the larger issues of human life and human determination. An implicit
ranking of the two concepts is provided when Mendelssohn declares that
human determination is the goal of all of our actions and claims that that
goal is essential to our survival.

Much of what follows refines these initial statements. ‘Aufklirung’ is
aligned with the sciences; ‘Kultur’ is seen as being related to social rela-
tions, poetry and conversation. ‘Aufklirung’ is theory, realisation, crit-
icism; ‘Kultur’ is practice, morality, virtuosity. In distinguishing between
the role of humans as humans and as citizens, Mendelssohn has ‘Kultur’
claim the human as citizen, with ‘Aufklirung’ concerning itself with the
human as human. In other words, ‘Kultur’ focuses on matters of the state
and the citizen’s role in it, but also on issues of class location and profes-
sional life: on the human being as a member of a larger group, a society
with a variety of social roles and classes. On the other hand, he locates
‘Aufklirung’ above the particularities of class and professional status with
which “Kultur’ is concerned. Such a difference may well produce conflict
between the two, although he assures his readers that both concepts are
essential. Nevertheless, a hierarchy is again apparent: whereas an absence
of citizenship would condemn the state to non-existence, the absence of
human characteristics would lower the human to the level of animal. The
spectre of the loss of human-ness is clearly more serious.

Mendelssohn’s text ends with an astonishingly modern warning. In
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introducing the theme of religion, he also opens up the possibility for the
intolerance that is implicit in religions, which traditionally war with each
other over their position in the hierarchy of ultimate ‘truth’. This battle
over supreme rightness leads him to express concern about the claims to
perfection reflected in various warring religions and, by extension, in a
philosophy like the Enlightenment that also implies perfection at the end
of a progression of growth. Appropriately, he cites 2 Hebrew saying:

Je edler ein Ding in seiner Vollkommenbeit . . ., desto griafilicher in seiner
Verwesung . . . So auch mit Kultur und Aufklirung. Je edler in ihrer Bliite: desto
abscheulicher in ihrer Verwesung und Verderbtheit.

[The more noble a thing in its perfection, the more hideous it is in its decay . . . So
it is with culture and Enlightenment. The more noble in their flowering, the more
horrible in their decay and corruption.]

The negative results of ‘Aufklirung’ and ‘Kultur’, Mendelssohn claims,
are rigidity, egotism, irreligiosity and anarchy (in the case of
Enlightenment), and lushness, dissembling, weakness, superstition and
slavery (in the case of culture). In the national search for happiness,
perhaps the most central of Enlightenment goals, he warns, excess is to be
avoided at all costs — a statement that is ironically applicable not only to
his own time but also to the hideous results of extreme nationalism in
twentieth-century Germany.

The accessible language in which Mendelssohn presents his arguments
certainly helped in their being perceived as popular philosophy. But if a
reader moves beyond the obvious messages to a more metaphorical level
that takes into account various ideological changes in the latter eighteenth
century, a more subtle reading also becomes possible, one that shows some
of the contradictory tendencies that were also a part of a progressive
movement towards the light of reason and truth. Along with the economic
and social changes that solidified what came to be known as the public
sphere in a place outside the home, there was a corresponding change in
perceptions of gender and gender roles that resulted in rationalising the
continuing presence of middle-class women in the home, in the so-called
private sphere. These changes, linguistic and symbolic as well as concrete,
had to do with so-called ‘Geschlechtscharaktere’, gendered characteristics
that were connected with the specific roles and characteristics of a partic-
ular gender and that gradually became institutionalised into the language
as naturalised characteristics of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’. Thus, for
example, traits such as ‘feeling’, ‘modesty’ and ‘domesticity’ were increas-
ingly connected with the feminine, whereas ‘reason’, ‘public life’ and
‘abstract thinking’ were seen as decidedly ‘masculine’.

In Moses Mendelssohn’s piece, for all its talk of the — presumably
neutral, genderless —human (a masculine noun in German), some of those
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gendered characteristics have begun to establish themselves in his lan-
guage. Thus the mention of handiwork, social customs and mores,
practicality, drives and feelings in the description of ‘Kultur’ points to traits
that by 1784 would have been aligned with the feminine. ‘Aufklirung’, on
the other hand, is seen — and privileged — as theoretical, reasoning, scien-
tific and broadly human. In the hierarchy that is set up with this dichotomy,
‘Aufklirung’ is paramount, irreplaceable, essential, primary; ‘Kultur’ is
vital, but—giving the lie to the separate-but-equal argument that accompa-
nied the changes involved in establishing ‘Geschlechtscharaktere’ — less
privileged. The male, male science and reason become the norm. As a Jew
in a social world that did not always welcome him, Mendelssohn must also
have realised that the label ‘Kultur’ had particular connotations for him, a
man whose religion and culture were Jewish. The hierarchy he establishes
thus has ethnic significance as well.

It is important to note that matters concerning class position are con-
fined to the lesser concept of culture. Class (as opposed to gender) is
explicitly mentioned and marks an acknowledgement both of class
differentiation (between Mendelssohn himself and the ‘gemeiner Haufe’
{common horde) who do not understand terms like Enlightenment,
‘Bildung’ or culture) and the utopian hope of classlessness that is an
implied goal of the Enlightenment. The implicit message is that class as a
differentiating category has only a temporary place in the ‘Aufklirung’. In
fact, the abstract theoretical issues that are the focus of the Enlightenment
hold a more privileged status than the particulars of class (or gender, or
religion).

Immanuel Kant is somewhat more explicit than Mendelssohn on issues
of gender and class. Proceeding in a more deductive way, he begins by
declaring that Enlightenment is what he calls ‘der Ausgang des Menschen
aus seiner selbstverschuldeten Unmiindigkeit’ (‘the human being’s emer-
gence out of bis self-inflicted/self-caused immaturity’ — Kant’s emphasis —)
into a position of autonomous, independently thinking subjecthood. (The
independent thinking referred to here is later called ‘Selbstdenken’ in
Kant’s essay, “Was heifdt: sich im Denken orientieren?’) As a compelling
example of that immaturity, he includes ‘das ganze schone Geschlecht’
(‘the entire fair sex’), that is, all women. He continues acidly:

Nachdem sie ihr Hausvieh zuerst dumm gemacht haben und sorgfaltig
verhiiteten, daf§ diese ruhigen Geschopfe ja keinen Schritt aufer dem
Gingelwagen, darin sie sie einsperreten, wagen durften, so zeigen sie ihnen
nachher die Gefahr, die ihnen drohet, wenn sie es versuchen, allein zu gehen.

[After they [the male guardians of women] have first made their domestic pets
[women] stupid and have carefully seen to it that these quiet creatures make no
step outside the go-cart [baby walker] to which they have been confined,
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afterwards they show them the danger that threatens them if they attempt to
walk on their own.]

The description of women as both uneducated (a negative trait) and naive
(often viewed positively as connecting women to nature) was hardly new
with Kant, but his specific mention of them here is noticeable.!

In his essay, Kant distinguishes in an unusual way between the public
and private spheres, and by doing so, in essence implicitly excludes both
women and the working class. His effort to define what he terms the public
and private spheres involves a departure from the generally understood
meaning of those terms. For him, the public sphere is that realm of intel-
lectuals who write and publish their ideas; in contrast, the private sphere is
the realm of work, the professional world, in which those same intellectu-
als in all likelihood need to remain silent and to obey those above them.
Implied is the absolutist state, but in both the private and public spheres,
as defined by Kant, the usually understood private sphere — the world of
the personal and the domestic — is absent. According to the system of
‘Geschlechtscharaktere’ that was becoming acceptable at that time, it is in
that absent sphere that women were expected to be. The intellectualising
nature of this construction of spheres is also obvious, if only implicitly so:
intellectuals were not members of the working class nor were they women.
Given the popularising intentions of the Enlightenment, what might be
understood here is a future in which women and the working class would
ultimately benefit from the public debates of the Enlightenment, with its
efforts to transform immature children into mature, autonomous adults.
But those groups are shut out here. In fact, the underlying thread in Kant’s
analysis is his effort to press for the particular freedom of expression for
intellectuals, who, he feels, ought to be allowed to publish their thoughts
and ideas.

In his indirect attacks on censorship and thought control, Kant also
establishes a dichotomy between words versus action, theory versus prac-
tice, in which, like Mendelssohn, he privileges the former. But his hierar-
chy is even less inclusive than Mendelssohn’s: Kant is content to see
freedom confined to the freedom to think and speak, as opposed to the
freedom to act. His is, it appears, an almost non-political piece if one

1 There is a more extensive and explicit analysis of gender by Kant in his 1764 essay
‘Beobachtungen iiber das Gefiihl des Schénen und Erhabenen’, which is available in
English translation as Observations on the feeling of the beautiful and sublime, trans.
John T. Goldthwait {Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press,
1960). This detailed schematisation of aesthetic characteristics is notable especially for
its third section, ‘Von dem Unterschiede des Erhabenen und Schénen in dem
Gegenverhiltnis beider Geschlechter’ (‘Of the distinction of the beautiful and sublime in
the interrelations of the two sexes’).
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defines politics as involving the necessary and active involvement of the
citizenry. The intellectuals who are at the centre here should, in other
words, be granted the freedom to write, to publish, and, by extension, to
influence at least that reasoning portion of the public who will have access
to their words. That public might well include the absolutist ruler who,
over time, might absorb the necessary and useful lessons of the
Enlightenment and re/act accordingly. Kant’s essay is in that sense
utopian, far less concrete in its discussion than Mendelssohn’s, yet revolu-
tionary in the implied potential outcome. But where the two philosophers
converge — metaphorically and explicitly — is in the narrowness of their
perception and definition of the ‘human race’ that they ostensibly want to
influence and enlighten. Theirs is a discussion of and to and among the
unmarked: the privileged few males who were educated enough to read
and understand their texts. The contradiction between pushing for broad
education and, especially in the case of Kant, seeing such openness as pos-
sible while continuing to support the absolutism of the state is apparent.

At the same time, the general ideas that are expressed or implied by
these two pieces are remarkable for their suggestions and implications for
what might be: for their implicit support of broadly based education, for
their belief in a progression that would ultimately realise liberalising
goals, for Mendelssohn’s astute warnings against intolerance and bigotry.
In their most optimistic form, these ideas were at the root of the
Enlightenment: the emphasis on freedom, education and the autonomy of
the individual. There is also an implied political critique throughout,
whether it is tied to vagaries of publishing or to the obvious difficulties of
working for an absolutist state if one is an intellectual who wishes to
speak his mind. The intolerance indicated by the narrow roles attached to
women, the tendency either to ighore women or to see them only in an
inferior light, and the inclination to ignore the working class or to see it
patronisingly as an underprivileged group that must be brought up to the
standards of the upper and middle classes are, however, other character-
istics of the Enlightenment that should not be overlooked. The following
discussion is undertaken with such thoughts in mind.

