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Editorial

Giorgio Manacorda

This is the first issue of “Studi Germanici” to be published online. We came to this decision for a reason that has to do with what
we consider the character, quasi the essence, of the Italian Institute
of German Studies (or, as it is often known, the IISG): it is first and
foremost a research entity, an aspect that cannot but have an influence upon the whole. Naturally, a research entity must make the results of its research available to the greatest number of people
possible. “Studi Germanici” is the laboratory and showcase of German Studies in Italy and, more generally, of the research in our country dedicated to German culture and the German-speaking world.
If this is the first reason, the second is of a more “patriotic” nature.
We translate the contributions of Italian scholars into English, but
the only way to make them truly known abroad is to put the journal
up online and in the proper way. And the proper way to do so is
known as the Open Journal System. It is an open-access (or rather,
free-use) system with a great degree of web-indexing, and is the system used by some of the most important universities for digital journals (University of Edinburgh, Duke University, Cornell University,
University of Pennsylvania, Universität Bielefeld, Universität Hamburg, but also Sapienza University of Rome and the Universities of
Florence and Milan) – this of course renders the contributions published in the journal immediately visible and consultable throughout
the world. Finally, there are economic considerations. The movement
to digital will allow us to save a considerable amount of money on
printing costs (the journal in paper form in any event will still be
available on-demand), as well as layout, since the system is constructed to guarantee the entire work-flow of the contributions from
the moment they are given to the editors on to the final product,
which is available for download and readable online.

Keeping the growth of the journal’s audience in mind, it is important to reiterate that the “German Studies” is the scientific organ of
an EPR (public research entity), which is to say, the IISG. This means
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that we are one of twelve research centers funded by the Italian State
through the MIUR (Ministry of Education, Universities and Research),
which is also responsible for monitoring what it is we do. The IISG
promotes and organizes research projects within its areas of competence by participating in the national program of research (PNR), in
European projects (Horizon 2020), in structural funds from the various Italian regions, and in any other source of financing that will allow us to realize our institutional objectives, objectives summarized as
follows in our programmatic charter: “The Italian Institute of German
Studies, being a center of northern European culture (above all that of
Germany and of the Scandinavian countries), remaining rooted in its
identity as a European humanistic entity in continuous cultural exchange with the rest of the world, is increasing its openness to all of
the human sciences in the conviction that only specificity allows for
(and almost requires) the maximum of disciplinary and conceptual
openness within the perspective of valuing the human sciences as a
non-negligible opportunity for working toward transcendence of its
old, if still present, juxtaposition to the so-called hard sciences. The
Italian Institute of German Studies, in as much as it is the only humanistic entity amongst the public research entities (EPR), is working
in this direction by taking advantage of the argumentative, epistemological, and critical characteristics of all of the human sciences (anthropology, sociology, economy, philosophy, history, psychology,
communication theory, bio-ethics, literature, philology, archeology, and
the figurative and dramatic arts). In a globalized society where the return of the “hard sciences” ipso facto is transforming itself into human behavior, there really is only one science. Understanding the
processes established in being by scientific discoveries as well as technological innovation can and must come about through the contribution of the human sciences”. Naturally, and this always bears repeating,
from our being specialized in the area of German, and more generally speaking, Northern European, Studies.
The IISG is headquartered in Rome in a beautiful villa attached
to a small park on the Janiculum, and is blessed with a library of
close to 70,000 volumes, eighty percent of which are dedicated to
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German culture and the other twenty percent to that of Scandinavia.
Furthermore, all of the following German institutes and structures
are themselves present in Rome: the Goethe Institut, the Casa di
Goethe, the German Historical Institute, the German Archeological
Institute, the German Academy of Villa Massimo, the Hertziana Library – Max Planck Institute for Art History, and the Korad Adenauer Stiftung. In addition to these, there is also the Austrian Cultural
Forum as well as the Swiss Institute. As regards the Scandinavian
countries the Danish Academy, the Dutch Institute, and the Swedish
Institute of Classical Studies are also located here. Naturally, of
course, Rome offers great opportunities for study, if only for its library system and three State universities.
Beyond having relationships with the aforementioned institutions,
the IISG also has relationships with the following international institutions and universities: Alexander von Humboldt Universität,
Berlin; Albert-Ludwigs-Universität, Freiburg im Breisgau; RuprechtKarls-Universität, Heidelberg; Universität Hamburg; Universität
Augsburg; Otto-Friedrich-Universität, Bamberg; Universität Rostock;
Universität Duisburg-Essen; Justus-Liebig Universität Giessen; Universität Bochum; Universität Tubingen; Deutscher Akademischer
Austauschdienst, Bonn; Goethe Institut, Munich; Vereinte Dienstleistungsgewerkschaft, Berlin; Universität Graz; Österreichische
Gesellschaft fur Germanistik; Internationales Forschungszentrum
Kulturwissenschaften IFK, Vienna; Centre européen de sociologie et
de science politique CPSSL, Paris; Institut de recherce èconomiques
et sociales, Paris; Université Marc Bloch, Straßbourg; Institut d’Études Politiques, Paris; Danish Metalworkers Unions, Copenaghen;
London School of Economics; Comisiones Obreras (CCOO),
Madrid; ILR Cornell University. Ithaca (New York); Université de
La Manouba, Tunis; TGDV – Tunesischer Germanisten und
Deutschlehrerverband; Université Sidi Mohamed Ben Abdellah de
Fès; AMPA – Association Marocaine des Professeurs d’Allemand;
Université d’Oran Es-Sénia; AGDV – Algerischer Germanisten und
Deutschlehrerverband; ODV – Oraner Deutschlehrerverband ; Helwan University of Cairo; Ain-Shams University of Cairo; ÄDV –
Ägyptischer Deutschlehrerverband; Svenska Institutet; Svenska
9
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Akademien; Vitterhetsakademien; and the Konung Gustaf VI Adolfs
Fond för Svensk Kultur.
We have provided these lists as a way of inviting individual researchers from every continent to present research projects to be
completed here at the Italian Institute of German Studies. All projects are evaluated with the greatest interest and maximum care in order to be able to include them in our programs, which are aimed at
obtaining European, national, or regional funding.
Starting with this issue, “Studi Germanici” will be enriched by the
critical observatory of the University of Trento, which has decided
to become a part of our journal. I would like to take this opportunity to thank Fabrizio Cambi, Alessandro Fambrini, and Fulvio Ferrari for their work in looking after this very important space
dedicated to reviews.
Moreover, this double issue sees the traditional opening divided
between “Bussole e Bilanci” (Compass and Analysis). In fact, we
have decided to dedicate the “Bilanci” section to three anniversaries
(Büchner, Wagner, and Hebbel). Remaining within the area of anniversaries, the single “Bussole” entry is concerned with the influence of Büchner’s work on Italian theatre of the latter half of the
20th century. The essays on literature in the section on the state of
German Studies are also dedicated to the last century and focus on:
Benn, Th. Mann, Celan, Frischmuth, and Ziegler. This attention to
the 20th century is further enriched by the feature “Works in
Progress”, which examines German literature in Italy between 1925
and 1950. However, as always, the journal is not exclusively occupied with literary matters; in fact, in this issue Ferrari Zumbini writes
on representations of the Battle of Sedan in French and German
painting while Fabio Mollica writes about valence and construction
in hybrid approaches to syntax. And last but certainly not least, “German Studies Throughout the World” can count on George Guţu’s
contribution to inform us on the current state of German Studies in
Romania.
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An ontology of history and nihilism.
Georg Büchner and the modern constellation of tragedy*
Barnaba Maj

Under the heading “Aischylos” Der Neue Pauly attests that after
a long period of having been forgotten, Aeschylus was rediscovered by modernity, and, in particular, in Germany during the romantic period under the influence of Wilhelm von Humboldt and
Johann Gustav Droysen’s new historiographical science, and in
France with Victor Hugo.1 The history of tragedy in the Occident
is for the most part Euripidean. Aeschylus’s rediscovery is entwined
with the history of the elaboration of the modern idea of tragedy
– a “hidden” cultural event of an almost completely German nature
–, the reference point of which is the mythic universe of Greek
tragedy and, as such, extends through Nietzsche and his “adversary” Wilamowitz all the way up to Franz Rosenzweig and Walter
Benjamin.2 Here we shall try to demonstrate in which sense Georg
Büchner’s conception of drama corresponds to a completely different revolutionary line that began with Jakob Michael Reinhold
Lenz, whose universe of reference is not the tragedy of antiquity,
but rather, the concept and the reality of modern history – an ontological transformation whose shadow side is composed of historical
nihilism. We shall follow a rather complex path, not of literature
within history, but of history within literature. Firstly, however, a
strange paradox must be clarified.
We do not know what the origin of tragedy is. There is, however, a simple answer: it was born of Aeschylus’s genius. With Freud
and then Lacan, psychoanalysis too reinforced the connection be*Translation by Alexander Booth.
1
Cfr. Der neue Pauly. Enzyklopädie der Antike. Das klassische Altertum und seine Rezeptionsgeschichte, edited by Hubert Cancik and Helmut Schneider (Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler,
2003). Victor Hugo, Eschilo, edited by Annalisa Paradiso, with a note by Luciano Canfora (Palermo: Sellerio, 1991).
2
An attempt to reconstruct the subject can be found in Barnaba Maj, Idea del tragico e coscienza storica nelle “fratture” del Moderno (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2003).
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tween tragedy and the universe of mythos. Nevertheless, historical
evidence says that tragedy was born in Athens in 472 BC with the
production of The Persians, a historical drama that as a whole is a
powerful reflection on the war between Xerxes and Greece – the
very event that determined the separation of the Occident from
the Orient. In the history of the West – the continent that up until Hegel considered itself to be the very place of human history
while other continents had no history to speak of –, the French
Revolution was no less of an important event. In this regard, Büchner’s Dantons Tod (1835) fulfills an analogous role: it is not only a
historical drama, but a reflection on history and history’s significance as well. Aeschylus had been forgotten for a long time. Büchner too, until being rediscovered in 1915, the second year of the
First World War.
And this is no coincidence: the war had revealed the annihilating
potential of history, the connection Büchner had intuited.
Tragedy as a form of δρᾶμα, therefore, arose per se precisely as
historical drama that reflected upon a major recent event: Xerxes’
invasion of Greece and his ruinous defeat (480-478 BC). What is
surprising is that the great Aeschylus’s tragedy – the metaphorical
and metaphorological level of his poetic language quite possibly still
unrivalled – is not a celebration of the Greeks’ triumph.3 Rather, it
is an incredible representation of the emptiness, desolation, and pain
that Xerxes’ campaign, and then the news of his defeat, produced in
Susa, the capital of the Persian empire: a tragedy of absence, of the
pain caused by the void. The same goes for the appearance of Xerxes’ father Darius’s shade; more than simply an imaginary scene, it
seems to be an interior nightmare of Xerxes’ conscience. Darius reprimands him for having conceived the idea of subjugating the sea –
out-and-out hybris. However, his speech, in the end, is a metaphysical meditation on war that broadens the horizon of his widow,
Queen Atossa’s, laments. There are many points of contact with the
reflections contained in Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War;
in particular, the pain caused by the devastations of war. The histoIn this sense Clint Eastwood’s 2006 diptych Flags of our Fathers and Letters from Iwo
Jima is Aeschylean.
3
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riography of its origins was close to the spirit from which tragedy
was born. If this connection did not exist, it would be impossible to
explain why in his Poetics Aristotle made a contrast between tragic
poetry and historiography.

The abyssal difference between Aeschylus and Büchner depends
on the different historical time. After Montaigne and Vico, the existence of a specific historical time, with a plurality of strata and dimensions, is almost patently obvious.4 What this is in itself, however,
we do not know.5 All of the most important metaphysical or phenomenological analyses of time – the relevant theories are few: Kant,
Hegel, Bergson, Husserl, Heidegger, Ricœur – assume as an unescapable point of departure the Augustinian treatises of Book XI
of the Confessions, whose exceptionality depends on the fact that, for
the first time in the history of Occidental thought, the interiority of the
soul is posited as a measurement of time. This is the unescapable metaphysical nexus.6 Historical time depends, however, on objective factors; or rather, it is an objective reality in itself, anything but
transparent on a subjective level. For this reason as well it is easier to
know the past than the present: the past undergoes decantation and
is narrated in a stylized manner; the present is opaque.7 Within the
wide spectrum that extends from the episteme to the doxa, a function
of historical consciousness consists in orienting a society in the present with respect to the future, providing it with a narrative framework
of the past.8 The question is to what degree this reality interacts with
the inner consciousness of time. The idea that historiography depends on temporality goes back to Heidegger, beginning with one of
his first pieces on the concept of time in the historiographical sciCfr. Tempo e temporalità storica, edited by Barnaba Maj, in “Discipline filosofiche”,
XXII (2012), n. 1.
5
This is acknowledged by Paul Ricœur in the third volume of Tempo e racconto: Il tempo raccontato, trans. by Giuseppe Grampa (Milan: Jaca Book, 2007) and Michel de
Certeau in La scrittura della storia, edited by Silvano Facioni (Milan: Jaca Book, 2006).
6
Saint Augustine, Il tempo, edited by Giovanni Catapano (Rome: Città Nuova, 2007).
7
The theme of opacity is treated in Franz Rosenzweig, La stella della redenzione, edited by Gianfranco Bonola (Genoa-Milan: Marietti, 2003).
8
On this point, cfr. Jörn Rüsen, Lineamenti di un’istorica, 3 vol., edited by Barnaba
Maj (Florence: Aletheia, 2001).
4
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ences.9 From the metaphysical point of view, this seems to be correct. However, it does not consider the transformation of the concept of history that, and this is not a tautology, depends upon history
itself.10 From Polybius to Machiavelli, a certain conception of history has been based on a cyclical idea of time. Polybius reflected upon the relentless trajectory of empires, which are all destined to
end;11 Machiavelli on the right combination of political regimes, in a
position of trying to preserve them from ruin.12 If the Greeks, according to an idea of Hannah Arendt’s, were unable to reconcile the
individual arrow of time with the cycle of natural time,13 it came to
Christianity to provide a solution to the problem which, introducing
a linear conception of time, rendered it historical, as the poet Octavio
Paz recalled in one his memorable discourses.14
Augustine knew it well and it is to him that we owe the institution
of this fundamental frame in which linear time substitutes cyclical
Sein und Zeit (1928), here it refers back to Der Zeitbegriff in der Geschichtswissenschaft
(1916).
10
In Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in
Deutschland, edited by Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, Reinhart Koselleck (Stuttgart:
Klett-Cotta, 2004) – the summation of Koselleck’s historical semantics – the heading
of Geschichte is subdivided into historical epochs. Koselleck wrote Die Herausbildung des
modernen Begriffs (Storia. La formazione del concetto moderno, edited by Rossana Lista,
Bologna: Clueb, 2009), that, due to its abundance of sources and theoretical excellence, is an astonishing essay challenging every pretense at furnishing a metaphysical concept of history that disregards history and historiography; that is, a discourse of history.
That the argument is aimed at Heidegger is indirect, but evident.
11
The question of the succession of empires is taken up again in Saint Jerome’s
theology of history. On the subject of the end, cfr. Santo Mazzarino, La fine del mondo
antico. Le cause della caduta dell’impero romano (Turin: Bollati Boringhieri, 2009).
12
In the Discorsi sopra la prima deca di Tito Livio (edited by Giorgio Inglese, introduction by Gennaro Sasso, Milan: Rizzoli, 2000), Niccolò Machiavelli employs the term
ruina, which inserts itself into a long metaphorological and iconological tradition that
goes from Cicero to Simmel, Benjamin, and Celan. Da Volney to Chateaubriand and
Proust. It also includes the problem of the destructive force of revolution.
13
The essay on the origin of history is contained in Tra passato e futuro, edited by
Alessandro Dal Lago (Milan: Garzanti, 1999).
14
Octavio Paz, Che cos’è la modernità?, in “Il Sole-24 Ore”, Jan. 10, 1999; cfr. Alla ricerca del presente: scritti e interviste, edited by Manuela Palermi and Annamaria Pontoglio
(Rome: Datanews, 2006).
9
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time and thanks to which Christianity was able to impress its seal on
consciousness and on the profound structure of Occidental historical temporality. So much depends on the notion of kerygma or
proclamation. The death of Christ is an event that confers significance
to human history.15 This occurs in history but over-determines it, imposing a historical quality upon human time – individual as well as collective –, which in this way acquires a new sense. This transformation
is much more decisive inasmuch as Christianity must deal with the
disappointing delay of the new parousia. The deferral gives additional weight to the historical dimension of human time.16 In Augustine, therefore, historical time is ambivalent, as Henri-Irénée
Marrou showed in the 1950 conference on L’ambivalence du temps de
l’histoire chez saint Augustin.17 Both temporalities – that of the terrestrial city and of the celestial city – act here and now upon human
history. Their vertex is a theological idea of history, as the same Marrou demonstrated.18 This idea provides a profound narrative frame
and a teleological sense that does not depend on time but into which
time is to be incorporated. Developed by Augustine in De Civitate
Dei, this conception was a fundamental framework in the Occident
for more than thirteen centuries. The crisis, therefore, that it experienced in the second half of the 18th century is an authentic Epochenschwelle.19 From this springs the origin of the formation of the
modern concept of history analyzed by Reinhart Koselleck, which
The concept is essential to the theology of Rudolf Bultmann, Karl Barth, and
Karl Rahner. The debate upon the significance and the sense of human history is infinite. In this regard, Karl Löwith’s work remains illuminating: Significato e fine della storia: i presupposti teologici della filosofia della storia, trans. by Flora Tedeschi Negri (Milan: Il
Saggiatore, 2010). This essay from 1949 is among the principle polemical objectives of
Hans Blumenberg’s theory on the origins of modernity and secularization.
16
In critical literature, the two directions of Augustinian reflection on time often
remain unrelated.
17
L’ambivalenza del tempo della storia in Sant’Agostino, edited by Monica Fiorini
(Bologna: Clueb, 2009).
18
Teologia della storia, edited by Gianluigi Pasquale (Milan: Jaca Book, 2010).
19
In this regard, the comparison between Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, Discours sur
l’histoire universelle (1681) and Voltaire’s l’Essai sur les mœrs et l’esprit des nations (1756) is illuminating.
15
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one can synthesize with a Hegelian formula: from substance history
transforms itself into a subject. It is no longer the frame for many
histories in the plural, but a single subject in itself and for itself, that
is to say, conscious of itself. This is an ontological transformation: the
idea changes because reality changes.20 A history conscious of itself
is, moreover, a history made by humankind, no longer by God. Die
Machbarkeit der Geschichte is the formula with which to say: the age of
revolutions. And here is the abyssal difference: radicalizing the line
that goes back to theatre and the ideas on drama of Lenz,21 Georg
Büchner’s drama corresponds precisely to the ideal and historical
constellation of this ontological transformation. The center of this
drama is the very being of history itself as well as its new time, its
theological presuppositions, its reflections on individual existence.
This astonishing capacity to understand the new nature of history
explains why Büchner is a posthumous author, as the political radicalism of his creatural sense – his “theological atheism” – explains
why he is such an enduring one.
The objectivity of historical time is demonstrated by experience.
The same Augustinian work was born of the sense of despair surrounding the possible end of time – a historical apocalypse – generated by the news of the sack of Rome on the part of Alaric’s Visigoths
in 410 AD. At the third try, Rome was invaded and plundered. An inconceivable act? On the contrary, it was the echo of a never-forgotten nightmare. The pages of Titus Livius demonstrate that the
invasion of the Gauls, with their attempt to occupy the Campidoglio,
had remained the “hidden nightmare” of the historical memory of
Rome. The media structure is completely different but the mold of
the “horror of September 11” in New York is the same: the violation of a territory that until that point had remained inviolable, like
the Red Army in Berlin on the roof of the Reichstag. The fact that
Herbert Marcuse also wrote about this in L’ontologia di Hegel e la fondazione della teoria della storicità, trans. by Eraldo Arnaud, edited by Mario Dal Pra (Florence: La Nuova Italia, 1969).
21
In particular in the 1774 treatise: cfr. Anmerkungen übers Theater. Shakespeare-Arbeiten und Shakespeare-Übersetzungen, edited by Hans-Günther Schwarz (Stuttgart: Reclam,
1995).
20
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the events that “make history” – today in the media sense as well according to François Dosse22 – often takes us “unawares” (as Joseph
A. Brodsky noted)23 adds to the mystery. Modern warfare has accentuated the absence of an epistemological center capable of controlling all developments. Tolstoy understood this phenomenon in
War and Peace (1865-1869) as had Stendhal even earlier in the surprising pages on the Battle of Waterloo in The Charterhouse of Parma
(1838). A notable case was the confusion produced by September 8,
1943, in Italy. This is why Renzo De Felice considered Luigi
Comencini’s film Tutti a casa (1960) to be historically perfect with its
striking initial scene of the Italian lieutenant calling his commander
to refer to a “crazy thing”: the Germans had allied themselves with
the Americans! Even in a time that is completely dominated by history like that of war, unpredictable and to a large degree incomprehensible changes can occur. These examples can cause one to think
that historical time operates like an irruption, almost like an unexpected earthquake. This would lead one to discuss the notion of a historical event, something that is impossible to do here. It is sufficient
to say that an authentic event is that which divides time into a “before” and an “after”. Unpredictability depends of course on the fact
that historical time has multiple dimensions. Fernand Braudel’s theory of three times should not be demolished for its argument against
an events-based history (histoire événementielle),24 but, on the contrary,
amplified by considering another dimension: the contemporaneity of the
non-contemporaneous (das Ungleichzeitige). We owe the intuiting of this
dimension to Herder’s philosophical reflection on history, who himself was terrified by it.25 And for good reason, as this dimension is the
true origin of conflicts and historical violence. On an ethnographiFrançoise Dosse, Renaissance de l’événement. Un défi pour l’historien: entre Sphynx et
Phénix (Paris: PUF, 2011).
23
Joseph A. Brodsky, Profilo di Clio, edited by Arturo Cattaneo (Milan: Adelphi,
2003).
24
Cfr. Fernand Braudel, Scritti sulla storia, trans. by Alfredo Salsano, introduction by
Alberto Tenenti (Milan: Mondadori, 1987).
25
Johann Gottfried Herder, Ancora una filosofia della storia per l’educazione dell’umanità:
contributo a molti contributi del secolo, edited by Franco Venturi (Turin: Einaudi, 1981); Idee
per la filosofia della storia dell’umanità, edited by Valerio Verra (Rome-Bari: Laterza, 1992).
22
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cal and anthropological plane, an analogous insight can be ascribed
to Herodotus, and thus to the genetic code of Occidental historiography. Connecting it to the reality of history would have been possible by reflecting on the wars between the Persians and the Greeks.
However, it is the modern concept of history that renders this connection necessary. It is enough to think of the parabola from the insight originating with Herder to Ernst Bloch’s systemization in
Erbschaft dieser Zeit in 1935, that is, in the age entre deux guerres.26
The awareness of this transformation is reflected in a transparent
fashion in the history of dramatic forms and the formation of a
modern idea of tragedy in Germany. In this regard, a comparison
between the 17th century Trauerspiel and Büchner’s Dantons Tod (1835)
is most interesting. Already in the Trauerspiel, in fact, themes of contemporary history break through in their respective ways. The primary precedent is perhaps Ermordete Majestät oder Carolus Stuardus
König von Groß Britanien, Trauer-Spil, the historical drama written by
Andreas Gryphius in 1657 and completely reworked in 1663.27 This
play achieved wide critical and theoretical acclaim thanks to Walter
Benjamin’s “essay” Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels completed in
1925 and published in 1928.28 The serious historical material concerned the capital execution of the King of England, Scotland and
Ireland, Charles I Stuart, who had reigned between 1625 and 1649 –
an event that became rather popular because of Vingt ans après
(1845), the second novel in Alexandre Dumas’s “Musketeers Cycle”.29 Reflecting upon Gryphius’s drama, Benjamin observed that
in the crisis of the seventeenth century, the figure of the sovereign
and therefore the concept of sovereignty appear as keys to the enigma of history. The decapitation of King Charles I, which took place
Ernst Bloch, Eredità del nostro tempo, edited by Laura Boella (Milan: Il Saggiatore,
1992).
27
Andreas Gryphius, Ermordete Majestät oder Carolus Stuardus König von Groß Britanien,
Trauer-Spil (Breslau: Johann Erich Hahn, 1663); cfr. Carolus Stuardus, edited by Hugh
Powell (Leicester: Leicester UP, 1963).
28
Walter Benjamin, Il dramma barocco tedesco, edited by Giulio Schiavoni (Turin: Einaudi, 1999).
29
Alexandre Dumas, Venti anni dopo (Milan: Bietti, 1963).
26
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in London on January 30, 1649, constituted the culmination of the
Revolution and the English civil war in which, together with the
monarchic and parliamentary powers, there were also motives of a
religious nature. This historical event is connected to the vast process
of transition that sees the imminent dimension of politics slowly occupy the space of a time that belongs to religious discourse.30
That the historical dimension of this event was to be lucidly understood by a poet, theologian, and jurist from the edges of Silesia
should come as no surprise. Gryphius’s historical sensibility was
sharp due to having personally assisted in the horrors of the wars of
religion that had taken place in his region. Carl Schmitt writes that the
events of the Terror “divided” Europe into rival ideological fronts
with respect to the French Revolution.31 But the decapitation in 1649
already constituted a precedent in that sense. One can imagine what
a choc the news caused in a Europe already torn apart by religious
wars that rebel forces fighting against the absolutist and religious
claims of the sovereign of one the oldest national monarchies from
the Middle Ages had caught, deposed, and tried him for high treason
and had him decapitated. The same firmness and dignity with which
the king, after having rejected every form of compromise offered
by parliament, confronted the gallows – “I go from a corruptible, to
an incorruptible Crown; where no disturbance can be, no disturbance in the World” – contributed to the fabrication of an aura of
sacrifice and martyrdom, which is the leitmotiv not only in Gryphius’s
30
On the debate of the origins of modernity and secularization, which in Germany saw Karl Löwith and Hans-Georg Gadamer go against the theory formulated by
Hans Blumenberg in Die Legitimität der Neuzeit (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1966, new ed.
2010), the historian of mysticism, Michel de Certeau, gave a critical contribution without ever intervening directly beginning with his masterpiece La Possession de Loudun
(Paris: Julliard, 1970); cfr. La possession di Loudun, edited by Rossana Lista (Bologna:
Clueb, 2012). This rigorous study is also a dramma della parola that dramatizes the fight
for power between an emerging political discourse and traditional religious discourse.
This event is the subject of Ken Russell’s film The Devils (1971), itself inspired by Aldous Huxley’s 1952 novel The Devils of Loudun.
31
Carl Schmitt expressed this thesis in 1919: Il romanticismo politico, edited by Carlo
Galli (Milan: Giuffrè, 1981). The first split is in 1790, the year of the Reflections on the
Revolution in France by Edmund Burke.
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Trauerspiel but also of his iconographic legacy which, connecting the
event back to Christian iconology, contributes to its collocation in the
threshold between mortality and immortality, justification and redemption.32 The essential premise is the king’s innocence. The corollary is that his crown has become the crown of martyrdom, seeing as it
was placed upon his head by the will of God. This is political and historical theology of a conservative stamp.33
The presupposition of innocence is contrary to the essence of
tragedy. From Goethe to Benjamin the idea of the tragic hero, including the reason for his silence – that Benjamin takes up again
from Franz Rosenzweig or perhaps from the depiction of Aeschylus in The Frogs (405 BCE) by Aristophanes (the comedy on tragic
art and its role in the city)34 –, remains rooted in the Aristotelian conception of the mysterious intermediary line between guilt and nonguilt. Nevertheless, the intention of reconfirming the connection
between innocence wounded and redemption (Erlösung) in
Gryphius’s Trauerspiel betrays the Baroque’s despair toward the idea
of redemption itself. In his “erroneous” but ingenious 1827 note
Nachlese zu Aristoteles “Poetik”, Goethe defines the catarsi tragica by returning not only to the Lutheran term of Versöhnung – crucial to the
tradition/interpretation of the Römerbrief –, but also to the rather
more “medical” expression of aussöhnende Abrundung (Aussöhnung being equivalent to placatio). The paradigm is represented by the Sophoclean parable of Oedipus, which Goethe interprets in the key to the
32
On the role of the printed images, cfr. Hans Belting, Il culto delle immagini: storia
dell’icona dall’età imperiale al tardo Medioevo, trans. by Barnaba Maj (Rome: Carocci, 2004).
The frontispiece of Gryphius’s 1657 and 1663 editions shows a skeleton at work on
an engraving, in the background a black and torn sky. Among the inspirational sources
of the Trauerspiel there is the Imago Regis Caroli (1648), which shows the king in a position of prayer, in his hands the crown, the direct emanation from the grace of God,
therefore blessed and eternal.
33
It is no accident that among the fundamental texts Benjamin confronts there is
Carl Schmitt, Politische Theologie. Vier Kapitel zur Lehre der Souveränität (Berlin: Dunckler
& Humblot, 1922).
34
From Aristophanes, Nietzsche had taken the argument against the presumed
Euripidean degeneration of tragic art, overlooking the, at base, political-religious reflection on its function in the life of the city.