The letter

Briefe schreibend entfaltet sich das Individuum in seiner Subjektivitit.
[By writing letters, the individual reveals himself in his subjectivity]

Jiirgen Habermas, Strukturwandel, 1962

In a generalising but useful statement, Reinhard Wittmann claims that
whereas the seventeenth century was an era of pamphlets, and the nine-
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teenth the time for family journals, and whereas the twentieth has been the
era of film and television, the eighteenth century was the century of letters
(‘Das Jahrhundert des Briefes’, p.151). The letter and the critical discus-
sions about it represent a number of ideas that were circulating during
that century: the interest in individual subjectivities within a developing
bourgeoisie, for example, as well as the growing emphasis on the educa-
tion of women and the young, on friendship, on the broad concept of
humanity, on both verbal and written communication, on the art of
conversation. Letters are no more a reflection of ‘reality’ than any other
kind of text; they too represent only a localised, limited and hardly trust-
worthy perspective, and the specific location of the letter-writer will make
an obvious difference as to how ‘reality’ is interpreted. Letters have always
been viewed as ways to report, first serving as the transmitters of news, as
a version of a newspaper, later taking on more subtle and indirect func-
tions. As a subject for theoretical debate during the century, letters also
illustrate the growth of critical discussion itself, serving especially for the
critic and writer Christian Fiirchtegott Gellert (1715—69) as central to his
writings on literature and education, but also of interest to other writers
from Gellert to the early romantics Friedrich Schlegel and Novalis.
Discussions about the letter often spill over as well into aesthetic discus-
sions: Gellert’s emphasis on naturalness in letters reflects the debates
between Gottsched and the Swiss critics Bodmer and Breitinger about the
role of reason versus imagination in poetic writing; Johann Eschenburg’s
commentary on literary forms, in fact, includes the letter under the
‘Rhetorik’ section of his discussion of aesthetic theory and literature
(Entwurf einer Theorie und Literatur der schonen Wissenschaften, 1783).
But what is especially important when one looks at the letter during this
century is the role that was played by gender, specifically the way in which
women, who were viewed as exemplary letter-writers, were seen to be
related to the form. In fact, when it was increasingly asserted later in the
century that women possessed certain characteristics specific to their
gender, the letter itself began to be seen as reflecting those characteristics,
as natural (as opposed to cultured, a role assigned to men), as liberated
from external rules, as sentimental, naive, unsophisticated, and so on.
The letter was also considered in its more essayistic form as a forum for
public discussion by and about women. Barbara Becker-Cantarino sees
letters as what she calls ‘the school for writing women . . > {‘Leben als
Text’, p. 83.): the form that made room for women to write and to be
accepted, even praised as writers and critics. Both women and young
people were encouraged to write letters, for letter-writing was viewed as
good training for the maturation process that Kant found so central to his
concept of the Enlightenment. And what German women were able to do
with letters was ultimately to turn them into epistolary novels, thereby
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taking themselves a further step out of their domestic realm into the world
of publishing.

Letters also blurred the boundaries that were assumed to exist between
public and private realms of life. Unlike the perception of letters that we
have today, namely, private documents that are read solely by their recipi-
ents, letters in the eighteenth century were often read aloud and shared
with a larger audience. Since they were usually written with that audience
in mind, they resembled other literary forms that are always written with
an eye towards a public. The letter was also viewed as an object of
communication as well as of self-expression, a dialogue as well as a mono-
logue. It therefore usefully represents another eighteenth-century interest,
namely conversation, an art that was also cultivated in a gendered context
in the literary and other salons that were frequently founded by women. A
number of the critical writings about letters indeed describe them as
conversations in writing and make the two activities complementary.

Christian Fiirchtegott Gellert served both a practical and theoretical
purpose in his writings on the letter. Like other Enlightenment thinkers,
he hoped that humanity could be improved by a broad and accessible
education and he offered pragmatic rules that could serve as useful steps
towards that goal. Women were prominent in this discussion in part
because they were clearly in need of education. A leitmotif that echoes
throughout the century is also evident in Gellert’s writing, namely, his
differentiation between scholarship and education: women needed the
latter, but by no means the former, and letters, as contained and limited
forms, were thus appropriate for them. The concept of subjectivity that is
touched upon here is highly constructed, even circular in its argumenta-
tion: letters reflect women because women, as constructed, are ‘natural’.
But both letters and women also need to be ‘trained’, that is, shaped and
properly formed. Gellert’s feminine markers serve as codes to gender his
discussion but also to create hierarchies.

The writers whose letters are available for us to read today are almost
uniformly middle-class Germans from the mid to late eighteenth century.
They represent the context that Jiirgen Habermas describes in his
Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit (Structural transformation of the
public sphere, 1962): an era of individuality and subjectivity, but also a
time during which the remaking of the social world, especially that of the
bourgeois family, was underway. Caroline Christiane Lucius (1739—1833),
for example, a correspondent of Gellert’s, uses her letters to speculate on
the form and her role in producing it; she does not have the permission or
the authority to write theoretical treatises like Gellert’s and instead thinks
conceptually within the letters themselves. There she defines a letter as her
emissary to others, as a form that is given a shape by her that it then
retains. She speaks of how her own role may possibly deviate from societal
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expectations. She writes of the mask of a letter-writer and says that it may
well be more noticeable and more extreme when a woman is writing to a
man and thereby obliged to exhibit the coquetry and self-deprecation that
are expected of her. By making the form her vehicle to present her theoret-
ical ideas and her way of communicating with friends and family, Lucius
has her theory become complementary to her practice: the woman, with
the baggage of gendered social roles, caters to those expectations but is
able to use them for her own aims. There are positive as well as negative
results of such a configuration: on the one hand, women could be seen as
agents representing a style that is imitated and adapted by men, but on the
other, the very act of male expropriation indicates that the locus of
control is not with the women but rather with the men who could occupy
the public sphere, in this instance the sphere of publishing and criticism.

Nevertheless, women’s letters were read, imitated, and in some
instances published. Even as early as the late seventeenth century, German
women were known as exemplary correspondents: the letters of Lieselotte
von der Pfalz (1652—1722) did not appear until the following century
although her reputation as a correspondent was established early on, but
those of Sophie von La Roche (1730-1807) were known during her life-
time, most particularly the fictionalised didactic letters to the young
woman Lina that were published in La Roche’s periodical journal
Pomona. Particulatly interesting were exchanges of letters between
various eighteenth-century wives and husbands: Meta Moller (1728—58)
and Friedrich Klopstock (1724-1803), for example, Luise Mejer (1746-86)
and Heinrich Christian Boie (1744—1806), Eva Koénig (1736—78) and
Lessing, Luise Kulmus (1713-62) and Johann Christoph Gottsched. Aside
from the ever more common use of the form and the occasional self-reflex-
ive discussions of that form by the various correspondents, there is the
informational value of these exchanges. The letters reveal the context of
their lives, but they also serve as the instruments through which these
women and men deliver critical opinions on matters considered appropri-
ate for their gendered position as well as on general cultural, literary and
social topics.

What is also apparent, however, is the ambiguous subject—object
dichotomy that was created by the growing interest of male critics and
authors in the epistolary form and the feminisation of that form with the
dual purpose of seeing it as a way to educate women and at the same time
to place the women in a particular subject category. It is not at all unusual
to come across references to letters in which the form itself is coupled with
a discussion on women: an anonymous piece, Anweisung um
Briefwechsel des Frauenzimmers mit Frauenzimmern (Instructions for
correspondence between females, 1777), for example, not only aligns
women with letters, it uses sample letters to educate women in what seems
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to be a decision to use (the more limited, more easily understood) example
rather than (the abstract, therefore more difficult) theory. That lessening
of possibility is evident as well in the letters accompanying the piece,
which suggest that the education of women should be limited. The
comparison between women and letters thereby takes on larger conse-
quences as the century progresses. Prescription becomes increasingly
apparent, and the message urging a control on women’s intellectual
education before they become ‘unnatural’ is readily discernible.

It is perhaps an exaggeration to say that the history of German
women’s writing in the eighteenth century can be told through an
examination of letters, the theories surrounding them, the authors of
them, and the literary form that emerged and was increasingly pro-
pounded by them as the century drew to a close, namely the epistolary
novel. Nevertheless, the letter, as a form of personal narrative, serves as an
important exemplar of the ongoing search for bourgeois subjectivity that
occupied the century as a whole and that had as its underlying purpose the
creation of bourgeois man, an undivided, optimistic, autonomous indi-
vidual who would represent the positive progressive ideas of
Enlightenment thinkers. To investigate a topic such as women and letters
in the eighteenth century, then, is to see the problematic side of a search
for bourgeois subjectivity, its myopia, its deliberate or unintentional
avoidance of ‘loose ends’ such as those centering on gender or class, the
fallacy of a discussion that claims objectivity but is full of bias, blind spots
and gaps. Here it is principally gender that exposes the ambivalences; in
other instances it will be class (here the unmarked middle class is usually
unremarked upon by both men and women). But the altruism of the
Enlightenment extended only so far when it came to questions of the
power and authority to speak, to name, and to label and define. Women
were called upon in the discussion about letters both as active models to be
imitated and passive bodies to be educated. That conflation is remarkably
apt for depicting the dichotomies and silences in eighteenth-century
German thought.

The novel

Just as the eighteenth-century letter represented a form of personal narra-
tive, that is, a way in which a subjectivity was openly searched for, con-
structed, and presented, the novel in the same era echoed a similar goal,
the presentation of a self within the context of society. The so-called
‘gallant novels’, the heroic adventure stories of the seventeenth century,
were gradually replaced by works closer to the moral education that was
emphasised in the eighteenth century, and in their own way, the new
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novels, often epistolary, often autobiographical, occasionally even what
we might call psychological, reflected the increasing involvement with the
individual both as he (or occasionally she) could be identified and defined
and — given the novel’s place as a social form — related to the social context
around him/her.

The novel is often characterised as a portrait of ‘life’ as well as society,
even though it is obvious that such representation is filtered by many influ-
ences that shape the picture that is presented. As the form was coming into
its own, it was affected by the transformational process that revised per-
ceptions of gender and class, particularly in the ways novels extended into
mystification and metaphor in their separation of female and male
worlds. But the picture was not entirely ideological and metaphorical: it
was economic as well. Not only did economic circumstances help bring
about the changes in the status of the middle-class home and family; with
those changes also came a new and growing reading public consisting in
large part of middle-class women who were interested in novels and repre-
sented a market whose demands and interests needed to be met.

With its lack of a lengthy noble tradition, the novel could be viewed as
an innovative form that was pliable, transformable, and in many ways
useful for the goals of the Enlightenment. The gradual reinterpretation of
the genre in light of its newly established role as a popularising vehicle that
could entertain as well as educate, drew increasing attention to it. And
despite the slowness of technical improvements, the steady growth in liter-
acy rates and book production benefited novels in particular. Although
distribution was limited and eighty per cent of the German population
was still rural and, if it could read at all, no doubt read only the Bible, a
novel by a popular author was able to reach a far larger audience than had
been the case before. An edition might comprise only 2,000 to 3,000
copies, but the increasing presence of lending libraries would allow for a
reading audience that might be ten times that size. And with a growing
reading public, the number of writers also expanded: in 1766, for
example, it was estimated that there were 2,000 to 3,000 writers, but by
1806 the number had expanded to approximately 11,000.

Despite increasingly positive reception of the novel, still as late as the
1780s the perception of the genre was far from uniformly positive.
Eschenburg’s Entwurf einer Theorie und Literatur der schénen
Wissenschaften, for example, gave minimal attention to novels near the
end of his volume, devoting only nine pages to them (and including in the
same section sub-sections on short stories and fairy-tales). But not long
before Eschenburg, Friedrich von Blanckenburg had published his anony-
mous Versuch tiber den Roman (Remarks on the novel, 1774), with its
extended analysis of Goethe’s Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (The
sorrows of young Werther) and its privileging of the novel as the narrative
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of the individualising process. The development of the form was a
European-wide phenomenon. From the early years of the century, English
and French novels in particular enjoyed a strong popularity among
German readers: Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, for example, was
translated in 1720, and German translations of the novels of Samuel
Richardson, Henry Fielding, Jean Jacques Rousseau and Laurence Sterne
were always eagerly awaited. What the English and French did with their
novels, the Germans tended to imitate: the so-called ‘sentimental novels’
of the latter half of the century arose under the influence of Richardson
and Sterne, and the epistolary form was appropriated from Richardson.