22

An ontology of history and nihilism. Georg Büchner and the modern constellation of tragedy

trilogy. Old, by that point tired, led by his daughter Antigone’s hand,
the blind Oedipus finally reaches Colonus. There he finds peace: noch
aussöhnende ausgesöhnt (wird), Goethe writes. He will find a tomb and
this tomb will be turned by the gods into a place of worship.35 An
echo of this idea of the role of tragedy is found in the pages of Dostoyevsky when he relates how Russian farmers would bow when a
column of condemned men on their way to deportation in Siberia
passed.36 At root, there is the problem of evil. In the farmers’ gesture, in fact, there is the implicit recognition that evil exists and that
those condemned men had taken the weight upon themselves, in
that way taking the evil out of their souls and rendering it less burdensome.
Goethe, for whom reference to Greek tragedy is unavoidable, is
right in considering the Sophoclean figure of Oedipus paradigmatic
because within it the constitutive elements of the ancient concept
of tragedy recur: ὕβρις and ἁμαρτία (the crossing of borders and
guilt), μηχανή and ἄτη (plot/texture and blinding/misfortune). All
of which takes place against a backdrop of a common ἔθος (gemeinschaftlich), whose absence within modernity was, according to
Kierkegaard, one of the reasons for the difference between ancient
and modern tragedy.37 The traditional Christian idea of sacrifice and
the consequent perspective of redemption are inherently foreign to
tragedy, as will be the Marxist perspective of the political-social redemption of humanity.38 Under a completely different constellation,
René Girard’s anthropological interpretation of Christian sacrifice
35
On the importance of places of worship, cfr. the “map” furnished by the last
work of Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Möllendorff, Der Glaube der Hellenen (Basel: Benno
Schwabe, 1984).
36
Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Memorie di una casa di morti, edited by Fausto Malcovati,
trans. by Maria Rosaria Fasanelli (Florence: Giunti, 1994).
37
Il riflesso del tragico antico nel moderno, in Aut Aut: Søren Kierkegaard, Opere, edited
by Cornelio Fabro (Florence: Sansoni, 1972), pp. 22-37.
38
George Steiner insisted on this point, Morte della tragedia, trans. by Giuliana Scudder (Milan: Garzanti, 2005), also when speaking about Bertolt Brecht’s concept of drama. The diagram proposed by Northrop Frye is simple and clear: the arc of action
grows until the acme, the turning point or catastrofe, and then lessens. If it grows again,
there is no tragedy.
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moves in the same direction.39 The difference between the Trauerspiel and ancient tragedy is perhaps even more profound than Benjamin himself says. Nevertheless, the newness introduced by
Gryphius’s Trauerspiel survives, even with respect to historical Shakespearean drama: almost live as it were, which is to say, at only a few
years’ distance, it elaborates an event of contemporary history. This allows one to understand just how much the path from Benjamin’s Ursprung, with its subterranean historical parallel between the Trauerspiel
and Expressionist drama – a parallel that involves the two historical
epochs –, differs from that blazed by Nietzsche.
In the early seventies, Nietzsche wrote Die Geburt der Tragödie, Die
Philosophie im tragischen Zeitalter der Griechen, and the second old-fashioned Vom Nutzen und Nachteil der Historie für das Leben. The three
texts establish three perspectives of research that should converge.
But this does not happen because Nietzsche does not see the relationship between history (and historiography), tragedy, and the idea
of the tragic. The first text remained unfinished. Through a brilliant
invention of dialectic mythology, the second aims at a total aestheticization of tragedy, in this way removing the ethical-political function
both Hegel and Kierkegaard considered crucial. The third outlines
three of the human spirit’s attitudes in the study of history – it is
significant that he uses the obsolete term Historie, and not Geschichte
– and gives rise to a rather arbitrary form of historical constructivism. In a certain sense, Michel de Certeau’s observation goes deeper: at its origin, philosophy had demarcated its own territory, ignoring
the problems of evil and of pain, which were consigned to historiography and literature.40 Luigi Pareyson, on the other hand, insisted
upon the original connection between evil, the idea of tragedy, and
tragedy.41
René Girard, La violenza e il sacro, trans. by Ottavio Fatica and Eva Czerkl (Milan:
Adelphi, 2008); Il capo espiatorio, trans. by Christine Leverd and F. Bovoli (Milan: Adelphi, 2008); Delle cose nascoste fin dalla fondazione del mondo, trans. by Rolando Damiani (Milan: Adelphi, 2001).
40
Certeau deduces that literature exists precisely to reveal the defects or evils of a
society; because of its nature it has a negative and critical function.
41
Cfr. Luigi Pareyson, Ontologia della libertà: il male e la sofferenza (Turin: Einaudi, 2000).
39
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All of this can be combined in a question that, according to the
present state of the human sciences, is considered “scandalous”: is
a tragic conception of history possible? The tragic vision in Hegel is
connected to the ethical dimension of conflicts within life and human history. The oscillation is evident in the case of the analyses of
Antigone. Yet, his conception of history dismisses the tragic element.
Schopenhauer connects the tragic element to the same metaphysical
root of human life but dismisses history.42 The current theory of
historiography does not pose the question either. In the rare cases in
which it does, the response is negative: the tragic idea of history does
not belong to historiography. Thus, it forgets what Certeau says:
there is no historiography without a philosophy of history. But one
cannot think of history without confronting the problem of evil, of
pain, of suffering: at the heart of history there is der handelnde und leidende Mensch, as Jakob Burckhardt said.43 The impasse is revealed, for
example, by the incapacity of giving a name to the Shoah – among one
of the most examined of historical facts and at the same time an absolute example of hybris or dis-measure. In this way, an absolute
tragedy on the historical plane would not be susceptible to a tragic
form.44 In examining the question of German guilt (Schuldfrage), in
The reason for which Hans Mayer, Georg Büchner und seine Zeit (Frankfurt:
Suhrkamp, 1972) refuses to connect Büchner to Schopenhauer is the same as that
which led Francesco De Sanctis in his time to connect Leopardi to Schopenhauer.
43
Jakob Burckhardt, Considerazioni sulla storia universale, edited by Maria Teresa Mandalari, with a text by Joachim Fest (Milan: SE, 2002).
44
Among his reference works, Ricœur indicates Probing the Limits of Representation:
Nazism and the “Final Solution”, edited by Saul Friedlander (Cambridge: Harvard UP,
1992), a series of contributions of the theory of historiography on the (un) representability of the Shoah, which can be evoked without ever naming it, as is the case in
the work of Paul Celan, but not of Nelly Sachs. An atrocious paradox, however, remains: maybe Jean Racine’s Bérénice is a case of absolute tragedy. Racine himself says in
the Préface that there is no mourning, death or blood within it. Only pure renunciation.
This is confirmed by Goethe, according to whom the fundamental cause of every
tragedy was leave-taking (Abschied nehmen). Inversely, the Shoah is an absolute tragedy in
reality, a black hole in human history, but historiography cannot find the categories nor
drama a form for representing it. At base, there is a mechanism of removal because
the Shoah calls Christian consciousness into question – it is a Murder in the Cathedral turned
on its head to the nth power. Let us clarify with an example. In Uomini comuni: polizia
42
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1946 Jaspers stopped at the third level – the metaphysical – and neglected the fourth: the theological.45 One wonders whether he had not
already forgotten ancient tragedy and its grammar of motifs.46 The
Shoah was a theological crime, a violation of the Covenant between human beings and God. And this is the fundamental theme of Sophocles’ Antigone. The Shoah produced a wound that can never be healed.
And this is the fundamental theme of Sophocles’ Philoctetes. The
Shoah produced immeasurable pain. And this is the fundamental
theme of all of Aeschylus’s oeuvre. The Shoah produced evil, ruin,
and death. And this is the fundamental theme of Euripides’ tragedies
tied to the destruction of Troy.
In the romantic age, European culture posited an alternative
mythos or storia; or rather, Racine or Shakespeare, a dilemma that in
Germany also involved the dominant figure of Schiller. And nevertheless, the precedent of Gryphius’s Baroque drama remains important because it reflects upon an event of contemporary history
and does so by involving the theological presuppositions of history. Its
conservative form is the symptom of the awareness of a historical
crisis. In more general terms, it demonstrates that a close examination of history means ultimately dealing with theological cruces. The
modern rediscovery of Aeschylus returns to the same spiritual crisis,
and it is therefore no coincidence that the push came precisely from

tedesca e soluzione finale in Polonia, trans. by Laura Salvai (Turin: Einaudi, 2004), Christopher R. Browning documents everything surrounding the men who made up the battalion sent from Hamburg into Poland to carry out the operation Judenrein – everything
with the exception of their religious conscience. This lacuna even recurs in the great Storia della Shoah, edited by Marina Cattaruzza et al., 6 volumes (Turin: Utet, 2005-2006).
Dan Diner’s introductory essay speaks of a Zivilationsbruch or rather “fracturing of civilization” but considers it a catastrophe of reason, while the Shoah is, first and foremost,
a catastrophe of religious conscience. As we shall see, the genius of Büchner’s Dantons Tod also consists in the fact of connecting Robespierre and Danton’s choices to the different forms of religious conscience, like the poetic force of the character of Lucile
derives from her simple and spontaneous creatural religion of living, undoubtedly
shared by the author.
45
Karl Jaspers, La questione della colpa: sulla responsabilità della Germania, trans. by Andrea Pinotti (Milan: R. Cortina, 1996).
46
Cfr. Silvio Vietta, Europäische Kulturgeschichte. Eine Einführung (Munich: Wilhelm
Fink, 2005), pp. 117-160.
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the new Geschichtswissenschaft. The key text is probably Wilhelm von
Humboldt’s Über die Aufgabe des Geschichtsschreibers where historiography is brought back to poetry, at least at the level of Geschichtsschreibung.47 And among Greek writers of tragedy, the “archaic” Aeschylus
is without a doubt the most theological. It is at this subterranean level of the formation of a new historical conscience that the meeting
point of these two roads appears: between the reflection of ancient
tragedy within the modern – to employ Kierkegaard’s formula – and
the line which, directly through Shakespeare, points decisively to the
world of the new historical reality. The second line is that of the
Sturm und Drang and of Lenz in particular. Georg Büchner brings it
to completion. The radicalism with which his drama opposes
Schillerean drama’s idealization of history, just as it does the idealistic conception of reality and history, goes hand in hand with the absence of any reference whatsoever – literary, dramaturgical,
poetological, ideal, even only technical – to the universe of myth and
Greek tragedy. This absence remains incredible if one thinks of the
rediscovery of Aeschylus, the role of Greek tragedy in the thought
of Hegel, the significance of the admittedly controversial version of
Sophocles (1804) by Hölderlin, a writer whose conception of the
tragic was totally immersed in the world of Greek tragedy, just as his
dramaturgical attempts were consecrated to a figure of Greek
thought.48 Moreover, it is rather too obvious to recall that at the heart
of the later dispute which arose surrounding the drama of his contemporary, Richard Wagner (born, like Büchner, in 1813), there is indeed the rebirth of ancient tragedy and its relationship (unknown to
us) to music.
Already at the biographical level, we know with certainty that,
during his high-school years in Darmstadt, Büchner was interested
in Homer, not in the Greek tragic writers. The philosophical choice
Wilhelm von Humboldt, Il compito dello storico, edited by Fulvio Tessitore (Naples:
Edizioni Scientifiche Italiane, 1980).
48
Friedrich Hölderlin, Sul tragico, edited by Remo Bodei, trans. by Gigliola
Pasquinelli and Remo Bodei (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1994); La morte di Empedocle, trans. by
Ervino Pocar, preface by Beda Alemann, introduction by Giuseppe Bevilacqua (Milan:
Garzanti, 2005).
47
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of Spinoza as well as the refutation of idealism whether philosophical (Kant, Hegel, and Schelling, with a partial exception for the political aspects in Fichte’s thought) or dramatic (the “Schillerean”
model) soon settled with his precocious political radicalism,49 a symptom of which is the fact that in all of Roman history he was most attracted by Cato the Younger.50 At only seventeen years of age,
Büchner was profoundly indignant about the bloody repression –
followed by arrests, trials, and prison sentences – of a demonstration
of hungry farmers who were protesting the unbearable weight of
taxes. The army of the small Archduke of Hessen intervened brutally, causing what is known in the accounts of the time as the Blutbaden von Södel. This is the crossing point, the decisive moment in the
formation of his poetic and dramatic world. Büchner’s original
choice or Keimentschluß is rein politisch but is instructed by a profound
creatural sense (Kreaturgefühl). Thanks to Lenz, it is in a certain sense
post-Shakespearean. In spite of a few cues contained in his letters or
important places in his works in which he discusses art and poetry –
as in Dantons Tod and in Lenz –, as opposed to Lenz, Büchner did
not leave any poetological or programmatic texts comparable to
those of Humboldt or Stendhal, Goethe or Manzoni.51 We are precisely in another constellation, even if it is possible to pinpoint some
affinity to Manzoni. The ideal “triangulation” that arises is not without interest. The correspondence with Schiller, the writings on the
difference between epos and tragedy, the Shakespearean essays, and
49
Cfr. Henri Poschmann, Georg Büchner: Dichtung der Revolution und Revolution der
Dichtung (Berlin-Weimar: Aufbau, 1988).
50
Georg Büchner, Sämtliche Werke, Briefe und Dokumente in zwei Bänden, edited by
Henri Poschmann with the collaboration of Rosemarie Poschmann (Frankfurt:
Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1992; paperback edition 2006: vol. 1, Dichtungen; vol. 2,
Schriften, Briefe, Dokumente). The component Kato von Utika is contained in the section
Schulreden und Aufsätze: vol. 1, pp. 30-38.
51
Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Scritti sulla letteratura e sull’arte, edited by Stefano Zecchi (Turin: Bollati Boringhieri, 1992); Stendhal, Racine e Shakespeare (1822) e altri scritti
sull’illusione, con il Dialogo sulle unità drammatiche di luogo e di tempo di Ermes Visconti, edited
by Luca Mori (Pisa: ETS, 2012); Alessandro Manzoni, Lettera al Signor Chauvet sull’unità
di tempo e di luogo nella tragedia, edited by Barnaba Maj, trans. by Sabrina Fattori (Bologna:
Clueb, 2011).
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the sparse fragments all demonstrate that Goethe had an extremely
acute sense of the tragic. That the sentiment ever truly belonged to
him, however, remains in doubt (the subtitle of Faust is a conspicuous sign). He never wrote a “Shakespearean” drama, while a new
version of the myth related to the sacrifice of Iphigenia does stick
out. He himself recognizes the influence of Manzoni’s plays and dramatic ideas – something that Peter Szondi makes note of but does
not follow up52 – but does not follow the example. On the contrary,
it is symptomatic that, in his conversations with Eckermann, even
when discussing Manzoni’s novels with admiration, he criticizes the
chapters (31-32) on the plague in Milan as non poetic. He says: here
Manzoni forgets that he is a poet and becomes a historian.53 A great
historian, we could add today, if after almost a century later – exposing the most incredible example of the lacunae of traditional historiography in the silence surrounding the topic of the plague in
Europe – the epistemological revolution of the school of Annales
indirectly revealed the range of Manzonian choice.54 This rather unjust criticism, in any event, reveals a certain reluctance on Goethe’s
part as to the interweaving of history and poetry. The plays, the Lettre à Monsieur Chauvet sur l’unité de temps et de lieu dans la tragédie, the Storia della Colonna infame, the novel attest that Manzoni proceeded in
this direction in an unambiguous way. The premise is that interpreting
historical reality is in a certain sense more difficult than working with
the imagination – Benjamin will say that interpreting texts requires a
philological sense, while interpreting reality a theological one. Made
as much of action as of suffering and pain, historical material is elaborated by historiography and by dramatic form on different planes.
Departing from this point, in the Lettre Manzoni elaborates his the-

Peter Szondi, Saggio sul tragico, edited by Federico Vercellone, introduction by Sergio Givone (Turin: Einaudi, 1999).
53
Johann Peter Eckermann, Conversazioni con Goethe negli ultimi anni della sua vita, edited by Enrico Ganni, trans. by Ada Vigliani, preface by Hans-Ulrich Treicher (Turin:
Einaudi, 2008). In a review of The Betrothed Lovers. A Milanese Story of the Seventeenth Century that appeared in the “Southern Literary Messenger” in May 1835, Edgar Allan Poe
noted the expressive and poetic power of the same passages of Manzoni’s on the plague.
54
Cfr. Peter Burke, Una rivoluzione storiografica: la scuola delle Annales, 1929-1989, trans.
by Giovanni Ferrari degli Uberti (Rome-Bari: Laterza, 2007).
52
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ory of the three levels of truth – factual, poetic, and ideal – about
history. More precise than that of Humboldt, this theory makes a
step forward with respect to the Aristotelian contrast between dramatic poetry and historiography. Unfortunately, it has remained unknown to the critical debate on the relationship between history and
literature, historiography and narrative, historiography and literary
fiction. Which is not surprising if Ricœr’s Temps et récit, the summation of this debate, reassumes the Aristotelian theory of tragedy in
the formula of the mise en intrigue as if it were treating pure diegesis
instead of the diegetic function in tragedy.55 Since that form grows
in function from an idea, the consequence is that the same idea of
tragedy becomes removed from theory. Manzoni abandoned the
form of the drama and chose that of the novel precisely because he
considered the latter more adequate to the poetic elaboration of historical material. The connection remains strong and it is here that
the most important affinity to Büchner is to be found. In a moment,
we shall see why Büchner’s drama, however, goes beyond.
The entire romantic age wrestled with the search for its own dramatic form. Without managing to do so, as the case of the Victor
Hugo, from whom Büchner translated Lucrèce Borgia and Marie Tudor,
demonstrates. In Death of Tragedy (1961), Steiner maintains that Romanticism failed because it transferred tragic conflict from the plane
of reality to that of ideas. If this critical hypothesis is correct, one
must ask if it does not depend on the fact that, insisting on historical
continuity, Romanticism precluded itself from a path of dialectic mediation with the new reality of history produced by the revolutionary fracture of the second half of the 18th century. In that sense,
Romanticism is the spiritual symptom of the laceration of European
consciousness between historical continuity and discontinuity. In an
age in which history becomes self-conscious and pushes on toward
the dimension of the future, of ascension, and of expectation, romantic mythology revolves around the image of the Fall.56 The

55
Paul Ricœr, Tempo e racconto, trans. by Giuseppe Grampa (Milan: Jaca Book, 2008),
vol. 1, pp. 57-89.
56
Cfr. Northrop Frye-Jay Macpherson, Biblical and Classical Myths: the Mythological
Framework of Western Culture (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004). Northrop
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parabola of Friedrich Schlegel who, in the end, arrives at the Viennese Court to write a philosophy of Christian-Romantic history is its
paradigmatic course.57 This unresolved dialectic tension certainly
contributed to the literary, philosophical, and historiographical elaboration of the idea of tragedy, which takes place in German culture
between the 18th and 19th centuries. Greek tragedy treats mythic material as historical material. In Aristotle, the epos and the drama are
offshoots of mythos. Departing from the definition furnished by Wilamowitz that connects tragedy to the saga, Benjamin clarifies the
point by pointing out that tragedy is a tendentious elaboration of the
material offered by epic narrative.58 In other words, tragedy is (also)
the irruption of ethical consciousness, a stage of the reflection on
the significance of events. But this presupposes a stabile ethos, in
the exact same way as the axiom of Thucydidean historiography is
the immutability of human nature. The romantic idea of tragedy is
only an ideal reflection of the new reality of the human being as a historical being – the homo historicus capable of planning and making history itself.59 As such, humans are unable to disregard the universe of
myth, the frame of ancient tragedy, and thus of providing a drama
suitable to the reality of the new historical age. Putting the new time
Frye, Myth and Metaphor: Selected Essays, edited by Robert D. Denham (CharlottesvilleLondon: University of Virginia Press, 1991); Mito, metafora, simbolo, trans. by Carla Pezzini Pievano and Francesca Valente Gorjup (Rome: Editori Riuniti, 1989); A Study of
English Romanticism (Brighton: The Harvester Press, 1983); Favole d’identità: studi di mitologia poetica, trans. by Ciro Monti (Turin: Einaudi, 1980); Romanticism Reconsidered: Selected Papers from the English Institute (New York: Columbia UP, 1963).
57
Friedrich von Schlegel, Philosophie der Geschichte in achtzehn Vorlesungen gehalten zu
Wien im Jahre 1828 (Vienna: C. Schaumburg, 1829). The work is part of the trilogy
written in Schlegel’s final years and is dedicated to history, life, and language; above all,
to the human word that, because of sin, had lost contact with the eternal Word. The
task of human history is to restore this contact in order to rediscover the wholeness
and harmony of life.
58
The text referred to is Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Möllendorff, Einleitung in die
griechische Tragödie (Berlin: Weidmann, 1907).
59
Cfr. Pierre Nora - François Dosse, Homo historicus (Paris: Perrin, 2011). The expression was also used by Leszek Kolakowski and François Furet to designate the historical age dominated by the ontological idea of history, thus by the entire historicity
of humankind.
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of history at the center, the tragedy of the nexus between the necessary discontinuity and continuity of history, the new condition of
the human being in a universe torn by violence – in other words, renewing in toto the universe of modern tragedy and thus establishing
a radical break with Romanticism, Georg Büchner delivered the drama to the height of the new epoch and its profoundest tendencies.60
In summation, he understood the connection between the ontological transformation of history and its shadow side: historical nihilism,
the annihilating potential of history that appears with the Terror and
arrives at the Shoah.
Büchner’s drama is born of the fracture produced by the French
Revolution and situates itself precisely in the age of postNapoleonic restoration. It is thanks to this lucid awareness of its
own historical time (Zeitbestimmung) that it breaks decisively with the
romantic conception of historical dialectic and surpasses the binaries of myth/history, ancient tragedy/idea of the tragic. The fracture is irreversible and gave birth to a new dimension of historicity
– history is the new power that took the place of necessity and destiny. The Revolution was a long historical process, with different
phases. To choose the moment of the trial and Danton’s sentencing to death means confronting a turning point and a crucial node
because that which is under discussion at that moment is precisely
the question of the new time of history – who its owner is, because
it necessarily generates violence, the legitimacy of a systemic sentencing-to-death in the name of this new time. Here his great differences to Manzoni are also visible. Far ahead of his time, Büchner
achieves a radical politicization of aesthetics. Benjamin, who returns to
this formula, unfortunately did not know how to see it. Büchnerian
drama refuses both the dramatic idealization of history of romantic inspiration as well as its anti-romantic idealistic rationalization
(Hegel). At its center there is the question of revolution, and with
it, the change of perspective from which to consider evil and human pain.
Cfr. John Guthrie, Lenz und Büchner: Studies in Dramatic Form (Bern-New York:
Lang, 1984).
60
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In the critical literature on Büchner, which from uncertain beginnings about a century ago has grown to almost exaggerated proportions, it is not surprising to find a line prevailing which tends to
bring to light a possible contradiction between the revolutionary
manifesto of July 1834 Der Hessische Landbote – of which we do not
possess the original text but that which has been edited and mitigated by the pastor Friedrich Ludwig Weidig61 – and Dantons Tod (1835).
The hypothesis is that the drama represents, if not an undeniable retraction, a challenge to the idea of revolution. The prevalent explanation is biographical. The pained appeal to the farmers contained
in the manifesto went nowhere. Someone within the small revolutionary organization had betrayed it, gradually revealing the names of
the “conspirators”. The police were trailing Büchner and issued a
warrant for his arrest. He fled. First to Strasbourg, then to Zurich.
The drama would for this reason be the result of delusion and a
process of reconsideration. This biographical-psychological model
of explanation, however, is more than suspect. In any case, it is based
upon an error of interpretation. The key is in the text of Der Hessische Landbote. Let us summarize its argumentative structure. The premise is that the social and political situation of Hessen is scandalous,
thus the Bible itself has been inverted: the court, the apparatus of the
state, and the landowners all enjoy a privileged position with respect
to the farmers who, in their opinion, lay about the fields like manure.
The depiction is conducted with a systematic analysis of the situation
of expenses and fiscal pressure: a poetry of numbers! The analysis
reaches its high point when it treats the subject of military expenditure, which the farmers pay for men who then turn into their very
patricides and fratricides.
Für jene 900,000 Gulden müssen eure Söhne den Tyrannen
schwören und Wache halten an ihren Palästen. Mit ihren Trommeln
übertäuben sie eure Seufzer, mit ihren Kolben zerschmettern sie
euch den Schädel, wenn ihr zu denken wagt, daß ihr freie Menschen

Cfr. Gerhard Schaub, Georg Büchner - Friedrich Ludwig Weidig: Der Hessische Landbote. Texte, Materialien, Kommentar (Munich-Vienna: Carl Hanser, 1976).
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seid. Sie sind die gesetzlichen Mörder, welche die gesetzlichen Räuber schützen, denkt an Södel! Eure Brüder, eure Kinder waren dort
Brüder-und Vatermörder.62