To describe ‘the novel’ as a single form is incorrect. Although it
responded thematically and otherwise to the growing audience of bour-
geois readers, it also reflected the inner contradictions and disagreements
that marked the discussions of the Enlightenment. Novels were written
both for and against a middle-class audience; in fact, as the century pro-
gressed, they became the site for rebellion against the precepts and beliefs
of their age. The outcries against the rigidities of rationalist thought that
emerged in the later years of the century could be found in sentimental
novels as well, which on occasion represented the bourgeois individual in
battle with the (often sexual) drives that plagued and threatened to ruin
him. Here was an opportunity to do as the theorists of the letter did: that
is, to include “Woman’ in her newly propagated gendered role as one who
would sublimate those drives and who would occasionally triumph in her
position as preserver of the home and family and the representative of
morality.

Just as in the ‘middle-class tragedies’, eighteenth-century novels
focused increasingly on the home and the family and on the correspond-
ing dangers of the public world outside that home. The developments that
led to a change in the function of the home from an economic unit of self-
sufficient labour to an isolated abode of privacy and love and retreat
helped to create an atmosphere in which novels that echoed such develop-
ments could be read and appreciated. Novelists were increasingly willing
to participate in the moralising and didactic atmosphere of the eighteenth
century by departing from the initially seedy aspects of the form and
becoming instructional, moral, reasoning, focusing on accounts of
nuclear families and love and marriage, topics both pleasing and familiar
to the readership, and perhaps also normative in that they offered models
of how the new bourgeois individuals should (or should not) live.

To trace the history of German novels between 1720 and 1770 is to move
from the pietistic and moralising overtones of novels like Johann
Gottfried Schnabel’s utopia Insel Felsenburg (Felsenburg Island, 1731),
which along with many other Robinson Crusoe imitations was published
after Defoe’s work was introduced to German readers, to a veritable
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onslaught of novels after mid-century that began increasingly to reflect
the sentimentality of the later Enlightenment with its emphasis on human
welfare and the pity and tolerance that are expected to lead ultimately to
equality and brotherhood. Whereas earlier stages of the Enlightenment
privileged the lack of contradiction and a linear move towards a goal of
human happiness — Schnabel’s island is a utopia of reasonable praxis — it
was increasingly thought that such a vision could descend into the
mechanistic, the unimaginative and the rigid, concealing but not eliminat-
ing contradictions. The often repressive and doctrinaire emphasis on self-
control was apt to fall apart if the question of sexuality was raised, for
example, in the struggle of the individual with the anarchy of his emo-
tions and passions, increasingly acknowledged, but also seen as needing to
be suppressed. The discussion of bourgeois subjectivities began to recog-
nise the power of irrationality, and novels also reflected these particular
conflicts.

The following discussion will concentrate on four paradigmatic exam-
ples of eighteenth-century German novels that appeared between mid-
century and the mid-1780cs. As the earliest of these, Christian Gellert’s
Leben der schwedischen Griifin von G*** (Life of the Swedish Countess of
G, 1747-8) illustrates the beginning of a transformation of gender roles.
Sophie von La Roche’s Geschichte des Friuleins von Sternbeim (History
of Miss von Sternheim, 1771) is both epistolary and otherwise character-
istic of the sentimentality of Richardson and Rousseau. Her concern with
the concepts of ‘Herz’ (‘heart’) and ‘Geist’ (‘mind, spirit’) offers up the
duality that became typical of the later Enlightenment, albeit in intriguing
gender-specific ways. Following quickly on Sternbeim’s heels is Goethe’s
Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (The sorrows of young Werther, 1774), no
longer as purely sentimental as its predecessor, also epistolary, but with
different ramifications and nuances. Finally, there is Karl Philip Moritz’s
Anton Reiser (1785), an autobiographical novel that Moritz himself labels
‘a psychological novel’ and that presents individual subjectivities that are
not as purely bourgeois as was usually the case, for Moritz’s protagonist
emerges from the petite bourgeoisie.

It is important to begin with Gellert’s Leben der schwedischen Grifin
von G***, Gellert was not only the major theorist of the letter; his novel,
published anonymously and narrated by a female persona, represents the
growing concern with social roles and gendered characteristics that was to
flourish during the second half of the century. His accessible style and
lively prose, his concentration on ‘private’ as well as ‘public’ matters, his
didactic message, and his rationally constructed characters mark a devel-
oping stage in novel-writing that takes it a considerable distance beyond
the earlier adventure novels. The fact that his novel was published anony-
mously was no doubt caused by the still bad reputation of the genre,
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which had not yet become the educational tool that Enlightenment think-
ers envisioned. The changing geographic location and the occasionally
questionable relationships among various characters echo past sensation-
alisms, and Gellert’s heroine is also a member of the — albeit impoverished
— aristocracy (although she marries a bourgeois man). With the growing
secularisation that accompanied Enlightenment thought, however, his
novel takes over the role of earlier Erbauungsliteratur (homiletic litera-
ture), acquiring a moral function, becoming itself a source of moral
strength and knowledge. That the novel does not use Germany as a site for
the narration also adds to the distancing helpful for developing the more
universalising nature of a moralising function.

The typification of its characters provides a didactic framework for
Gellert’s novel. This is decidedly not a Bildungsroman: the Countess, for
example, whose personality is described at the outset and then in greater
detail as the novel progresses, does not change; she only becomes more
revealed to the readers. The text is nevertheless subtle: in the gradual
revelation of character, the readers are presented with considerable
information about social roles and prescribed personalities. The typifica-
tion serves to concretise and impress upon readers the universal nature of
human characteristics. Particularly in the case of women, whose depiction
emphasises such traits as passivity, composure, moderation, quiet, even
indifference and silence in an idealising fashion, it is made clear that these
are desirable and valuable traits for them. What is implicit, in another
reflection of the changing times, is a female readership who will benefit
from such insights and who are, in fact, explicitly addressed at the outset
of the novel.

The novel also broaches topics and ideas that reflect the interests of an
age intent upon changing its focus from the abstract to the concrete, from
the Almighty to the individual citizen/human being within a social world.
Despite its sprawling nature, its Decamerone-like presentation of many
individual stories, and its weak narrative structure, it reveals the assump-
tions, ambivalences and uncertainties of its time. In the matter of class, it
echoes not only succeeding novels like La Roche’s Sternbeim but also
Lessing’s tragedy Emilia Galotti, both of which depict an ongoing tension
between the ruling aristocracy and the struggling middle class. It is in the
particular sphere of function, however, that its prescriptive and didactic
nature comes most to the fore. The themes of education and the purpose
of education for women, for example, comprise most of the narrative,
indeed from the very outset, where the educating of the Countess is
described as extending beyond the usual limitations, but certainly not very
far, as her guardian describes it to his wife:

. . . das Fraulein lernt gewif$ nicht zuviel. Sie soll nur klug und gar nicht gelehrt
werden. Reich ist sie nicht, also wird sie niemand als ein verniinftiger Mann
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nehmen. Und wenn sie diesem gefallen und das Leben leichtmachen helfen soll,
so muf sie klug, gesittet und geschickt werden.

[. .. The girl will certainly not learn too much. She should only be clever and
certainly not learned. She is not rich, so only a reasonable man will take her. And
if she is to please him and to help make his life easy, then she must be smart, well-
mannered, and adroit. ]

The enormous influence of men on the educating and supporting of
women is made immediately apparent. Thus it is not surprising to see the
Countess also described as passive: although she is depicted as actively
involved in the education of children, what is emphasised are the innate
characteristics, the natural gifts, that make her what she is. What she
absorbs from men, whose presence in her life puts her at an advantage, is
almost by osmosis. There is an echo of change: her eventual marriage to
an honourable bourgeois man is a triumph not because of his class but
because of his moral strength. But the Countess’s passivity continues
throughout; she is simply moved from man to man, from her father to her
guardian to her husband, whose death essentially ends the novel, as if
there is nothing else to say, now that she cannot continue to be identified
through her connection to a male model/teacher/protector. Although all
the characters are buffeted by the forces of history and fate, the men con-
tinue to be typified as patriarchal, ruling figures controlling not only
women but the material means to maintain power. The establishment of a
hierarchical gendered social order is thus underlined.

The adventures of the Countess von G*** are far more than events to tit-
illate the novel’s readership. Gellert’s novel is meant to educate, but in par-
ticular ways that send a mixed message, for there were limits to the
imaginative possibilities that were implied by the autonomy and develop-
ment of the bourgeois individual. If there was to be a model, it was to be a
middle-class male who would possess androgynous characteristics, at
least to a certain degree — who could, in other words, weep and see the
moral education of women as a task he would gladly take on — and whose
dominance and superiority would never be put into question. And so a
novel bearing the name of a woman, with a female narrator, purporting to
be the life-story of that woman, must be seen above all as a prescriptive
message about the woman-as-supporter, the woman as helpmate, as sepa-
rate-but-equal: in other words, like Sophie, the woman who would be
described by Jean Jacques Rousseau in the Fifth Book of his 1762 novel
Emile.

Like Gellert’s novel, Sophie von La Roche’s (1730-1807) first novel,
Geschichte des Frauleins von Sternbeim (The history of Lady Sophia
Sternbeim, 1771) was published anonymously. In her case, however, the
reasons were obviously related to her gender: Sternheim is called the first
‘Frauenroman’ (women’s novel) in many literary histories, and Sophie von
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La Roche was one of the few German women to publish in her day. The
result of her anonymity, however, was a widespread belief (at least for a
time) that C. M. Wieland, whose name appears on the title page, was the
author. La Roche’s novel was published after Richardson’s Clarissa and
Rousseau’s Emile and was certainly affected by both, in its epistolary form
and the device of having the letters come from a variety of correspon-
dents. Her positive portrayal of things English and French also has little of
the dichotomous rigidities that had been in evidence when Lessing and
Gottsched, among others, had argued about the relative merits of English
and French ideas and writings (for instance, in Lessing’s seventeenth
Literaturbrief).

The novel portrays a woman who, despite her aristocratic origins
among the landed gentry, represents bourgeois prescriptive thought on
women. La Roche provides a vehicle for further solidifying a perception of
gendered social roles, presenting us with a heroine whose traits are
recognisable in most instances as belonging to what was increasingly
depicted as the normative female. The presence of Wieland offers a con-
crete form of patriarchal control: despite his obvious support of her
effort, his preface, his footnotes commenting on and in some cases cot-
recting the text, his discussion of La Roche’s difficulties with form and
method of writing, and his statement that women are not by nature meant
to be professional writers results in the representation of La Roche as
somehow a writer against her will.

It is facile to read this novel, as many have done, as a mere imitation of
La Roche’s literary and philosophical models — to accept uncritically
everything from Merck’s (and probably Goethe’s) review of 1772 calling it
not a novel but ‘eine Menschenseele’ to the opinion of Rolf Grimminger,
who implies that La Roche simply imitated those male writers who had
preceded her (Hansers Sozialgeschichte, vol., 111, 1980, p.687). One need
only compare Sophie Sternheim and her apparent model Clarissa: for
example, although both Sophie and Clarissa are marked by ideological
and, on occasion, physical confinement, Sophie travels abroad. Clarissa
dies, a victim; Sophie lives on, in triumph, in a position with some power
(although she chooses among her two suitors and marries one, the other
stays on to educate one of her sons, thereby freeing her up for the educat-
ing of young girls that she has undertaken). Clarissa forgives Lovelace, the
man who brutally raped her; Sophie does not forgive Derby (who, as far as
we can tell, never succeeded in raping her). Clarissa’s activity consists of
letter-writing; Sophie travels, teaches young gitls, sets up schools, debates
issues of intellect and marriage, and fantasises about other roles she might
play. She is able to combine the Rousseauean concepts of amour de soi and
amour propre, a natural and healthy self-esteem along with the self-love
generated by others’ impressions. She reads and discusses books and
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ideas. She is contrasted to men who do not possess her obvious strength.
She even exhibits an occasional ambivalence about what her social role
should be.