The thesis is that the time has come to start a revolution that will
overturn this situation. One can and must: the marvelous, extremely efficacious historical synthesis of the French Revolution is incorporated here to this end. This revolution corresponds to God’s plan,
because a power that carries within itself the mark of the beast
(Apocalisse) is against God’s will – a clearly anti-Lutheran note. To accept this situation would mean to become guilty of the sin of idolatry. As prophetic literature says, in particular the passage from Ezekial
that talks of the breath of God that recomposes and resurrects the
bones in the field of corpses, the Revolution will be able to give again
life to the afflicted and raw body of the brutally exploited peasants, to
the body of all of Germany. From the beginning, Büchner speaks in
the name of corporeality.
This is the language of revolutionary political theology that goes
back to the tradition of Thomas Müntzer and the Peasants’ War. The
political idea that informs it is simple: humankind’s greatest sin toward God and toward other humans is Aristokratismus. You are born
rich, you have access to culture, you have an important position in society, you obey the rules that the class to which you belong has established, you define them as moral rules; so, on this basis, that is, the
privileges which derive from your birth, you believe yourself to be
superior to whoever is born poor, does not have access to culture,
does not have an important social position, and does not react according to the morals of the “superior” class? False. The vein of
feeling is the same in all people, Lenz says at the center of the Conversation on Art.
Man versuche es einmal und senke sich in das Leben des Geringsten
und gebe es wieder, in den Zuckungen, den Andeutungen, dem
ganzen feinen, kaum bemerkten Mienenspiel; er hatte dergleichen
62
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versucht im »Hofmeister« und den »Soldaten«. Es sind die prosaischsten Menschen unter der Sonne; aber die Gefühlsader ist in fast
allen Menschen gleich, nur ist die Hülle mehr oder weniger dicht,
durch die sie brechen muß.63

The passage, spoken by Lenz for a reason, demonstrates that
creatural/corporeal feeling is at the base of political feeling and vice
versa. This fusion is also the center of Büchner’s aesthetic. No one
knew how to put it better than Celan when in Der Meridian, the discourse held on occasion of his being awarded the Büchner-Preis in
1960, he defined Büchner as the poet of the creatural, inscribing the
task of poetry under “der Gesichtswinkel der Kreatürlichkeit”.64
The centrality of the Hessische Landbote is confirmed by the Lustspiel Leonce und Lena. Born by chance – a competition sponsored by
the publishing house of Cotta –, in a joking and grotesque manner
this Lustspiel turns the themes of the political manifesto upside down.
It is sufficient to consider the structure of the action and the play of
characters. The King of the Kingdom of Popo is a perfect idiot; he
has arranged the marriage of his son Leonce to Princess Lena of
the Kingdom of Pipi in spite of the fact the two have never met.
The marriage is the condition for the passage of power to the hereditary prince. Leonce is familiar with only one emotion: boredom. The
character of Valerio then appears from out of nowhere, and takes on
the characteristics of the fool. The two take to the road. They meet
Lena, she too on the run from the marriage and the Kingdom of
Pipi, together with her governess. Reciprocally unaware of the other’s identity, Leonce and Lena meet and fall in love. The four arrive
in the Kingdom of Popo on the day that had been fixed for their
majestic marriage; the King, however, is so distraught at the two’s
disappearance that he wants to celebrate in effigy, as sometimes occurs
in certain cases of hangings. The four are themselves in disguise and
Valerio confuses everyone with his discourses. With their true idenGeorg Büchner, Dichtungen, cit., p. 234.
Paul Celan, Der Meridian: Endfassung, Entwürfe, Materialien, edited by Bernhard
Böschenstein and Heino Schmull with the collaboration of Michael Schwarzkopf and
Christiane Wittkop (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1999).
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tities revealed, everything is recomposed. Leonce is the new King
and as State Minister Valerio announces a kingdom in which anyone
who procures corn or sweats because of work will be severely punished. Emphasizing the continuity between these two so seemingly
diverse texts is important because Dantons Tod stands exactly between
them.
Max Reinhardt’s staging of the play in Berlin at Christmas 1915
brought it to the attention of the world. It directly involved the audience, highlighting the contrast between Robespierre and Danton.
A directorial choice that Andrzej Wajda had to have been aware of
in his 1983 film Danton, an intentional distortion of the pièce Sprawa
Dantona, written in 1929 by the Polish writer Stanislawa Przybyszewska, an inveterate Robespierrista.65 The key scene, in fact, is
the dinner meeting between Robespierre (who does not eat) and
Danton – the thin/dry/austere/cold vs. the florid/humid/excessive/hot, virtue vs. vice.66 Vice literally takes virtue by the neck, in
reality carrying out what it claims to do with people: raising them
to such heights that in the end they are no longer able to breathe
and die of asphyxiation. Already in Marat-Sade Peter Weiss had gone
back to another form of dualism: sex vs. revolution.67 The Catholic
Wajda is nevertheless rather less theological than the atheist Büchner. Doubtless the meeting and dialogue between Robespierre and
Danton weighs upon the dramatic structure of Dantons Tod. Yet, it
is not at all a scene clou for the simple reason that that are no scenes
65
Stanislawa Przybyszewska, L’affare Danton, edited by Pietro Marchesani (Geneva: Costa & Nolan, 1983).
66
The contrast is accentuated by the choice of the actors: the corpulent and fullblooded Gérard Depardieu (Danton) against the dry and almost bloodless Wojciech
Pszoniak (Robespierre). The theme is not without developments: cfr. Jonathan Littell,
Le sec et l’humide: une brève incursion en territoire fasciste, postscript by Klaus Theweleit (Paris:
Gallimard, 2008).
67
Peter Weiss, Marat-Sade: la persecuzione e l’assassinio di Jean-Paul Marat rappresentati dai
ricoverati del manicomio di Charenton sotto la guida del marchese di Sade (Parma: La Nazionale,
2004). From Weiss to Pasolini the sense of a theological challenge within Sade’s stagings – a staunch opponent of the death penalty – has not really been understood.
Büchner insists on the “scandal” of sin, Sade experiments with its abolition. The theme
could lead to a line Sade-Büchner-Dostoyevsky.
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clou. The demonstration is simple: for example, Robespierre’s frightening public speech on the necessary connection between virtue
and terror – virtue without terror is impotent, terror without virtue
is insubstantial – corresponds to the intimate tale the grisette Marion uses to tell Danton his life destiny, one so dependent on corporeality. And more still: the love between Desmoulins and Lucile
obliquely dominates the final part of the play. The final scene closes with Lucile’s desperate desolation and absurd cry beneath the by
then empty gallows, which causes her arrest – es lebe der König! And
then, why does Danton have to die? The answer reappears multiple
times: the temperature of the guillotine must always be high. There
is a moment of stasis. Jacobean power is unable to guarantee the
bread (Brot) that the populace needs and must therefore offer a
symbolic equivalent: the blood (Blut) of a heavy head (Danton),
which is able to cause the temperature to rise. Danton’s explicit,
openly admitted debauchery lends itself well to this symbolic exchange. In a metaphorological sense, the motive behind the scale
and of the exchange itself goes back to Aeschylus, Agamemnon 437438: “And the gold-changer, Ares, who changeth quick / for dead,
/ Who poiseth his scale in the striving of the / spears”.68 Büchner’s modification is illuminating.
The background is theological. Robespierre is a bloodthirsty messiah who is contrasted to Christ. Danton, instead, quotes the Gospel
passage that says woe betide he who would introduce iniquity, rather
similar words to those used by Büchner in the famous Fatalismusbrief
written to his fiancée. The play is not constructed for one to take
sides, especially the part of Saint-Just, whose appearances are always
black. He appears in the night to Robespierre and drives him to compose his death-list. He appears to be enthralled by Danton’s personality – a symptom of obscure attraction – and is thus disposed to
relying upon a wretched trick to end the trial that Danton is winning.
He gives a terrifying speech in which he states that the revolution
can act with the same indifference for human life as natural catasAeschylus, Agamemnon, trans. by Gilbert Murray (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1920), p. 16.
68
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trophes. A key-speech identifying Jacobean terror – the new time of
history – with the indifferent course of nature.69
Ich frage nun: soll die moralische Natur in ihren Revolutionen mehr
Rücksicht nehmen, als die physische? Soll eine Idee nicht eben so gut
wie ein Gesetz der Physik vernichten dürfen, was sich ihr widersetzt? Soll überhaupt ein Ereignis, was die ganze Gestaltung der
moralischen Natur d. h. der Menschheit umändert, nicht durch Blut
gehen dürfen? Der Weltgeist bedient sich in der geistigen Sphäre
unserer Arme eben so, wie er in der physischen Vulkane oder
Wasserfluten gebraucht. Was liegt daran ob sie nun an einer Seuche
oder an der Revolution sterben?70

Blood, the scandal of evil and of pain: this is the triad of the drama. Woe betide he who would introduce the iniquity of evil, Danton
says, painfully aware of possibly being the one himself – the hero of
1792 – to have triggered the process of the Terror that now wants
him to be its sacrificial victim. Celan wrote that Danton was a character that one understands from his death. As opposed to Robespierre, who is convinced of the equivalence between terror and
virtue, Danton aims at breaking the cycle of bloodshed. The Revolution almost ends with the metonymic identification of itself in the
route of the wagon that transports the condemned to the Place de
la Révolution and the guillotine – the play’s silent character.71 In the
dialogue between the two, Robespierre vehemently denies Danton’s
doubt that both the guilty and the innocent were being killed indiscriminately. He equates the Revolution to the route of the wagon,
woe betide he who does not run alongside or simply stands to the
side. He will be run over and thrown away. In his Fatalismusbrief,
Büchner writes of having studied the Revolution in depth and of
Which brings to mind Proust’s thesis according to which the root of cruelty is
indifference.
70
Georg Büchner, Dichtungen, cit., p. 54 (Dantons Tod II, 7).
71
In Peter Stein’s staging of Agamemnon (1980), the silent character is the other wall
of the Atreus’s palace. A wall, the square with the guillotine: the different backgrounds
illuminate the difference that exists between ancient tragedy and modern drama.
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feeling crushed by the horrendous fatalism of history, which had
taken on that impersonal power of rendering the individual nothing
more than a bit of foam on a wave. In spite of this famous text,
Büchner was ignored by the ever-greater amount of works on nihilism, a theme that seems meaningless if it overlooks the idea of annihilation – the vernichten evoked by Saint-Just. Büchner’s name does
not even appear in a treatise of such richness like the entry Nihilismus of the Historische Grundbegriffe.72
To understand this point, it is necessary to reflect upon Dostoyevsky, whose parable The Grand Inquisitor is, Pareyson says,73 the
most nihilistic text ever written. And rightfully so, as in it the central
event is the return of Christ – or rather, the second coming: the missing event that had rendered the deferral of the Christian message
necessary within the time of history and the creation of a structure
that had permeated history itself, but for this reason precisely was
forced to establish compromises with its reality. And, in fact, the
reappearance is an interference and Christ is rejected. Dostoyevsky,
a radical seeker of God,74 thus calls into question the very foundation of human history – an unsurprising fact in light of the historical notes to A Writer’s Diary.75 The Grand Inquisitor is a work of pure
nihilism, yet written by a non-nihilist. The nihilist Nietzsche was aware
of this, and saw his initial attraction for Dostoyevsky transform into repulsion. In the debate on nihilism, the confrontation Dostoyevsky-Nietzsche is a watershed. The line that runs from Nietzsche
to Heidegger has largely prevailed. This question is of crucial importance because it is closely interwoven with the clear move of the
terrain of history that the Sinnfrage of human existence knew from Wilhelm Dilthey until Ernst Troeltsch and beyond. In the NietzscheanManfred Riedel, Nihilismus, in Historische Grundbegriffe, cit., vol. 4 (1978), pp.
379-410.
73
Feodor Dostoyevsky, La leggenda del Grande Inquisitore (Padua: Edizioni Messaggero, 1986); Luigi Pareyson, Dostoevskij: filosofia, romanzo ed esperienza religiosa (Turin: Einaudi, 1993).
74
George Steiner, Tolstoj o Dostoevskij, trans. by Cristina Moroni (Milan: Garzanti,
2005).
75
Feodor Dostoyevsky, Diario di uno scrittore, trans. by Ettore Lo Gatto, introduction by Armando Torno (Milan: Bompani, 2010).
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Heideggerian line, the theme is over-determined by the bringing back
of history to metaphysics; thus, nihilism would derive from an original oblivion. History as such is dissolved and its annihilating potential degraded to a secondary epiphenomenon. This is visible even in
the discussion of Über die Linie, which drags a key figure of historical (and militant) nihilism like Jünger76 in this direction.
The reduction of nihilism to the original oblivion of being removes the ontological difference produced by the formation of the
modern concept of history and its connection to nihilism. Büchner
was the first to understand this connection and the exceptionality of
his position in the constellation of modern tragedy is due to this; it
is rendered even more unique by the fact that, as opposed to Dostoyevsky, Büchner is a revolutionary for whom revolution is a must,
first of all theologically, in order to abolish the scandal of evil as social injustice – the scandal that turns the Bible upside down, which is to
say, the Kingdom of God on the earth. But revolution does not mean
making blood flow, let alone transforming blood into an objective in
itself; for it is an illusion to believe that the abolition of evil, inasmuch as it is unjust, would signify its disappearance. Perhaps one can
try, Thomas Payne says (Dantons Tod III, 1). One cannot abolish pain.
Reason tries, feelings refuse. And this explains Büchner’s choice of
other subjects, which are dominated by an abyssal sense of solitude
and pain that either implicates society indirectly (Lenz) or directly
(Woyzeck). The story and the tragedy of Woyzeck is therefore connected to historical drama by the common thread of an acute creatural sense, of a perception of cruelty which, through evil and pain,
ties the existential dimension of life to the reality of history and vice
versa. A poetic line we find again in Kafka and Celan.77 In light of all
Cfr. Ernst Jünger - Martin Heidegger, Oltre la linea, edited by Franco Volpi (Milan: Adelphi, 1989). The “parabola” of historical nihilism in Jünger – from the novel
of the First World War In Stahlgewittern (1920) to Strahlungen (1949), the diary of the Second World War (1941-1945) – is of exceptional interest also because, in the end, something of an extraordinarily human nature bursts in, something that cracks the epos of
modern war: the pain over the death of his son fighting in Italy.
77
Beginning with Surrealism, Edoardo Sanguineti speaks of a poetic line of cruelty in his essay Per una letteratura della crudeltà, later incorporated in Ideologia e linguaggio
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this, it is clearer why Büchner was a 20th century writer – and a completely posthumous one. Both Ernst Bloch and, above all, Walter
Benjamin grasped the reasons for the subterranean bond between
German Baroque tragedy and avant-garde Expressionist drama. Under differing historical constellations, the two forms were expressions of a laceration of the heavens (“einen Riß in der Schöpfung
von oben bis unten”: Dantons Tod, III, 1). Büchner returns precisely
at that historical moment. Already Gerhard Hauptmann had spoken
of the chthonic powers at work in his plays. An avant-garde is such
if it has the capacity of sensing history’s subterranean signals, this
subatomic structure of experience, as Isaiah Berlin defined it. The
First World War was modifying profoundly the spiritual geography
of Europe. Expressionism rediscovered Büchner.
Bertolt Brecht’s star rose eight years later and overshadowed
Büchner’s drama for quite some time. There differences between the
two are many. Büchner, in any case, seems to have a more complex
idea of historical reality and therefore of revolution, which he does
not consider a palingenesis capable of abolishing, together with injustice, evil and pain. He does not use history allegorically but elaborates authentic historic and historiographical materials;78 from the
history of the French Revolution to the record of Pastor Oberlin
on Lenz’s visit to the village of Waldbach, to a case from the history of criminal psychiatry, furnished with medical findings. To summarize, Büchner had understood that in the modern world, history
was the new dimension of being, an emancipatory force but one that
was also capable of determining and destroying the destiny of human existence. It had taken the place of mythos, but had thereby produced an epos itself the generator of myths of a cruel and nihilistic
appearance. Thus, the ancient theme of pain is the way to de-mythologize the epic of history, demonstrating the frail borderline – the
(Milan: Feltrinelli, 1965, new edition edited by Erminio Risso, 2001). It was up to Antonin Artaud’s notorious theory of the theatre to give literary citizenship to the term
“cruelty”.
78
A method Karl Kraus used as well, Gli ultimi giorni dell’umanità: tragedia in cinque
atti con preludio ed epilogo, trans. by Ernesto Braun and Mario Carpitella, with an essay by
Roberto Calasso (Milan: Adelphi, 2007).
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human abyss –, without losing sight of its search for a nomos within
the new historical time. Which is pure tragedy within a new constellation.
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Marcellus Emants’ Twilight of the Gods.
Allegories of reason & inconveniences of
adultery*
Fulvio Ferrari

Strange destiny that of Norse mythology. Put forward yet again
by academics and philosophers from the German and, in a more
general sense, Germanic realm from the end of the 18th century onward as a complex of heroic and religious narratives opposed to traditional classical mythology so as to establish a cultural and national
identity for the Germanic peoples,1 even its most convinced supporters have repeatedly considered it unpresentable to modern audiences in the form in which it has been passed on from medieval
sources. Friedrich Schlegel was particularly explicit in the judgment
expressed in his article Über nordische Dichtung. Ossian. Die Edda, Sigurd und Shakespeare, published in “Deutsches Museum” in 1812:
Es bedarf hier, als Mittelspersonen solcher Dichter, welche Klarheit
und Reichtum mit Tiefe verbinden, und dadurch im Stande sind, die
geheimnisvollen Sagen und Lieder der EDDA in leicht verständlichen, und den äußeren Sinn wie das innere Gefühl
ansprechenden Dichtungen allen anschaulich zu entfalten.2

We find a similar sense of admiration – albeit accompanied by an
implicit judgment of a lack of literary merit – in the words with
which the Dutch author Marcellus Emants (1848-1923) evokes his
reading of the Norse mythological sources and his decision to write
a poetic text inspired by them:
*Translation by Alexander Booth.
1
As has been noted, in this sense the role played by Herder’s essay published in
1796 is fundamental: Iduna, oder der Apfel der Verjüngung: Johann Gottfried Herder,
Sämtliche Werke, edited by Bernhard Suphan (Hildesheim: Olms, 1994), vol. XVIII, pp.
483-502.
2
Friedrich Schlegel, Charakteristiken und Kritiken II (1802-1829) [Kritische FriedrichSchlegel-Ausgabe, vol. III] (Munich: Verlag Ferdinand Schöning und Thomas Verlag,
1975), pp. 221-249, here p. 238.
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Toen ik de Edda las vond ik in de gedachten, de begeerten, de verhoudingen, de strijden der goden zoveel dat mij volkomen scheen
overeen te stemmen met de gedachten, de begeerten, de verhoudingen en de strijden der mensen, namelijk van de mensen gelijk
ze naar mijn opvatting zijn en willen en lijden, dat het mij te moede
werd, als had ik een ruwe diamant gevonden, die nog maar geslepen
hoefde te worden om te schitteren van het licht, dat voor mij de
waarheid inhield.3

Emants uttered this phrase during the course of a conference
held in The Hague before a section of the League of Dutch Teachers (Bond van Nederlandse onderwijzers) in 1908, twenty-five years
after the 1883 publication of Godenschemering (Twilight of the Gods).
The time that had passed, however, had not diminished his reflections upon the Norse myths’ actuality whatsoever. After the publication of the first edition, the author had, in fact, continued to work
on the text, and already in 1885 had published a second edition (others would appear in 1910, 1916, and in 1921) of which a theatrical
transposition entitled Loki4 appeared in 1906.
At the 1908 conference, Emants sketched a portrait of the motivations and objectives that Norse mythology had begun to assume
Marcellus Emants, Hoe Loki ontstond, in “Groot Nederland”, 6 (1908), pp. 420-433,
here pp. 425-426. (“Reading the Edda, in the thoughts, desires, relationships, and disputes amongst the gods I rediscovered many things that seemed to me to correspond
perfectly to the thoughts, desires, relationships, and disputes amongst human beings –
which is to say, human beings just as, in my conception of things, they are, desire, and
suffer – so that I had the sensation of having found a diamond in the rough that only needed to be polished in order to make it shine with that light which for me is inherent to truth”) [English translation from the Italian].
4
In the present work I refer – if not otherwise indicated – to the edition edited by
Maarten Cornelis van den Toorn and published in 1966 with a broad introduction and
notes: Marcellus Emants, Godenschemering, edited and with an introduction by M.C. van
den Toorn (Zwolle: Tjenk WIllink, 1966). Van den Toor’s edition is based on the last
edition seen by the author and published in 1921. When necessary, that edition has
been compared with the first edition (published by Pijtttersen in Sneek in 1883) and
with the dramatic version: Marcellus Emants, Loki, (Amsterdam: van Holkema &
Warendorf, 1906). Information on other editions is taken from van den Toorn’s introduction to the 1966 edition.
3
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for him as the basis for a new narrative work in verse after the 1879
publication of Lilith, a poetic composition of a mythological-philosophical character based on Jewish and Christian legends that had
undoubtedly been an innovative step forward in the literary scene of
the Netherlands.5 Emant’s testimony provides us with some undeniably useful points for the interpretation of Godenschemering. The distance from the moment of the work’s composition and the need to
present the reasons of its elaboration to a large audience of listeners, however, should bring about a certain prudence as to accepting
the author’s testimony as the only instrument of analysis.6 Emants’
argument is above all centered on two thematic nuclei: first and foremost, to Emants, Norse mythology seems to cohere with his pessimistic vision of existence; secondly, the dynamic of the situations
in which Loki is a protagonist rends this figure particularly adapted,
in Emants’ opinion, to allegorically representing human reason (het
verstand). Emants’ rage against society’s lack of consideration of reason and, in particular, in the Dutch literature of his time, was the
principle reason for creating an epic (epies gedicht) whose protagonist
Loki would be the personification of reason:
Wat trof me in de Edda, terwijl de ergernis, waarvan ik sprak, in mij
woelde?
Dat het verstand, in de Noorse godenwereld belichaamd in Loki,
door de goden al net zo behandeld werd, als ’t in onze hedendaagse
samenleving behandeld wordt door de mensen.7