Where limitations arise is far more in the degree to which variations are
permitted, in the obvious controlling of how far Sophie is allowed to go.
This is a utopia, perhaps, but a conservative one. The division between
knowledge and intellect is drawn here as well: women may learn, we are
told (they may be smart), but only within the bounds of what is appropri-
ate for them to learn (they may not be intellectual). The emphasis is on the
application of learning to practical activities: knowledge needs to have a
goal, cannot be thought about as mere abstraction. Although such an idea
is hardly foreign to the general Enlightenment emphasis on education that
should be useful as well as pleasurable, the gender specificity here makes
clear that there are boundaries to women’s learning that contrast with
men’s intellectual possibilities.

Against this ambiguous background, the limitations in the social role of
women are in tension with the powerful account of a woman essentially
on her own, dealing with perils and temptations and managing neverthe-
less to survive, primarily because of her inner strength and the skills she
has acquired. Even when the lines are drawn — even when, for example,
Sophie is seen as not capable of intellectual activity — she continues to act
as if that limitation could in some ways be breached. Whereas money
seems to be the decisive factor in Gellert’s novel (as it was in Clarissa,
making Clarissa, who could not control her own inherited wealth, the
ultimate victim), Sophie breaks out of her privileged moneyed position by
losing her inheritance, by identifying overtly with the poor, and by actively
combatting her fate. She represents an outwardly apparent obedience
matched by an inner self-assertion that is revealed through her activities.
Although her self-assertion never goes beyond gender to class — she con-
tinues, despite her explicit efforts to connect herself with the poor, to see
herself in a classed position markedly different from those beneath her —
but in the matter of gender she consistently pushes out boundaries.

Goethe’s Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (1774) echoes La Roche’s
work in many ways. It too is an epistolary novel, focusing on domestic
issues related to love and family and describing the gendered role
characteristics that were familiar by this time. But whereas La Roche’s
novel is still part of what we might call the We-Generation, the altruistic
stage of the Enlightenment that stressed broad education and the assisting
of others, Werther is a product of the Me-Generation, the growing inter-
est in individual ego, in the rebellious individual, the Genie who became
the focus for the young male writers of the Sturm und Drang. Whereas
there are several correspondents in La Roche’s novel who provide the
readers with a multiplicity of viewpoints and voices, Werther is essentially

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



172 The German Enlightenment (1720~1790)

a monologue, the hero’s letters a reflection of a single rebellious and suf-
fering soul.

The nuances have multiplied. If there is overt criticism of the aristoc-
racy, then, in the mouth of a character as unstable as Werther, it comes
across as conflicted, as tied to his own resentments against a class to which
he does not belong. If gender roles are presented — Werther’s beloved Lotte
is first seen by him in the midst of a family, surrounded by younger broth-
ers and sisters whom she is feeding — they are made more complex by the
sense of gender-crossing in Werther as well as in Lotte. If madness and
suicide — certainly a state of disorder that would not complement the
order of Enlightenment thinking — are seen as destructive, Werther speaks
of them in less negative terms. If reason and analytical thinking are con-
sidered good — here they are also considered rigid, myopic, and even blind
on occasion. In fact, if La Roche’s novel can be seen as an occasionally
contradictory presentation of Enlightenment thinking, then Werther
seems to have challenged all the rules, created disorder and confusion, and
broken the mould. We know, in fact, that the resulting suicides of many
young men dressed like Werther in blue and yellow and the satires written
on the novel and the general upheaval created by it indicate the ambiva-
lence arising from its reception. As an extreme critique of the problems
raised by earlier, more analytic Enlightenment thought, Goethe’s novel
can tell us a great deal about the contradictions inherent in that intellec-
tual movement.

Whereas Gellert saw the letter form not only as reflecting an individual
soul but also as a communicative means to connect that individual con-
structively and creatively with others — as does indeed occur in La Roche’s
novel — Werther turns the form in upon itself, re-forms it into something
like a diary, makes an audience unimportant, superfluous, and possibly
unnecessary. Here a single ego dominates. Yet that male ego takes on
characteristics that must have confused anyone who had accepted the idea
of gendered social roles and traits. Werther is, first of all, the letter-writer,
at a time when women were frequently seen in that role. He is also highly
emotional, sentimental, childlike, particularly aware of the subtleties and
complexities of arguments, like women, who were often seen to centre
upon concrete details. He seems, in other words, to possess both female
and male traits. He can argue rationally, as he illustrates in his discussion
with Albert about suicide; despite his depiction as the ultimate ego, his
awareness of relationships is the driving force of the novel. He is able to
express passions directly and unequivocally. It is this mixed nature of his
character — as well as of the character of Lotte, who is often more rational
than Werther, who thinks in terms of logical planning more than he does,
and who chooses the more rational Albert to marry — that makes Werther
interesting, intriguing and unusual.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The novel 173

What the novel represents aside from the confusion of gendered traits is
a reaction against the rationalism that had marked earlier generations of
Enlightenment thinkers. The privileging of differentiation in the novel
might, in fact, be seen as an offering by example of other possible ways to
think about issues. The Rousseauean love of nature that Werther echoes
also implies a love of something not easily controlled. The emphasis of
Sturm und Drang proponents on the creative genius who ignores rules
altogether allows for a widened discussion of passion, something only
alluded to in La Roche’s and Gellert’s novels. The presentation of charac-
ters whose thinking runs along a spectrum from sentimentality to ration-
alism and who are not at all dichotomous is a major step along the way to
making the novel form more sophisticated and nuanced. Here the novel is
more than just an overt depiction of society; here it has entered into for-
merly forbidden areas, passion, sexuality, pathology, and become a
psychological study of a bourgeois individual.

In 1785, as the century headed inexorably towards the chaos and the
explosions of change brought on by the French Revolution, Karl Philipp
Moritz (1757-93) published the first volume of Anton Reiser, his slightly
disguised autobiographical novel. Parts two and three appeared in 1786
and part four in 1790. In many ways it reflects the transformations in the
novel that have been illustrated thus far: the increasingly complex nature
of personal characterisation, including the possibilities for gender role-
bending; the overt discussion of class; the continuing search for an
identifiable subjectivity; the growing interest in an autobiographical nar-
rative as a way to construct and present a self, Moritz also presents his pro-
tagonist as a child, who is extremely dependent for a number of years, and
who is in that way ‘feminised’. It is that facet of the novel that creates a
conflation between the gendered characteristics ascribed to women and
the child/young adult Anton Reiser, who is depicted as an outsider, not
because of his gender, but primarily because of his class: unlike the pro-
tagonists of the other novels discussed here, Anton Reiser is a member not
of the secure middle class, but of the world of manual workers and the
petite bourgeoisie. Like the women who write and like female characters
in general, Anton Reiser finds it necessary to mark his identity in more
overt ways than is the case when gender and class are dominant.

In the subtitle, Moritz labels his novel psychological, reflecting its
autobiographical focus and his editorship of the Magazin zur
Erfabrungsseelenkunde (1783—93), the most important journal of empir-
ical psychology of his time. The mix between autobiographical narrative
and fiction is noticeable throughout: the novel centres on the intersection
between real and unreal in its protagonist’s life in which an escape into the
unreal (through reading or theatre or dreams or simple role-playing) is
often the only way to survive the grim reality of his surroundings. In
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anticipation perhaps of the approaching new century, which would find
itself concerned with the scientification of so much of the world, the novel
at times borders on a scientific treatise. In a novel in which the narrator is
only rarely heard, Moritz’s belief that it is important to theorise even
within a work of fiction about human traits and tendencies is reflected,
and a sociological perspective as well as a sense of class consciousness and
psychological probing are provided.

What makes Moritz’s novel distinctive for its time are the implicit inter-
section of gender and class and the exploitation and contradiction that
accompany them. As a member of a Jower class who at the outset is
described as ‘von der Wiege unterdriickt’ (‘oppressed from the cradle
onwards’), Anton is perforce confined, just as Clarissa (who is hardly
poor, but who is a woman) is framed by the confinement of her existence.
Like women, Anton is taught that confinement is appropriate, indeed in
many ways desirable, thereby making a positive trait out of a negative cir-
cumstance. His efforts to escape the horrors of his daily life frequently
centre on the sort of role-playing that Sophie Sternheim also engaged in.
And for the narrator to describe Anton’s desire to be an actor as ‘blof§ die
Neigung ohne den Beruf’ (‘just the desire without the calling’) is to damn
his ambition just as surely as the ambitions of women were discouraged
and mocked.

Among the novels discussed here, it is only in Werther that sexuality
plays a more pronounced role. Moritz’s novel also lacks a representation
of sexuality — Anton’s only connection with such is indeed ‘feminine’, for
it is said that he is ‘pregnant’ with a poem when he writes poetry. But
otherwise, sexuality seems in this work not to be a trait of lower-middle-
class men like Anton. In fact, Anton’s expressed attraction to Werther
centres above all on its depiction of the intimate confessions of a lonely
man, whose sexlessness (in an echo of the characterising of women as
sexless) is most important to Moritz’s protagonist.

At the same time, to see Anton as entirely feminine would be to over-
look the privileges that even he, the exploited and underprivileged, pos-
sesses as a male. His surname is emblematic of the privilege of movement,
for the freedom that Kant propounded as essential to the Enlightenment is
— at least as freedom of movement — more possible for Anton than it could
ever be for Clarissa, for example. His education, despite its woeful inade-
quacies, goes far beyond that offered the women of his time. Even his
intense involvement with himself is in a sense like Werther’s ego-based
view of the world, the sign of a certain authority and certainty.

Anton’s class nevertheless marks him as an outsider, and once material-
istic factors have been taken into account — once it is apparent, as this
novel makes clear, that class status can be oppressive — the unproblematic,
unified bourgeois self begins to become fragmented and contradictory. As
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a feminised male who is also poor, Anton Reiser can be seen as a portent of
an era in which the positive, sure, and unambiguous belief in the power of
the secularised, unified individual would be thrown into doubt. Even the
ego-centred genius hero of the Sturm und Drang is superseded here, in a
novel that more than most shows evidence of how the genre had come into
its own as a complex, sophisticated, and highly flexible form that
reflected, shaped, and challenged its times.

It is not only Anton Reiser that bears a striking similarity to — and was
indeed often called — an autobiography; both Sternbeirm and Werther can
also be seen on some level as autobiographical narratives. As a result in
part of a traditional pietist use of the autobiography and the diary — but
also as a reflection of the general Enlightenment interest in the individual
in a far more definite way than the Pietist practice, which produced an ‘I’
only to conflate it with the ‘We’ of the religious community — it is not sur-
prising that both the autobiography and the novel gained popularity in the
second half of the eighteenth century, overlapping with one another in
their search for authenticity. The self-assertion that is represented by the
autobiography was parallel to the self-in-the-world focus of the novel, and
in both instances the stress on the individual allowed the author to work
out publicly the facets of a personality.

Although the majority of autobiographies were written by men from
the middle class (culminating in the publication of Goethe’s Dichtung und
Wahrbeit, 1811—33), the autobiography, like the autobiographical novel,
allowed a space for other groups as well. Ulrich Braker’s Lebensgeschichte
und natiirliche Ebenteuer des Armen Manns im Tockenburg (Life story
and natural adventures of the poor man in Tockenburg, 1789) and
Heinrich Jung-Stilling’s autobiographical volumes depicting his youth,
apprenticeship and domestic life (1777-89) represent voices of the petite
bourgeoisie. Like Moritz, Jung-Stilling pays particular attention to the
significance of familial context in his youth, thereby lending a psycholog-
ical tone to his story. Briker, in an echo of Rousseau’s Confessions,
emphasises the difference and uniqueness of his personal story and pro-
vides valuable details about his development and the determining factors
of his class position.

Class is an important analytical factor in these early autobiographies;
gender is less pronounced. The only autobiographical text written during
this period by a woman, but not published until 1791, after her death, is
Lebensbeschreibung von Friderika Baldinger von ibr selbst verfafit
(Autobiography of Friderika Baldinger written by herself). Sophie von La
Roche edited and saw to the publication of this short text by her late
friend. What is most telling about Baldinger’s autobiographical sketch is
the by-now familiar topic of women and intellectual activity: Baldinger’s
bluntly painful statements about the limits of her education, her overt
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dependence on men (a brother, a husband) for her access to educational
training, and the resulting ambivalence about herself offer a graphic
record of her clearly difficult position.

Although the detailed realism of Briker’s text, the multifaceted class
depiction of Jung-Stilling’s personal narratives, and the eloquent frustra-
tion of Baldinger’s memoir are eventually superseded by the paradigmatic
middle-class autobiography of Goethe, these texts show evidence of the
search for self that bourgeois Germans were openly and frequently giving
witness to. But whether the autobiographical narratives were labelled
novels or autobiographies, they are rich in possibilities for gender and
class analysis. The very meaning of the generic term — the writing of a self
— implies the opportunity to represent and assert oneself as autonomous,
as worth acknowledgement and recognition.

Drama

With the growing insistence on a national language and the development
of a national culture, theatre took on different parameters from those
of the previous century. Long before Schiller wrote his essay on theatre
as a moral institution (‘Die Schaubiihne als eine moralische Anstalt
betrachtet’, 1784), even before Lessing composed his writings on German
theatre as a national force (Hamburgische Dramaturgie, 1767—9), others
were offering ideas about the purpose of theatre and the drama. The move
from early Enlightenment classic tragedies and the so-called ‘sichsische
Typenkomodien®’ {Saxon comedies of type) to ‘weinerliche Komédien’
(sentimental comedies) and bourgeois comedies and tragedies reflected, in
fact, the growing development of Enlightenment thought: a philosophy
that in addition to its interest in the bourgeois subject also wished to dis-
seminate ideas about a universalising, trans-class nobility of thinking and
action. But the progression evident in the evolution of German drama —
from the court, from noble heroes who fall, and from the rigidities of
social hierarchies, to the family — from the dying Cato (Gottsched) to Miss
Sara Sampson (Lessing) — is a revision in the representation of class and
gender. As the novel moves from galant adventures to domestic depictions,
from ‘public’ to ‘private’, so the drama depicts a feminisation of culture,
from the gendered characteristics ascribed to men to those ascribed to
women.

The transformation was neither sudden nor clearly demarcated. Nor
did it become permanent, as the discussion below about Sturm und Drang
dramas will make clear. The feminisation was also not brought about by
women themselves. With the exception of Luise Gottsched, who adapted
and wrote a number of comedies, the theatre director Friederike Karoline
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Neuber (1697-1760), and the actresses who performed in the plays,
women were almost entirely absent. Nevertheless, the move from a focus
on absolutism towards the family, or on the king and the nobility towards
the private bourgeois sphere, is remarkably sustained throughout much of
the century.

Although he was primarily known as a theorist — his 1730 Versuch einer
critischen Dichtkunst can be considered the first significant statement of
what might be called an Enlightenment aesthetic theory — Johann
Christoph Gottsched (1700-66) was also a playwright, adaptor and poet.
His first drama, Sterbender Cato (Dying Cato, 1732) presents a response
to what he called the ‘Verwirrungen’ (‘confusions’) of the German stage in
the first half of the eighteenth century. Gottsched’s efforts as writer and
critic were essentially on two fronts: encouraging the development of a
specifically German literature and setting up literary models for the
Germans, namely, the Greeks (particularly Aristotle) and the French
{especially the French classicists Racine and Corneille). Thus his tragedy
on Cato’s suicide encompasses the didactic, moralising elements that
Gottsched thought were important for the Enlightenment stage along
with a strong echo of its French model, the play by Deschamps. Addison’s
influence is also discernible.

The drama, written in rhymed Alexandrines, is stiff and awkward, full
of cardboard figures who are meant to represent types: the freedom-loving
Cato, the power-hungry and brutal King Pharnaces, the wily Caesar, the
dutiful female figures whose roles are slight and stereotypical. At the same
time, there are interesting contextualisations: it is clear, for example, that
Cato’s resistance to Caesar is also a resistance to absolutist rule, and the
fatal presence of letters that are introduced at critical moments in the plot
reflect the eighteenth-century interest in that form. When Cato responds
to Caesar’s request that he surrender his power and then share it with the
words ‘Mein Schicksal heifSt: Sei frei!” (‘my fate is to be free!’) — when, in
fact, the word ‘freedom’ appears as often as it does here —there is a coded
message that this search for autonomy is occurring against a backdrop of
absolutism. Certainly the sense of the free individual and of developing
subjectivity is present in such sentiments: Cato therefore chooses suicide
over his subjection to Caesar. Gottsched’s drama helped underscore his
strong belief in the power of the theatre to bring about social change and
broader education.

Yet it was not just the male Gottsched who was active in this area:
Gottsched’s wife Luise Adelgunde Victorie Kulmus wrote and adapted
several comedies that were more flexible and accessible than her husband’s
dramas. Although Luise Gottsched is best known for her adaptation Die
Pietisterey im Fischbein-Rocke (Pietism in a crinoline, 1736), she wrote
other comedies that echo Gottsched’s aesthetic ideas and express her own
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theatrical sense. Her talents were primarily in the realm of the satirical,
whether in her Germanised attack on pietism (the French original
depicted an attack on Jansenists), or on superficial intellectuals, both
male and female (Pietisterey, but also Der Witzling), or on broader, less
period-defined vices like greed (Das Testament), for example. Although
her characters represent positions and lack the depth and breadth of
actual figures, it is the intentional didactic purpose and not a failure in
dramatic skills that prompted Luise Gottsched to write this way. As the
initial and primary representative of the so-called Saxon comedies, she
followed her husband’s rigid aesthetic categories and did not allow her
comedies to exhibit the more complex nature of Gellert’s ‘weinerliche
Komédien’, with their mix of tragedy and comedy.

At the same time, there are contradictions, especially in the matter of
gendered characteristics of women. In several of her plays, for example,
the relationship between women and intellect is addressed. It is obvious
that Luise Gottsched — who herself was constantly engaged in intellectual
projects — nevertheless complies with the generally accepted difference
between ‘clever’ and ‘intellectual’ in terms of women representing the
former, men the latter. The women in Pietisterey who spend their time
reading books by various Pietists and who think that their utterances
about Pietist debates should be recorded and published, are thus ridiculed.
The hierarchical division between women and men leads to the message
that if the father/patriarch is away, women become endangered, primarily
at the hands and minds of other men. It is only with the return of the
father that things resume their proper rational virtuous state, which in this
instance includes a retreat from intellectual reading.

In the area of theatre we once again encounter Christian Fiirchtegott
Gellert. His insistent presence in the areas of letters, letter theory and
novels, his continuing acknowledgement of women, and his inclusion of
‘female’ characteristics in all areas of his writings are complemented by
the domestic focus of his dramas. His ‘rithrende/weinerliche Lustspiele’
with their copious shows of emotion present a move away from the earlier
more materialist Enlightenment mentality (Luise Gottsched’s Das
Testament is a particularly good example of such thinking with its narra-
tive on inheritances and their connection to the rest of life). It is also
important to note that Gellert himself was a member of the petite bour-
geoisie, at some distance from Gottsched’s upper-middle-class location,
and was representative of a move by less privileged groups against the aris-
tocratic power élite.

Comedy and satires are strongly in evidence during the eighteenth
century. Although many literary critics see Lessing’s Minna von Barnhelm
as the only canonical comic drama of its time, to look at it in isolation is to
miss some of the insights that are to be found in a reading of Luise
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Gottsched as well as Gellert and Lenz. The comedy as such, whether in the
more rigidly defined form prescribed by Gottsched or the modified forms
of Gellert and Lenz, provided accessibility to an audience that the play-
wrights wanted to educate and inform. The less satirical ‘weinerliches
Lustspiel’ {(in England it was called the ‘sentimental comedy’, in France
‘comédie larmoyante’) was an open appeal to the emotions of the viewers
in an anticipatory move towards Lessing’s emphasis on what he called
‘Mitleid’, translated generally as pity or empathy but focused on the inter-
subjectivity between characters and audience, on a sharing of emotions, a
‘suffering-with’.

Gellert’s most famous play, the 1747 Die zirtlichen Schwestern (The
tender sisters), is a three-act comedy that departs from both Gottscheds’
dramatic models particularly in its mix of comedy and tragedy and antici-
pates the later comedy/dramas of Lenz. Gellert was the principal repre-
sentative in Germany of this sub-genre, and this play is its most
pronounced example. It presents the story of two sisters who seem at least
temporarily to represent differing positions in terms of their views on
marriage. Whereas Julchen echoes the Enlightenment focus on freedom,
her sister Lottchen, an ideal Enlightenment figure who possesses virtue,
reason/rationality and morality, is a voice for love above and beyond
freedom. The mystification of women’s gendered characteristics has
clearly begun: what Lottchen tries to convince her sister of is the need for
women — her sister as well as herself — to exhibit the appropriate feminine
characteristics of modesty, virtue, and the willingness, indeed the eager-
ness, to carry out the prescribed female role of wife and mother. The
characteristics that a woman should not strive to attain are also outlined,
including the impossibility — in fact, the undesirability — of a woman’s
becoming learned. The difference between love and friendship is also
explicated, with women representing the former, not the latter: Julchen, in
other words, cannot become friends with Damis, her lover, for it is not an
accepted status for her.

That the play ends differently than one might expect is perhaps in part
because of Gellert’s own awareness of the nuances that emerge in develop-
ing subjectivities. Lottchen’s position is revealed to be less than certain,
and with the acknowledgement that the man whom she loves and whose
marriage to her has been a certainty from the outset is less than worthy,
there is a reversal, with Julchen now in the role that she had rebelled
against and more than willing to become Damis’s wife, and with Lottchen
in possession of her freedom. The ambiguous last line is hers: although
she blames not love but the foolishness of her lover for her single state, she
nevertheless comments: ‘Bedauern Sie mich.” (‘Feel sorry for me.”) The
audience is left with a lesson that is expected to move them, and the differ-
entiating particularities that were to become more dominant with the
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development of the ‘middle-class tragedy’ are already in place. In fact, the
ambivalence of Gellert’s play reflects the contradictions that the
Enlightenment, in its effort to provide rules and mores and enlightening
insights, tended not to make explicit. By his time, and despite the continu-
ing typification of characters like Julchen and Lottchen, issues of
individuality and particularity were beginning to be more pronounced.

The move in drama from aristocratic to bourgeois ideas often produced
narratives focusing specifically on women, whose names — like the names
of the heroines of novels — began to appear increasingly in the titles of the
plays. In this regard, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-81) provides a good
illustration. To consider Lessing as playwright is to think both of the
range and versatility of his plays and his contribution to general
Enlightenment thinking about the place of the theatre in German cultural
life. His Miss Sara Sampson (1755), considered the first ‘middle-class
tragedy’, has a heroine whose struggles centre on gender roles: she, like the
protagonist of Emilia Galotti {(1772), is portrayed as a victim of pre-
conceptions about class and gender. In both dramas, the patriarchal
family that represented the turn to the domestic dominates and leads to
the sacrifical deaths of both heroines. It is less a matter of class; women
are the targets, the victims, the objects of power struggles that they cannot
win. Their lack of agency is as central to these dramas as it is to
Richardson’s Clarissa (which may, in a way, have served as a model for
them): certainly the motif of confinement as it is related to women is dom-
inant, a confinement that can be read as protective and stifling and, in the
cases of Sara and Emilia, as fatal. The visible, tangible representation of
the appropriation of the female results in reification, even in fetishising,
and not in a harmonising resolution.