5
On Lilith see Pierre H. Dubois, Marcellus Emants. Een schrijversleven, second expanded edition (Gravenhage: Nijgh & van Ditmar’s, 1980), pp. 105-119. For Emant’s
youthful work preceding the publication of Lilith, see Nop Maas, Marcellus Emants’ opvattingen over kunst en leven in de periode 1869-1877 (Arnhem: Uitgeverij Nova Zembla, 1988).
6
Critical contributions to the study of Godenschemering can be counted on one hand
and, at times, are limited to restating Emants’ very interpretation from the 1908 conference. Ingrid Wasiak’s recent participation in the IVG Conference of 2010 is an example thereof: Ingrid Wasiak, Loki bij Marcellus Emants, in Vielheit und Einheit der
Germanistik weltweit (Warsaw: Akten des XII Internationalen Germanistenkongress 2010,
vol. III), edited by Franciszek Grucza (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2012), pp. 275-280.
7
Marcellus Emants, Hoe Loki onstond, cit., p. 431 (“What was it that struck me about
the Eddas, while the rage of which I have spoken burned inside me? That reason, in
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Loki is, in Emants’ version, the one who, on the one hand, reveals the gods’ hypocrisy and, on the other, clearly sees that their immortality is nothing but an illusion; he understands that everything
that has a beginning must also have an end, and it is for this reason
that he is punished. The process of allegorical interpretation involving the figure of Loki inevitably extends to the other characters
of the cosmic drama. Odin is reinterpreted as the image of wisdom
united with emotion (gevoelvolle wereldwijsheid), Thor with brute force,
Baldr with youth, and Frigg and Sigyn with compassion.8
The same Emants, however, reveals how the divinities within his
poem9 – as well as their interactions – cannot be traced back to a
single and coherent allegorical system; for, during the process of
composing the work, an awareness of the figurative meaning vanished and the characters took on a lively and autonomous life of
their own, just like figures in a novel. Godenschemering should thus be
considered the “kristallisatie-produkt van een onbewust proses in
the world of the Nordic divinities personified by Loki, was treated by the gods in the
exact same way as it is by humans in our contemporary society”) [English translation
from the Italian].
8
Cfr. Marcellus Emants, Hoe Loki onstond, cit., pp. 432-434.
9
In van den Toorn’s opinion, Godenschemering was “kwalitatief en kwantitatief te
mager” (“qualitatively and quantitatively too slight”) to be defined an epic; at most, it
could be considered an “epos in zakformaat” (“a pocket-sized epic”. Maarten Cornelis van den Toorn, Inleiding, in Marcellus Emants, Godenschemering, cit., p. 54). Van den
Toorn reintroduces the definition of “epic composition” proposed by Emants in Hoe
Loki ontstond (cit., p. 420). The question of the text’s quality seems unessential to me,
being that its affinity to a genre is determined by formal choices as well as content, and
not by aesthetic success. The choice to compose in verse, the use of alliteration, the
frequency of similies and descriptions to me seem to clearly reveal the assumption of
epic models on Emants’ part and the intention of giving form to a mythological poem. In addition, the question of the length similarly seems to me to be of little importance: with its 3209 lines, Godenschemering is a bit longer than Beowulf (3182 lines),
which has itself been defined as an “epic poem” (cfr. Cecil Maurice Bowra, Heroic Poetry, London: MacMillan, 1952). According to Aristotle, the ideal epic poem had to be
shorter than a Homeric poem, and last as long as the number of tragedies it was possible to enjoy in one sitting (Poetica, 24). That length, according to Hainsworth, would
correspond to a number of lines somewhere between four- and five-thousand (John
Bryan Hainsworth, The Idea of Epic, Berkley: UCPress, 1991) and, in any event, would
not be much more than that of Godenschemering.
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het mengsel van gedachten”;10 and, as the author himself declares,
“Loki volstrekt niet bloot het verstand is geworden”.11
As regards the sources that Emants used, the 1908 conference also offers, even if only implicitly, essential information. On this occasion, the author cites two texts: the Edda – the title refers to Karl
Simrock’s translation of the mythological and heroic Norse poems
together with the Edda of Snorri Sturluson12 – and the novel Odhin’s
Trost by German writer Felix Dahn, published in 1880. To these indications Emants added, in 1885, in the preface to the second edition
of the poem, a reference to Johann Wilhelm Wolf ’s mythological
compendium and to Laurent Philippe Charles van den Bergh’s manual of folk beliefs in the Netherlands.13 These latter two texts, however, contain nothing that the author could not already have found
in Simrock’s translation.
What is of more significance is the importance of Dahn’s novel
on both the shape of the mythological world Emants presented and
on how he employed the medieval sources. From Dahn Emants took
the idea that Loki was Odin’s son, born of an illicit relationship between the father of the gods and the giantess Laufey; and, with all
probability, that he was also the god of fire.14 It is precisely the connection between Loki, fire, and the heavenly world in Dahn and
Marcellus Emants, Hoe Loki ontstond, cit., p. 432 (“the crystallization of an unconscious process in the mixture of thoughts”) [English translation from the Italian].
11
Ibid. (“Loki has not whatsoever become simply reason”) [English translation
from the Italian].
12
Die Edda. Die ältere und jüngere nebst den mythischen Erzählungen der Skalda, translated and annotated by Karl Simrock (Stuttgart: Cotta, 1851).
13
Johann Wilhelm Wolf, Die deutsche Götterlehre. Ein Hand- und Lesebuch für Schule und
Haus (Göttingen-Leipzig: Dieterichsche Buchhandlung-Friedr. Chr. Wilh. Vogel, 1852);
Laurent Philippe Charles van den Bergh, Proeve van een kritisch woordenboek der Nederlandese mythologie (Utrecht: L.E. Bosch en zoon, 1846). On the preface to the second edition of Godenschemering cfr. Maarten Cornelis van den Toorn, Inleiding, cit., pp. 17-19, 21.
14
A connection between Loki and fire was proposed for the first time by Jacob
Grimm in his Deutsche Mythologie (Göttingen: Dieterichsche Buchhandlung, 1835), pp.
148-150. Wolf ’s compendium, however, makes absolutely no mention of this connection and the figure of Loki is not mentioned at all in van den Bergh’s Kritisch woordenboek. On the question of the interpretation of Loki as a god of fire, see Jan de
Vries, Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1970), vol. II, pp. 265-267.
10
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Emants that explains an obscure passage from Godenschemering: at the
end of the poem’s first canto: after Iðunn’s abduction, Odin sees
“een star,/die snel verschoot” (“a star,/which quickly disappears”,
line 500-501) and exclaims “’t was Loki weer” (“It was Loki again”,
line 503). The image is clearly taken from Odhin’s Trost (p.89): “da
war seine [i.e. Loki’s] Gestalt verschwunden: aber ein Feuerstern flog
glührot durch den Nachthimmel auf die Erde”.15 Emants also borrows some fundamentally important themes as to the action’s construction from Dahn: as in Odhin’s Trost, in Godenschemering too Loki’s
opposition to the gods is explained by his demanding of the right to
inherit Odin’s throne. Loki proclaims his intention to vindicate
Laufey, the giantess Odin had seduced; the father of the gods, however, refuses to recognize Loki as belonging to the line of the Aesir
because of the fact that Loki descended from the giants on his mother’s side.16 Moreover, on the structural level, Emants takes the consequentiality between the death of Baldr, Odin’s journey to the well
of the Norns, and the sacrifice of an eye for wisdom from Dahn as
well; just as he does the opening in medias res with the depiction of a
war between the giants and the gods because of the former’s rage
against the latter’s benevolence in relation to the human race.17
For a concise presentation of the entire discussion on the question, see Yvonne S.
Bonnetain, Der Nordgermanische Gott Loki aus literaturwissenschaftlicher Perspektive (Göppingen: Kümmerle Verlag, 2006), pp. 59-62. Loki is a divinity of fire in the Wagnerian tetralogy as well, but Emants makes no mention of this at all.
15
In Odhin’s Trost Loki also appears in the form of a star on pp. 21, 151, and 296.
16
This last justification, in particular, appears in strident contrast to the Norse
mythological system in as much as the opposition giants/gods does not in any way
impede sexual union nor marriage (as long as the male partner is always a god and the
female a giantess) between the two races: Odin himself is the son of the giantess Bestla; and, for example, Járnsaxa – who together with Thor created Magni – as well as the
wife of Freyr, Gerðr, are giantesses too. On the relationship between the gods and the
giants of Norse myth see, above all, Margaret Clunies Ross, Prolonged Echoes. Old Norse
myths in medieval Northern society (Odense: Odense UP, 1998), vol. I, pp. 103-143; and Katja Schulz, Riesen. Von Wissenshütern und Wildnisbewohnern in Edda und Saga (Heidelberg:
Winter Verlag, 2004).
17
Here one can perhaps recognize the influence of the Christian conception of the
rebel angels’ jealousy toward human beings, God’s preferred creatures. Cfr. Jeffrey Burton Russell, Satan. The Early Christian Tradition (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1981).
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Finally, Emants also takes from Dahn the vision of an endless succession of past and future universes, which are incessantly forming
and disappearing. It is more difficult to establish the extent to which
Godenschemering owes Odhin’s Trost as far as the representation of the
emotions that tie the characters of the poem together. It is precisely
here, in van den Toorn’s opinion, that one perceives the German novel’s influence the most; but, even if in the Norse sources there is no
trace at all of the sentimentalism that is undeniably present both in
Odhin’s Trost and Godenschemering, it is difficult to think that Emants,
writing in the second half of the 19th century, could have created his
narrative world with no consideration of his characters’ emotions.18
Emants thus re-elaborates the mythological material he found in
Simrock’s translation and adds certain themes, connections, and explanations from Felix Dahn’s novel. The principal lines along which
this process of re-elaboration takes place are essentially two: on the
one hand, Emants reorganizes the diverse myths narrated in the Eddic poetry and in Snorri’s Edda, and creates a chronological continuity and causal consequentiality among them; on the other, he focuses
the entire narrative on the conflict between Loki and his father Odin.
The poem opens with the defeat of the giants who, led by Þjazi,
had attempted to reclaim their former lands that had been given over
to the human race by the gods. Defeated and dejected, the giant is
contemplating the ranks of the gods when Loki appears beside him.
In order to console him, Loki promises to attract the beautiful goddess
Iðunn – the custodian of the apples of eternal youth and wife to the
god Bragi – to come outside the palace of Ægir where victory celebrations are to take place; there Þjazi will be able to abduct her. Loki
then enters the palace uninvited and initiates an argument made up of
provocations and insults, clearly inspired and taken in part from the
Eddic poem Lokasenna,19 where Loki is eventually chased off by Thor.
Cfr. Maarten Cornelis van den Toorn, Inleiding, cit., pp. 53-54 and Id., Marcellus
Emants en de Germaanse oudheid, in “de Nieuwe Taalgids”, 49 (1956), pp. 100-112, here
p. 105.
19
Emants almost literally reproduces even Loki’s assertion of being Odin’s bloodbrother contained in stanza 9 of the Lokasenna: “Is ’t ook alreeds /Den waakzaam wijzen ravengod ontdacht, / Dat hij en Loki eens, met duren eed,/Hun bloed
18
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Before leaving, however, he mentions “an even more noble fruit”
(“nog eed’ler offt”, Canto I, line 449) than the apples of Iðunn. Curious, the goddess follows him outside and is promptly abducted by
Þjazi. Loki’s plan nevertheless calls for him to free the goddess and
bring her back to Ásgarðr, so as to see his own worth recognized and
to finally be accepted among the Aesir, which he feels he is entitled to
as Odin’s son. In the meantime, in Iðunn’s absence, the gods begin to
age, Baldr is troubled by bad dreams and, fearing for her son’s life,
Frigg declares her intention to have all beings swear to not do her son
any harm. At that moment, Loki returns to Ásgarðr with Iðunn. He
is cheered by all of the gods except Odin. At this point of the narrative, a long discussion between the two gods of central importance in
the construction of the overall sense of the work opens up: Odin has
understood that Iðunn’s abduction was planned by Loki who, for his
part, attempts to defend himself by claiming that the experience of aging has rendered the gods wiser and has also given them the opportunity to contemplate the fact that their lives too would one day have to
cease. Furthermore, in the future, Odin would have to decide to whom
he would cede power of the Aesir. Loki knows that he is undecided between his favored sons, Thor and Baldr, and suggests that a third son,
one who combined the force of the giants and the wisdom of the
gods, would be the best choice. Odin, however, rejects his son’s suggestion, once again, due to the fact that Loki had been born of a giantess: “Geen Asin was’t, die Loki ’t leven gaf; / Laufeja leefd’ in
vermengend, zwoeren aan geen drank, / Die niet tot beiden werd gebracht, hun dorst
/ Te zullen leschen?” (Canto I, lines 335.340). The Eddic text reads: Mantu ﬂat, Óðinn,
er við í árdaga/blendom bló›i saman; / ǫlvi bergia léztu eigi mundo, / nema ocr væri
báðom borit” (Die Edda. Die Lieder des Codex Regius nebst verwandten Denkmälern, edited
by Gustav Neckel. I. Text., 5. Revised and corrected edition edited by Hans Kuhn,
Heidelberg: Winter Verlag, 1983, p. 98). In Henry Adams Bellows’ version: “Remember, Othin, in olden days/That we both our blood have mixed;/Then didst thou promise no ale to pour,/Unless it were brought for us both” (The Poetic Edda, trans. by Henry
Adams Bellows. http://www.sacred-texts.com/neu/poe/poe10.htm, accessed March
13, 2014). The motif of the blood-brotherhood between Odin and Loki, undoubtedly one of the most enigmatic and interesting of all of Norse mythology, does not come
across as particularly compatible with the innovations introduced by Felix Dahn and
taken up by Emants in which the two figures enjoy a father/son relationship.
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Jotenheim” (“It was not a goddess who gave Loki life;/Laufey lived in
Jotenheim”, Canto II, lines 473-474). When Loki, furious, declares
himself envious of human beings’ condition, Odin responds that human beings only live an illusion (“op aard is ’t alles waan” [“upon the
earth all is illusion”], Canto II, line 576) and that their only consolation
is trusting in the gods, who in their turn remain impotent before that
which has been established by destiny. Loki nevertheless scorns his father’s resigned pessimism and defiantly opposes the heavens declaring:
Maar siddert, hemelingen, als de dag
Is aangebroken, dat zich ’t mensch’lijk oog
Niet langer door een waan misleiden laat
En ’t aardsche schepsen van zijn schuld’loos leed
Den Asen-vorst om rekenschap zal vragen!20
(Canto II, lines 670-674).

Loki leaves Ásgarðr, but nonetheless continues to observe what
happens from afar and remains astonished by seeing the gods throw
every possible weapon at Baldr, who nevertheless remains unscathed.
He then assumes the appearance of an old woman, Hyndla, and asks
Frigg just what sense that which is unfolding has. Frigg reveals that
she has asked every being and every single thing capable of potentially causing harm to swear to not do anything bad to Baldr: that
which the old woman sees is the demonstration of the effects of
that oath. Loki takes a branch of mistletoe – one of those things
that, according to Frigg, was incapable of inflicting damage, and
therefore unbound to the oath – and offers to guide the hand of the
blind Höðr in launching it. It immediately kills Baldr.
Before chasing Loki in order to imprison and punish him, the
gods decide that their messenger, Hermóðr, must first go into the
underworld in order to ask the queen of the dead, Hel, to let Baldr
return to Ásgarðr. Odin then descends to earth with Thor, Víðarr,
20
(“But you shall tremble, gods, when the day/Comes in which the human
gaze/Shall no longer let itself be deceived by illusion/And for its innocent pain the
earthly creature/Shall hold the prince of the Aesir to account!”) [English translation
from the Italian].
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and Váli; they capture Loki in a volcano and tie him to the world
tree. While all are awaiting Hermóðr’s return, Loki mocks the concept of the gods’ justice and, with the death of Baldr, declares their
immortality finished. In the dispute which follows, Odin is forced
to admit that Loki is indeed ruthless, but no liar: “Wel harteloos is
Loki en verhard; / Maar nooit ontlook een logen op zijn lippen”
(“Heartless, and cruel, Loki is, it is true,/yet no single lie have his
lips ever uttered”, Canto IV, lines 300-301).
At this point, Hermóðr returns yet destroys all of the Aesir’s
hopes: Hel in the end will consent to letting Baldr return to Ásgarðr,
but with the stipulation that all the beings in the universe will have
to bewail his death. Not one moment after having left the netherworld, however, the messenger of the gods encounters Laufey, Loki’s mother, who declares that she would never shed a tear for Baldr,
no more than Frigg would shed one for Loki. Upon hearing Hermóðr’s words, Loki rejoices: “Dank, moeder, dank; gewroken is uw
zoon!” (“Thank you, mother, thank you; your son is vindicated!”,
Canto IV, line 414). Odin, holding himself responsible for all that
has happened, asks to be judged and condemned by Forseti, the god
of justice, who, however, refuses. Thus, Baldr’s funeral rites begin.
Thor, who has been entrusted with launching the boat that will carry the body away from the shore, cannot find the strength to definitively separate himself from his brother; therefore Laufey appears
and launches the boat so as to complete the ceremony.
Tormented by guilt and uncertainty surrounding the gods’ future,
Odin descends to the underworld to reach the well of the Norns
and consult them. In order to receive a response, the god must sacrifice one of his eyes;21 but, in return, he is granted a dark and disAccording to the Norse sources, Odin sacrifices an eye in order to be able to
drink from Mímir’s well and thereby attain wisdom. Mímir’s well is to be found below
one of the roots of the world tree, while the dwelling of the Norns was below another
root of the same. According to Snorri’s Edda, this root was in heaven, but below it was
Niflheim, identified by Snorri himself with the realm of Hel: Snorri Sturluson, Edda.
Prologue and Gylfaginning, edited by Anthony Faulkes (London: Viking Society for Northern Research, 2005), pp. 17-18, 27. Emants – here too following in Felix Dahn’s footsteps – for his part states that the Norns’ abode was to be found in the kingdom of
21
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orienting vision: he sees a cosmic war, the end of both the gods and
the giants, but also sees the birth of a new cosmos, and
a new Odin crowned by thorns. In this new cosmos, Loki is present
among humankind and encourages them to renounce the new god
as well. The process of the worlds’ creation and destruction continues, and, in a distant future, Odin sees Loki reigning over humankind:
In Midgaard maakt’ u ’t menschdom tot zijn vorst.
Doch voerd’uw voorhoofd ook een kroon, uw voet
Omsloten ijz’ren boeien, wijl ge slaaf
Van ’t menschdom waart, waarvan g’u meester dacht.22