Nevertheless, Lessing’s choice of female heroines thereby makes them
central. The presentation of the woman as victim (or by extension as
fallen heroine, replacing the fallen heroes of eatlier dramas) and as daugh-
ter in configuration and in conflict with the father/patriarch could not
help but draw the observer’s/reader’s attention to the gendered nature of
Lessing’s ideas. The fact that Lessing thereby problematises the family as
the apparent locus of good is made apparent on the bodies of women,
who are not always the beneficiaries of the domestic life. In the case of
Miss Sara Sampson, Sara is both a figure embodying virtue and a woman
whose characterisation exhibits some nuance. Mellefont, her abductor, is
no Lovelace, he is, in fact, aware of his guilt at having taken Sara away
from her old and ailing father. If there is a villain, it is Marwood, the
former mistress of Mellefont, who is evil, who provides the poison that
eventually (and slowly and agonisingly) kills Sara and the knife that
Mellefont, in despair, uses to kill himself, but who is also intriguing in the
ways that she breaks down any monotonic definition of the woman. Sara,
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in this context, represents the contradictions of a reality that can only be
endured if there is a consciousness of another world. Any other inter-
pretation would make her death seem pointless: she has gained the
forgiveness of her father, who is in need of her and who is even willing to
accept as his son the rogue who has taken her away. One critical explana-
tion, namely, that her fate has to do with her ‘seduce-ability’
(‘Verfiihrbarkeit’), is cynical in its reduction of Sara to a mere symbol.
And yet there is perhaps no better interpretation: Sara, as a symbol, can
serve as a reified example of virtue who will lose out no matter what she
does. The new pessimism of the bourgeois tragedy receives a vivid initia-
tion in this drama.

Emilia Galotti, which in many ways resembles the earlier play, also
echoes its pessimism. Emilia, like Sara, is not purely bourgeois, but rather
on the edge of the aristocracy, and like Sophie Sternheim a victim of aris-
tocratic desires. At the same time, the Prince who tries to win her is an
enlightened monarch who seems more nuanced than Mellefont in the
earlier drama. What is ourwardly the same, namely the configuration of
father and daughter, is, however, perverted into the ultimate power of the
patriarchy: rather than see his daughter led into perdition, Odoardo
Galotti stabs her to death. The role of the woman is reduced to that of
victim, robbed of all agency, robbed even of the long dying scene of Sara
Sampson, who at least is given time to say all that she wants to say.

It is in Lessing’s comedies that he presents women who are not victims,
In his comedy Minna von Barnhelm (1767), whose plot prefigures those of
many Mozart comic operas, it is the female protagonist Minna who repre-
sents wit and cleverness as well as the practical common sense that
women, in their domestic roles, were expected to have. In contrast,
Tellheim, her impoverished lover, becomes a parody in his insistence on
honour and pride. Despite what is clearly meant to be a sympathetic por-
trayal of his woes, the driving force is Minna, the representative of newer
ideas who chooses love above honour and challenges Tellheim’s unques-
tioning acceptance of outdated virtues, thereby indicating to the specta-
tor/reader that there are nobilities that go beyond the power of political or
other status. The didactic message of the need for reason and for the flex-
ibility of creative thinking is as tangible here as it is in Lessing’s critical
writings on theatre.

The lightness of touch evident in Minna is less present in Nathan der
Weise (1779), subtitled ‘ein dramatisches Gedicht’ {‘a dramatic poem’),
that is, labelled neither comedy nor tragedy and thereby freed of the
expectations of either designation. The drama’s polemics involve a barely
concealed attack on the reactionary Pastor Goeze whose religious ortho-
doxy and intolerance were key to Lessing’s decision to write Nathan,
which he wrote after several years of searing debate with Goeze and
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others. What is intriguing about this drama is not its strongly analytical,
highly structured framework, but rather the secularisation that permeates
it despite its overt discussion of religion. The use (in a tribute to Lessing’s
friend Mendelssohn) of a Jew as central and wisest figure does not lead to
Judaism’s being privileged. Nathan’s parable of the rings, the narrative
focus of the drama, which centres on the three major world religions, leads
instead to a more humanistic conclusion, a world-vision that echoes the
Enlightenment search for an autonomous subject who will benefit from
the lessons of religion but who will ultimately move beyond that instru-
ment of education. The play’s presentation of the utopian message of
human potential is especially illustrative of Enlightenment ideals at their
most progressive and far-reaching,

But the contradictions of the Enlightenment, with its focus on the
determination of subjectivity, come to light if one considers the category
of gender. If Nathan concerns autonomous individuals, those individuals,
whether Jew or Muslim or Christian, are understood to be male. The play
is essentially a patriarchal portrait, for the women — Daja, the Christian
housekeeper in Nathan’s house, Sittah, the Sultan’s sister, and Recha,
Nathan’s adopted daughter — are secondary, present at the behest of their
employer/brother/father. Daja is not as bigoted as the Christian Patriarch
of Jerusalem; Recha, the child of an enlightened father, is positively pre-
sented; Sittah speaks eloquently; but their positions are secondary, their
subjectivities hardly autonomous. The notion of universal human
freedom that Kant saw as central to the Enlightenment project is lacking:
not in the area of class or of religion or of nationality, certainly not for the
male characters, but for women.

The distant locations of three of these plays (Emilia Galotti takes place
in Italy, Nathan der Weise in Jerusalem, Miss Sara Sampson in England)
allow for a more detached philosophical approach. Minna von Barnbelm,
on the other hand, firmly anchored in Prussia with all the contextualisa-
tion that that location implied, offers a more specifically German (or
Prussian) tone and set of lessons. The same can be said for Schiller’s early
drama Kabale und Liebe (Conspiracy and love, 1784), whose female
heroine Luise Millerin (after whom the play was initially named) is, like
Sara and Emilia, ultimately a victim of the absolutist court and the feudal-
istic thinking that emphasises class differences and the power of the aris-
tocracy. Luise Millerin’s very name is indicative of her bourgeois status,
and here too, the configuration of father/patriarch and daughter becomes
central to the conflicts of the drama: a problem of generational difference
as well as the difference of attitude between one who can imagine love
with a member of a higher class and one who cannot. That Ferdinand, the
son of a court official, loves Luise, whom he ultimately poisons before poi-
soning himself, underlines the victimised status of this woman, who serves
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as a passive symbol of noble ideals — virtue, above all — who, however,
must die despite her innocence.

Schiller’s drama is a good example of the continuing traditions that the
Enlightenment and the Sturm und Drang shared: at least in terms of the
heroine, there is little to separate Luise from her predecessors in Lessing’s
dramas. That Schiller sees to it that the father of Ferdinand is enlightened
by the experience is a pale victory. What continues to be acceptable is the
role of women as symbolic property to be dispensed with by the ruling
patriarchs (in these three instances, the fathers), as stereotypes with few
individual characteristics. Theatre is intended for didactic purposes, not
for the mimetic presentation of reality, and if there are subtleties of char-
acter — as there most certainly are if one thinks of the ambiguities of
Odoardo Galotti, Emilia’s father, or the shortcomings of Tellheim,
Minna’s beloved, or the less-than-evil traits of Sara’s abductor Mellefont —
they are mostly gendered male.

The didacticism that was essential in the Enlightenment’s popularising
function began to fade by the time of the explosive theatre activity of the
Sturm und Drang, when the concept of the theatre as a location for
moral education and altruism was replaced by individualism. Writing
itself was increasingly considered a personal and highly subjective activ-
ity. Just as in Anton Reiser, the sense of nuance, differentiation, and frag-
mentation became more pronounced in the matter of defining the
individual. Just as the progression from the serene Sophie Sternheim
through the troubled Werther to the complex Anton Reiser represented
nuancing change and new insights, the development from the stereotypic
characters who educated and entertained theatre audiences to the figures
whose uncertainties filled the dramas of the late eighteenth-century play-
wrights represented both refinement and ambiguity. The social implica-
tions of didactic instruction were transformed into the introspective and
idiosyncratic world of the Sturm und Drang rebels, who in their rebellion
gained a certain freedom in how they chose to represent themselves or
their subjects in their writings. The social function of literature, the so-
called Wirkungsdsthetik (aesthetics of effect), became less clear in the
rush towards individualisation despite the growing presence of social
protest.

Goethe’s (1749-1832) and Schiller’s (1759-1805) eatly plays provide a
revealing mirror of the philosophy of Sturm und Drang, with its emphasis
on individual subjectivities, genius and social rebellion. Among the
dramas emerging from these years, Goethe’s Gotz von Berlichingen mit
der eisernen Hand (Gétz von Berlichingen with the iron fist, 1771—3) and
Schiller’s Die Réiuber (The robbers, 1781) can serve as exemplars of the
sprawling, Shakespearean theatre of the latter years of the Enlightenment.
They represent different stages of that period, given the decade that
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separates them. Karl Moor, the principal figure in Schiller’s Rguber, is less
consistent and more ambiguous and complex than Goethe’s Gotz, who
shares Moor’s propensity for violence and revolt but who also echoes the
Enlightenment beliefs in orderly, evolutionary change. G6tz in himself is
also more linear and predictable than Moor. The two men share a critique
of absolutist rule, but Gétz maintains a consistent loyalty to the Emperor
and accepts the idea of a hierarchy of power and his particular place in it.
They are both, in a sense, criminals, for they act outside the law: Karl, the
idealist leader of a band of robbers who even speaks on occasion of
‘Robin’; Gotz, who engages in battle when and where it seems right to him
and who cannot envision a life without combat or, at the very least,
hunting. But whereas Moor and his gang participate in murderous, nihil-
istic acts, Gétz, a husband, father and patriarch, is intent upon maintain-
ing what he has and fighting purposefully for himself and his Emperor.
Both men, most notably Goétz, are seen as being ennobled by their actions;
much of what we learn of them is through the admiring statements of
others. Both fight evil and attempt to do good, although that good is
always bound up in some way with violent moves that represent the
imposing of their individual will upon a variety of situations. Both also
act as members of groups (Karl’s robber band, Gétz’s various friends and
followers) and so there is a sense of community at the same time that the
individual stands out as supremely central, or, if viewed another way, as
representative of the extremes of autonomy, individual behaviour and
complete freedom.

Although Goethe’s play focuses primarily on the tensions between
court/church and individual landowners like Gétz, who remains a vital
force throughout and whose death ends the play, Schiller’s drama is more
extended, depicting the continuing battle between various individuals,
especially between father and sons (Karl and his brother Franz) and
between brothers. In both plays, the Aristotelian unities are abandoned.
Schiller’s drama has multiple focuses and, though Goethe’s play is centred
on Gé6tz, it depicts battles fought on behalf of a variety of causes, from the
ongoing attempts of the princes to gain territory to the uprisings of the
farmers. Violence, emerging often from the insistent emphasis on the
place and power of individual wills, is the thread that holds both plays
together.

It is not surprising that, given the gendered expectations of the late
eighteenth century, women are barely present in such plays and, when they
do appear, they are stereotyped: the loyal Amalia, the only female figure in
Schiller’s play, who alternates between her obedient and loving service to
Karl’s father and her ongoing love for Karl; the compliant, always nurtur-
ing and sustaining Marie and Flisabeth, Gotz’s sister and wife, whose
actions are focused entirely on the well-being and furtherance of their
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brother and husband; the evil Adelheid, who uses her considerable intelli-
gence to seduce Go6tz’s former friend Weislingen and to mould him to her
aims of power and prestige and away from the honest nobility of Gétz.
Women move these dramas along in useful ways: it is Marie whose good-
ness persuades Weislingen (who is by that time dying of Adelheid’s
poison) to release the dying Gtz from the execution that is awaiting him;
it is Amalia who, in her loyalty to Karl, physically hits and drives away
Karl’s scheming brother Franz who is threatening to rape her. But particu-
larly in the case of Schiller’s play, the value and worth of male characters
are at least on occasion measured by their attitude towards women. The
nihilists Spiegelberg and Schufterle, members of Karl’s robber band, come
to no good end, and it cannot be an accident that they are frequently
shown to be contemptuous of those who are weaker than they, specifically
of women. Franz’s continuing mistreatment of Amalia is also seen in neg-
ative contrast to Karl’s love and respect for her. Reflecting the mystifica-
tion of women that was common during the century, women represent
objects to be protected as well as the embodiment of values to be
respected, even imitated.

In an initially pseudonymous review of Die Riuber that Schiller pub-
lished in 1782, the playwright’s own concern with gendered issues
emerges, albeit through the slightly satirical mask of a reviewer who is
highly critical of the drama. What emerges is the ‘reviewer’s’ discomfort
with the heroic aspects of Amalia, who does not fit the proper description
of ‘woman’, as the reviewer understands it, namely ‘das sanfte leidende,
schmachtende Ding — das Midchen’ (‘the gentle, suffering, languishing
thing, the girl’). He is only accepting of the figure who emerges in full
character once she is directly connected to Karl: ‘Sie glinzt in seinem
Strahle, erwirmt sich an seinem Feuer, schmachtet neben dem Starken,
und ist ein Weib neben dem Mann.” (‘She shines in his light, she warms
herself at his fire, she languishes next to the strong man, and is a woman
next to the man’) (Schiller’s italics). What the reviewer wants is a female
figure who is realised through her connection with an other, with a man; it
is only through such a connection that her own profile can become appat-
ent. The social construction of women is thus made apparent, and here
the emphasis on relationships seems intended to limit the potential power
of a woman’s position: to see her value as that of supporter, not
autonomous individual, not as the agent of her own actions.

Class plays a role in these dramas, at once marked by the presence of
ennobled figures of any class (a prime example is Georg, the young servant
of Gotz, who is more like a son to him than his own son) and by the sense
that, in both plays, acts are performed with a concern for the poor and
downtrodden. Karl and his robber band carry out Robin Hood-like feats,
or like to see themselves in such a light, and Gétz finds that he cannot lead
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the rebellious farmers not because of their class position, but because of
their rampant violence. At the same time, there is an acknowledgement of
the hierarchy that Gétz supports: he claims repeatedly that he will remain
loyal to the Emperor, although he rebels against the warring princes who
separate him and his Emperor. The idea of the nobility of the individual
points towards a trans-class nobility that can no longer be tied to a partic-
ular social group: the fall of Karl Moor and Gétz might echo the fall of
aristocratic figures in earlier dramas, but we are firmly in the realm of
bourgeois values that will extend beyond the classed values of the aristoc-
racy (to which both essentially belong, as members of the landed gentry)
and the bourgeoisie. What these plays involve is the development of the
Genie, the exceptional, creative, compelling individual who provides the
force and cohesion of the plays in which he appears. There are no more
Emilia Galottis or Sara Sampsons. Amalia, like Emilia, is killed at her
behest by someone close to her (Emilia by her father, Amalia by Karl), but
in the Lessing play it is a class issue — the protection of the honour of the
bourgeois girl from the aristocratic seducer — whereas in Schiller’s play, at
least according to the 1782 ‘reviewer’, Karl kills Amalia because he loves
her too much to abandon her. In his decision to stay with the members of
his robber band rather than with Amalia, he chooses (at least for the
moment) brotherhood over the love of a woman. Gender and class actu-
ally both play a role at the end: after he has killed Amalia, Karl returns to
his robber band, but only long enough to announce that he will surrender,
so that a poor man with eleven children will gain a reward by turning Karl
in. In the new ambiguity of figures like Karl and Franz Moor, both of
whom exhibit multiply complex personalities, Schiller represents a rebel-
lious departure.

J- M. Reinhold Lenz’s Der Hofmeister oder Vorteile der Privaterziehung
(The tutor, or the advantages of private education, 1774) carries its rebel-
lion into a consideration of class. Liuffer, the tutor whose erotic involve-
ment with the daughter of his employer leads both to her pregnancy and
his self-castration, vividly symbolises the problematics of class, while the
role of women in Lenz’s comedy remains that of virtually silent symbols,
so much so that in the last scenes where the fate of the daughter Gustchen
is being decided, she does not speak at all, is only spoken for and about.
Matters of class differences range from the petit-bourgeois status of
Liuffer to the vaguely enlightened position of the privy councillor, who
nevertheless represents an aristocratic view, to the brutality of Gustchen’s
father the Major, who shoots Liuffer and drives his daughter to a suicide
attempt.

The social critique of Lenz’s play, which moves back and forth from
comedy to flirting on the very abyss of tragedy, offers types and stereo-
types much as Lessing and Schiller did, but the biting satire and the heavy
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irony provide subtlety and differentiation. The ironic subtitle indicates a
focus on a very particular sub-class, namely the private tutor, ill-paid, mis-
treated, exploited (above all by the aristocracy that hired him), forced to
move from place to place to make a living. Here the clashes are not
between the bourgeoisie and the court/aristocracy, but rather the intelli-
gentsia and those who have financial and political power over them.

Nothing develops in discrete ways, and in any discussion of
Enlightenment drama, it should be kept in mind that in 1788, two years
before the era that is the subject of this chapter ended, Goethe’s classical
drama Iphigenie auf Tauris appeared. Another and different didacticism
was emerging, a reaction was setting in even before the excesses of the
French Revolution would bring about the backlash that made the German
Klassiker so sceptical of social change, so reactive against what they
viewed as the dangers of ego and individualism represented in the chaos of
the revolution. Although the family as desirable and exemplary social unit
remains a central symbol, it is the negative aspects that are paramount
here: namely, what happens if a family is torn apart by dissension (or
worse). The moralising, popularising tone of Enlightenment philosophy
is rarefied, placed on a lofty, no longer bourgeois and domestic level.
Iphigenie is triumphant, saves her brother and herself, but in a context
that is neither immediate nor accessible and that implies an élitism that
once again will narrow the potential audience.

As a literary genre in the Enlightenment, the drama had the particular
advantage of being direct, immediate, visible, of being both educational
and entertaining. The progress in the development of German theatre in
the eighteenth century was a result no doubt of the functions that the
drama and the theatre were seen to fulfil within the intellectual projects of
the day. The position of the bourgeois citizen could be developed, trans-
mitted, and made clear, particularly in his counterposition to absolutism.
Class could be shown in increasingly revealing ways on the stage. The
visible representation of Enlightenment convictions and ideas was partic-
ularly effective in the theatre. And given the obvious talent of dramatists
like Luise Gottsched, Lessing, Schiller, Goethe and Lenz, given the
ongoing discussion of theatre, the theory in addition to the practice, given
the eager reception of theatre by an enthusiastic public, a German theatre
was well on its way to being established. The national theatre about which
Lessing and others dreamed was not yet possible in a country as frag-
mented as Germany continued to be. But the obvious progress and
increasing levels of sophistication made the German theatre look very
different by 1790 than it had around 1720.

Against a background of a still powerful absolutist tradition, however,
even the more individualised narratives represented by the title figures of
Lessing’s and others’ dramas are primarily representative of broad and
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fairly vague humanistic ideas and ideals. The deficiencies of the real world
in which writers lived were such that the specificity of a controversial
debate about human freedom was an unlikely occurrence. Especially in
the case of literature there was a sense of starting out anew. And given the
still small reading (and viewing) public, there was also little that could be
taken for granted. In essence, then, the German drama, from the Saxon
comedies through the sentimental comedies up to and beyond the bour-
geois tragedies and the sprawling dramas of the Sturm und Drang, gained
considerable importance in these seventy years. But the context of a highly
fragmented state, a low rate of literacy, limited access to cultural events
and many internecine struggles, affected the results.

Poetry

In the midst of a great storm in Goethe’s Werther, when the title figure and
Lotte are at the moment of realising their love, Lotte lays her hand on
Werther’s, looks into his eyes, and says a name: ‘Klopstock!” Such a code
word would have been transparent to contemporary readers, who would
know that the reference is to Germany’s best known and most revered poet
of the day, specifically to his ode ‘Die Friihlingsfeier’ (‘Celebration of
Spring’), which was written and published in 1759 and appeared again in a
collection of Klopstock’s odes in 1771, not long before Goethe’s novel
burst on the scene. The meeting of souls that that one name implied gives
some indication of the power of Klopstock, whose four-volume heroic-
spiritual epic Der Messias (The Messiah, 1751ff.) was accompanied in its
1782 edition by an essay entitled “Von der heiligen Poesie’ {‘About sacred
poetry’), which emphasises both the value and sacred nature of poetry.
That this poetic union takes place in Goethe’s novel between two individu-
als, that the Seelengemeinschaft or spiritual communion that is brought
about implies an equality of feeling as well as of minds, indicates the role
of poetry at this point in the century: as an almost sacred transmitter of
emotions and thoughts between subjective beings who are autonomous
but who are united by a literary form.

Such was not always the case. ‘Lyrik’ as an all-encompassing genre was
not understood as such until later in the century; it tended instead, under
the label of ‘Poetik’, to encompass a variety of texts from poetic tales to
didactic poetry to elegies, heroic odes and lyric poetry. Poetic forms in
their great variety reflected the change in ideas from poems by such empir-
ical writers as Brockes and Haller, in which the bourgeois emphasis on the
empirical and practical, the revelations of the Pietists, and various other
threads dominated, to lyrical poetry, the liberation of subjectivity, and the
focus on the individual in the latter years of the century. The development
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of lyrical forms reached a climax in the early love and nature poetry of
Goethe, in which the overt political statements characteristic of an earlier
anti-absolutist mode were replaced by the more subtle assertions of emo-
tions and subjectivities. Accompanying such developments was a growing
interest in the cultural power of individuals. Gottfried August Biirger’s
(1747—94) poems, for example, were openly political on occasion but
they were also concerned with the ‘Volk’, who were to become objects of
study for Goethe and Herder long before the collections of so-called
“Volkslieder’ were undertaken by others in the nineteenth century.?

Gelegenbeitsgedichte, occasional poetry, served a practical purpose for
eighteenth-century poets whose existence was still often dependent upon
the financial support of the aristocracy and the court. An occasional
poem written, for example, to celebrate a wedding or a birthday of a royal
or aristocratic figure would earn its author a fee. It would also be written
in a formal, ritualistic way, not likely to be original or unique, with a pre-
scribed viewpoint that would mask whatever ‘real’ feelings the poet might
harbour towards the figure he or she was addressing. Poets belonged occa-
sionally to the aristocracy, but more often than not they tended to be
members of the bourgeoisie or the petite bourgeoisie who were by no
means independently wealthy. Although not many poets supported them-
selves and their families entirely through their writing as Anna Luise
Karsch (1722—91) did, the situation created by a class difference between
the poet and those whom he/she was addressing no doubt influenced the
nature of the poetry produced.

Occasional poetry was not the only sub-genre in vogue. More intellec-
tual and reflective of the growing interest in the empirical sciences and in
the specific power of the senses was the empirically framed poetry of men
like Barthold Heinrich Brockes (1680-1747) and Albrecht von Haller
(1708—77). Brockes’s Irdisches Vergniigen in Gott (Earthly pleasure in
God, 1721—48), a massive poem cycle whose subject matter ranges from
descriptions of the seasons to minute depictions of nature and from
philosophical musings to accounts of toothaches and descriptions of
human anatomy, is a good example of the combination of useful educa-
tion and pleasure that Enlightenment thinking propounded. The exact-
ness of detail is coupled with the wide-sweeping moralising thinking that
has a poem like ‘Das Grofse und Kleine’ (‘The great and the small’) move
from describing the heavens to the worm that the figure finds with the help
of his magnifying glass, and then end with the summarising, comforting
thought that since God is to be found in all earthly manifestations, large
and small, so too He is in man. The confident undercurrent of most of

2 For an interestingly negative commentary on this mix of politics and lyricism, see
Friedrich Schiller’s 1791 essay, ‘Uber Biirgers Gedichte’.
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these poems, the sense that they describe a world that is planned, orderly
and incapable of absurdity, complement the optimism of Leibniz and
Wolff, the pre-established harmony where individuals have their particu-
lar and appropriate places and roles.

Unlike Brockes, Albrecht von Haller supplies more questions than
answers in his often melancholy poetry, which seems more an echo of the
fatalistic Baroque than a bright look at a new and progressive world. His
poems are also often heavily empirical, full of details of nature (as well as
many footnotes providing scientific backing for his assertions), and
strongly didactic. Perhaps his most famous poem is ‘Die Alpen’ (1729), a
paean to the glories of the Swiss Alps and their inhabitants. Aside from
the scientific detail, the description of the flora and fauna of the Alps, and
the sense of empirical authenticity that is transmitted by Haller’s prefa-
tory note that his insights and discoveries were based on the personal
experience of a journey through the Alps in 1728, there is also a nostalgic
look at an apparently classless society in which all are equal: thus a foot-
note states,

Man sieht leicht, daff dieses Gemilde auf die vollkommene Gleichheit der
Alpenleute geht, wo kein Adel und sogar kein Landvogt ist, wo keine moglichen
Beférderungen eine Bewegung in den Gemiitern erwecken und die Ehrsucht
keinen Namen in der Landsprache hat.

[One can easily see that this portrait revolves around the complete equality of the
residents of the Alps, where there is no aristocracy, not even a provincial
governor, where no possible advancements change people’s moods and where the
lust for honour does not even exist in the local language. |

The pursuit of happiness that was central to the Enlightenment is por-
trayed here in its purest and most idealistic form: thus the didactic
message of Haller’s poem is both utopian and practical, since its overlay of
nature detail is as immediate as its larger discussion of the proper location
for the human being, for whom virtue and rationality are more important
than earthly riches. The fact that Haller’s Swiss farmers represent a class
that is neither aristocratic nor specifically bourgeois may provide a sheen
of progressiveness; at the same time, the transmitted message that poverty
is good seems hardly more than a levelling assertion that one must be sat-
isfied with one’s station in life. Lines congratulating the poor on their
removal from the temptations of wealth or the description of humans who
seem content in their ignorance present a picture of an archaic and indeed
rigidly classed world.

A transition to the poetry of love and nature that began to dominate as
the century progressed was offered by the so-called Anacreontic poets,
whose new lyricism culminated in the poetry of Friedrich Gottlieb
Klopstock (1724-1803). Before Klopstock, however, there were others,
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members of the circle around Gottsched, whose odes became more and
more personal, aesthetic, removed from the politics of anti-absolutist
thought. Among the Anacreontic poets there were also women, including
the so-called ‘anakreontisches Midchen’ (‘anacreontic girl’) Johanne
Charlotte Unzer (1725-82), whose anonymously published poems focus
on love and friendship. Unzer, who often marked her gender explicitly, also
wrote polemic verse that complained about the lack of education for
women and the few opportunities for women poets.

It was Klopstock, however, who stood out more than any other German
poet during the century. The widespread admiration for him continued
long after the publication of his Messias; in fact, it seems in many ways to
have resulted in a personality cult that produced imitations of his poetry
as well as poetic descriptions of those who read his poetry. In his essay
‘Von der heiligen Poesie’, his discussion of the ‘Genie’, the genius, and of
the need for ‘Genie’ to be joined with ‘Herz’ indicate how prescient his
ideas were. He also related genius and heart to morality: ‘Der letzte
Endzweck der héheren Poesie, und zugleich das wahre Kennzeichen ihres
Werths, ist die moralische Schénheit.” (‘The final goal of higher poetry,
and at the same time the true mark of its worth, is moral beauty’) And
there is also an emphasis on moral truth, for Klopstock is a religious poet
who sees the need for a connection to the timeless and immortal, who
therefore chooses to make Christ the hero of his heroic epic. His writings
move away from the immediacy of the occasional poem into a realm of the
universal and the philosophical.

At the same time, he acknowledges the private being, the world of
the family and the home, as well as different literary models: thus he
supplants the Greeks, the Romans and the French with the English,
poets like Edward Young and his ‘Night thoughts’ (1742—5). Klopstock
brings about an increasing involvement with the subject, a movement
towards the ‘I’, that nevertheless remains highly intellectualised. His
effort to unite feeling and reason, to incorporate nature in ways that no
longer focus on the scientific, empirical detail of Haller and Brockes, his
redefining of religion to encompass nature found resonance in those who
read him and inspired many who followed him, from Goethe to the
poets of the so-called ‘Géttinger Hain’, who appropriated his form of the
ode.

While Klopstock was gaining in popularity, poets like Christoph
Martin Wieland (1733-1813), who produced a body of writings that
ranged from the lyric to the epic to the journalistic and essayistic, were
also becoming known. Wieland’s unusually frank treatment of the inter-
section between sexuality, women and gender roles can be seen in his
poetic narrative Musarion, oder die Philosophie der Grazien (Musarion,
or the philosophy of the Graces, 1768). Although the epic swarms with
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muses and goddesses, with female imagery and prescriptive messages
about women, what is emphasised is the sensual woman, seen always from
the perspective of a male narrator or a male character: thus Musarion, the
title figure, is depicted as a hetaera whose seduction is the goal of the
smitten Phanias, a young Athenian nobleman. The third book of the
poem centres primarily on the seduction, told in light and cheerful fashion
with only a subtle level of didacticism. Musarion is shown to be clever, but
her role is that of the anti-learned, the anti-intellectual figure who wittily
mocks the two philosophers who are Phanias’s mentors; she represents
experience, not ideas, and is privileged for it.

At the same time, both in Musarion and another poetic narrative, Idris
und Zenide, there is intriguing nuance. Musarion, who is besieged by
Phanias, is also described as being ‘ihrer selbst gewifd . . .> (‘sure of
herself’), and this self-certainty causes her to be cautious rather than
foolish when it comes to giving in to Phanias, who sees her resistance to his
efforts to seduce her not as “Tugend’ (‘virtue’), but rather as ‘Eigensinn
und Grillenfingerei’ (‘stubbornness and crazy ideas’). Musarion’s caution
is presented admiringly by the narrator, who has her demand proof of
Phanias’s intentions and reassurance that his passion is more than a mere
fleeting game. Virtue, for Musarion, is to be experienced and lived as well
as discussed. And she wins out in the end, thereby teaching Phanias a
lesson.

Idris und Zenide (1767) goes even farther in its effort to present a
female-specific viewpoint. This romantic poetic epic is highly erotic. But
what is more unusual and innovative are several passages in the First
Canto, in which not Zenide but rather the young knight Idris is presented
via the female gaze of a young nymph as he bathes in full nakedness. Here
is the opposite of the mood of Musarion, with its warning to men that
they need to respect women, who are implied to be on a less-than-equal
footing with them; here, in an equality of eroticism, the nymph is allowed
to appropriate what is the male gaze: to see the naked male body, to desire
it, and to give voice to those desires.

Women poets did not echo such eroticism. Like Unzer, they confined
their gendered comments to protests about their status as women and/or
poets, or they imitated their male counterparts, producing didactic,
Anacreontic or occasional verse. At the same time, and no doubt in light
of the growing female readership, the eighteenth century produced several
women poets, among them Anna Louise Karsch (1722—91), who enjoyed
varying degrees of public acknowledgement. What is notable about
Karsch, aside from the fact that she supported herself by her writings, that
she was received by Fredrick II in a well-reported audience, and that she
was revered by male writers and philosophers from Mendelssohn to
Goethe, is her class status. She was born into poverty as the daughter of an
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innkeeper and spent much of her life fighting the dual agonies of poverty
and a lack of formal education.

That she enjoyed considerable fame for what was essentially a body of
work consisting almost exclusively of occasional poetry gives some
indication of the value allotted that form in the eighteenth century. At the
same time, she wrote other poems that, when read through the lenses of
gender and class, provide insight into the woman who was alternately
praised and mocked as a ‘natural’ poet, that is, as one who could not
reason but could write. ‘Das Harz-Moos’ (‘Moss in the Harz Mountains’,
1761), for example, is on the surface a fairly traditional poem about
nature. But its combination of the subjective with the philosophical lifts
Karsch’s poem into a symbolic realm. Its first two stanzas depict in specific
details the power of God in his creation of nature; it is the third stanza that
offers a personal and political commentary:

Doch andre Blumen sterben bald,

Das fein gebaute Moos bleibt, wenn sie schon gestorben,
Tief unter Schnee noch unverdorben.

Wie ahnlich ist es mir! tief lag ich unter Gram

Viel schwere Jahre lang, und als mein Winter kam,

Da stand ich unverwelkt und fieng erst an zu griinen.

Ich mufSte, wie das Moos, dem Gliick zum weichen Tritt,
Dem Thoren zur Verachtung dienen.

Einst sterb ich! Doch mein Lied geht nicht zum Grabe mit!

[Although other flowers die soon, / The finely structured moss remains; when
they are already dead, / It is still unspoiled deep under the snow. / How much it is
like me! I too lay buried deep under sorrow and grief / For many hard years, and
when my winter came, / [ stood there unwilted and began at that point to turn
green. / Just like the moss, I had to serve as the soft tread for fortune, / As the
object of contempt for fools. / I will die sometime! But my song will not go into
my grave with me!]

Those women poets who attained fame were also often considered
exceptional in ways that bordered on labelling them intellectuals.
Christiana Mariana Ziegler (1695-1760), for example, for whom
Gottsched served as mentor and supporter, was made the first female
member of the ‘Deutsche Gesellschaft’ in Leipzig, and her acceptance
speech had as its topic ‘Ob es dem Frauenzimmer erlaubet sey, sich nach
den Wissenschaften zu bestreben’ (*Whether it should be allowed to
women to aspire to scholarship’); she was also the first German woman to
be crowned as a poet laureate by a university, namely, the University of
Wittenberg, in 1733. Sidonia Hedwig Ziunemann (1714—40) was also
crowned an imperial poet by the University of Géttingen in 1738. More
than Karsch, both women spoke up publicly for their sex, Ziegler in par-
ticular stressing the need for education for women, and Ziunemann

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



194 The German Enlightenment (1720-1790)

writing openly and positively about the importance of women’s auton-
omy, most especially in her poem ‘Jungfern-Gliick’ (‘the happiness of an
unmarried woman’), which is remarkably modern in its privileging of the
freedom of unmarried women and its overt comments on the physical
abuse women are likely to suffer in marriage. Ziegler, whose poetry was
occasionally used in the libretti of Bach’s oratorios, also asserted her inde-
pendence and individual competence and thereby echoed the strivings of
the Enlightenment towards an autonomous subject.

That women poets like