Once back in Ásgarðr, when Odin tells the gods – and Loki, still
tied to the world tree – about his own experience at the well of the
Norns, he concludes his tale summarizing in the following way what
he has seen:
En zeide dan: «Zoo zullen d’ Asen dus
Ten onder gaan en ’t is een gods-kind, dat
In onvervaarde haat hen vallen doet.
Dan zullen nieuwe gode zegerijk
In Asgard wonen, tot het andermaal
Een Loki listig ten verderve leidt.
Zoo woekert eeuwig Odiens schuld en wischt
Geen boetedoening uit de booze daad.23
(Canto V, lines 294-301).

the dead. The mythological poem Baldrs draumar, also known as Vegtamskviða, talks
about a trip of Odin’s to the kingdom of the dead to learn Baldr’s future after his son
had been troubled by dreams of doom. Here, however, the journey takes place before,
and not after, Baldr’s death and Odin descends into the underworld not to enquire of
the Norns, but of a dead prophetess. Cfr. Rudolph Simek, Lexikon der germanischen
Mythologie (Stuttgart: Alred Kröner Verlag, 1984), p. 41.
22
“In Midgard humanity chose you as its sovereign./But though you wore a crown
upon your head, your foot/Was imprisoned in iron chains, as you were a slave/Of that
very humanity you thought yourself lord” [English translation from the Italian].
23
“And [Odin] then said: ‘So this is how the Aesir/Shall perish, and it shall be a son
of god/With fearless hate to make them fall./Then new gods victorious/Shall reside
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Odin no longer has any faith in either the justice or the wisdom
of the Norns; yet, even if existence is only an illusion, it is nonetheless necessary that those who seek to do good be honored and that
those who seek to do evil be punished. He orders Loki to be tied to
a rock with the intestines of his own son, Narfi, and to have a snake
suspended above him that with its venom will cause him terrible
pain. The poem thus ends with a depiction of Loki’s torture. Loki,
however, – while priding himself on having vindicated his mother –
once more begins to proclaim the illusory character of wisdom, justice, and compassion; and denounces the hypocrisy of both the gods
and of humankind.
This concise presentation of the myth’s rewriting already brings
to light, I believe, both the principal strategies of re-elaboration as
well as an ambiguity at the heart of the construction of its meaning.
Firstly, Emants reduces the multiplicity of the mythological narratives preserved within the medieval texts to one single, coherent narrative line. In order to achieve this, he chooses some of the principal
Norse myths – the creation of humankind, the abduction of Iðunn,
the death of Baldr, the sacrifice of Odin’s eye, the cosmic battle at
the end of time – and connects them to one another in a chronological and causal manner, modifying them whenever and wherever
necessary in order to make such connections possible. The rest of
the Scandinavian mythological patrimony is cited in short flashbacks
that allow the author to better qualify the figures in action. This is the
case, for example, in the myth of the stealing of Sif ’s golden hair
(Canto I, lines 101-103) with which the motive of Loki’s cunning is
introduced; or of the myth of the construction of the wall of Ásgarðr, mentioned by Loki himself to demonstrate how he had been
of help to the gods on multiple occasions (Canto II, lines 451-453).
The resulting cohesive and coherent story illustrates the unfolding of
an entire cosmic cycle, from the creation of humankind until Ragnarök, the dramatic succession of catastrophic events that leads to
in Ásgarðr, until once more/A Loki will lead them to ruin through cunning./Thus
Odin’s guilt shall continue for all eternity/And no act of expiation will wipe away the
evil act” [English translation from the Italian].
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the end of the universe.24 Taking up and expanding the end of the
Eddic poem Vǫluspá, in which the formation of a new cosmos after the destruction of the present one is announced, Emants introduces the perspective of a cyclical repetition of the world’s
formation, evolution, and destruction.25
The conflict that pits Loki against his father Odin is the joining
link between the diverse myths and the motor of the poem’s entire
action. To ensure that Loki can assume this central function in Godenschemering, Emants had to significantly modify the contradictory
and enigmatic figure described in the medieval sources.26 In the poem, Loki’s psychology is thus complex and credible, his actions and
reactions are always explicable in the light of his desire to be recognized as Odin’s son and a legitimate aspirant to his inheritance.
His machinations are comprehensible as strategies for winning his
father’s approval, his crimes as expressions of the rage and frustration caused by being excluded from the pantheon of the Aesir.
Even his relationship to humankind seems to be determined by an
oscillation between identification and opposition: Loki intervenes
to help save human beings when the gods ignore their cries for help,
but when confronted by their ingratitude he is devoured by a destructive and cruel fury.27 Emants extends this process of psychological depiction, which simultaneously confers both coherence and
Cfr. Gianna Chiesa Isnardi, I miti nordici (Milan: Longanesi, 1991), pp. 186-192
and Rudolf Simek, Lexikon der germanischen Mythologie, cit., pp. 321-322.
25
As mentioned previously, Emants also borrows the vision of the formation and
destruction of infinite worlds from Felix Dahn’s novel (Felix Dahn, Odhin’s Trost, cit.,
pp. 433-450). In Odhin’s Trost, however, the revelation of this eternal cycle reconciles
Odin to the laws of the universe and fills him with ecstatic joy. Nothing of the sort is
to be found in the dark prophecy that concludes Odin’s prophetic vision in Godenschemering.
26
On the figure of Loki in the medieval Norse sources, above all see Yvonne S
Bonnetain’s Der nordgermanische Gott Loki aus literaturwissenschaftlicher Perspektive, cit.
27
In relation to this point, see the episode in the context of the dialogue between
Loki and Odin in Canto II, lines 608-647: moved by the plea for help of a sick mother whose child is dying of cold and hunger, Loki – in as much as he is the god of fire
– causes the fire to return to the fireplace, but when the frightened woman pushes him
away and implores Baldr, Thor, and Odin, he sets the entire house aflame, killing both
mother and child.
24
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credibility to the character, to include Loki’s interlocutor and primary antagonist, Odin. Nothing remains of the powerful, but also
unpredictable and substantially ambiguous as well as unsettling, figure described in the medieval sources28 in Godenschemering. Emants’
Odin is a sovereign well aware of the fact that his power is illusory, and that all decisions rest in the hands of destiny. Moreover, he
is a sovereign tormented by guilt, by the awareness of being responsible for the conflict with Loki and, as a consequence, for the
actions with which Loki destroys the harmony of the gods and of
the cosmos:
’t Was niet de mistel in des moordn’aars hand,
’t Was niet mijn Frikka’s argelooze haast,
’t Was Hoder niet, zoo heilloos wreed misleid,
Ook kan ’t Laufeja’s felle zoon niet zijn.
Want hij alleen is aanvang aller schuld,
Die zwervend over ’d aard’, in ’t zwaak gemoed
Der reuzenbruid den minne-brand ontstak
En, als de stormwind, die met blind geweld
De reinste bloemen van haar stengsel rukt,
De liefde losscheurd’ uit het maagd’lijk hart,
Dat hij met listig vleiwoord had misleid.
Ja, Loki’s vader draag’alleen de schuld,
En... Odien was ’t, die hem in ’t leven wekte.
(Canto III, lines 367-379).29

28
For a thorough treatise on the figure of Odin in the medieval Norse sources, see
Annette Lassen’s recent study: Odin på kristent pergament. En teksthistorisk studie (Copenhagen: Forlag Museum Tusculanums, 2011).
29
“It was not the mistletoe in the assassin’s hand,/It was not the innocent haste
of my Frigg,/It was not Höðr, fatally and cruelly deceived./It cannot even have
been the fierce son of Laufey./Since he alone is the origin of every sin/He who,
wandering across the earth, within the weak spirit/Of the giantess lit the fire of
love/And, as the tempest’s wind with blind fury/Tears the purest flower from its
stem,/So he tore love from the virgin’s heart,/which with cunning words of flattery
he had deceived./Yes, the father of Loki alone is guilty,/And…it was Odin who
gave him life” [English translation from the Italian].
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These procedures of reorganization and of modification of the
mythological narrative give rise to a reading on two levels. The explicit reading, expressed by the author himself, is a mythical-allegorical one. The divine figures are “dragers van ideën” (“vehicles of
ideas”)30 and the myth’s re-elaboration offers a picture of existence
and the world meant to express the author’s own rationalistic and
pessimistic convictions. The narrative arc in this sense traces not only a process of degeneration and progressive catastrophe; but, above
all, a process of the becoming aware of the illusory character of all
that exists.31 This dual process nevertheless seems to be marked by
an inherent ambiguity: the unveiling of the non-sense of living, on
the one hand, indeed represents the triumph of reason; yet, at precisely the moment reason appears triumphant, it shows itself to be
a monstrous bringer of destruction. The enigmatic image of Loki –
squire and slave of a humanity marching toward the darkness of Hel
– with which Odin’s vision at the well of the Norns ends, appears to
be an attenuation of the picture presented in the poem’s first edition where he is simply defined as a monster: “Rampazaal’ge! Ja, ik
heb uw beeld herkend/In ‘t monster, dat aanbeden werd op aard”
(“O wicked one! Yes, I recognized your face/In the monster venerated upon the earth”).32 In any event, the desolate scene of the end
of all times that opens to Odin’s sight does not appear to be all that
compatible with the rationalization that the author, in the 1908 conference, carries out ex post of his own creative method.
But then again, as the author himself underlined in that conference, the poem’s characters do not simply act as “vehicles of ideas”,
but as authentic literary figures; and, as such, have to be psychologically credible. And this is the second level of reading, implied in the
first, of Godenschemering. The conflict that generates the chain of acMarcellus Emants, Hoe Loki ontstond, cit., p. 432.
In Godenschemering Emants again takes up a theme he had considered in his earlier poem Lilith, whose protagonist – Lilith – is the depiction of both desire and illusion; and, as such, is also referred to by the Sanskrit name of Maya. Cfr. Pierre H.
Dubois, Marcellus Emants. Een schrijversleven, cit., pp. 112-113.
32
Marcellus Emants, Godenschemering (Sneek: H. Pijttersen, 1883), p. 118 [English
translation from the Italian].
30
31
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tions that, on the mythical-allegorical plane, enacts the tragic finale
is determined by a constellation of motives itself determined by
bourgeois society and literature at the end of the 19th century. The
father of the family, esteemed and respected within the context of
his elevated social milieu – the society of the gods, in our case – in
his youth committed an erotic transgression of which his friends are
ignorant, even if his wife is not, having intuited the whole affair, but
having decided to remain silent in sympathetic compliance.33 At this
point, the claim of the illegitimate son – born of that blameworthy
and covered-up affair – to have his paternal heredity recognized, initiates a series of reactions that shatters the familial and social harmony: the son so scorned and marginalized vindicates himself by
killing his father’s favorite son, and thereby forcing his father to accept his guilt without any chance of repairing the damage inflicted.
Thus the values, customs, and obsessions of an entire age become visible through a work of universal ambition that sees itself as
a literary testament to reason and pessimism. The Nordic mythological tradition, employed once again – after Wagner’s colossal creations – as a means of expressing both a thought and a vision of the
modern world, becomes a vehicle of an entirely new meaning, a
meaning that nonetheless is unable to establish a compact and consistent discourse; and with that, in this multiplicity of tensions and
contradictions, it opens itself up once more to interpretation, and
to further play within the chain of the myth’s re-readings and rewritings.

“Aan Frikka’s scherpen blik was Odiens schuld/Niet lang ontgaan; maar ‘t godd’lijk Asenrecht;/Vergeven had haar goedheid nooit verzaakt” (“From Frigg’s pointed
glance Odin’s guilt/Was unable to flee for long; but her goodness,/Never neglected the
divine justice of the Aesir: the pardon”, Canto III, lines 390-392). The first edition’s formulation was more precise and direct: “Zijn schuld was niet aan Frikka’s blik ontgaan,/Maar zij had al zoo lang vergeven” (“His guilt could not flee Frigg’s glance,/But
he had already been long forgiven”), Marcellus Emants, Godenschemering (1883), cit., p. 70.
33

60

German Studies
Research

Sedan in French and German painting*
Massimo Ferrari Zumbini

Sedan: the “momentous battle” and the “debacle”

The Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71 between the Napoleon III’s
France and the coalition of German states headed by Bismarck’s
Prussia is a forgotten conflict. It is almost as if history has placed this
particular war in brackets, squeezed it between the great series of
Napoleonic victories and the modern idea of total war that emerged
in the summer of 1914. As late as 1989, no less a figure that Stéphane
Audoin-Rouzeau, the man who has given such impetus to the new
historiography of the First World War, began his book on the Franco-Prussian War with the words “La guerre de 1870 est une guerre
oubliée”.1 After two world wars and the mass slaughter of the twentieth century, this conflict appears a minor event for the very reason
that it seems so caught within a longer chain of events. Yet this is a
war that still has many interesting features, and not just from the
viewpoint of political history. Undoubtedly it is the war that brought
about both the dissolution of the French empire and the unification
of Germany with all the accompanying shifts in the balance of power in Europe. There are, however, other important aspects connected to a wide range of historiographic methods and issues which
largely began with this very conflict. These pertain to phenomena
which range from “the new military history” and “visual history” to
“places of memory” and “the construction of the enemy”. It is
therefore interesting – and perhaps surprising – to note that given
these viewpoints, this war was also the last act in a long and dramatic
series of conflicts.
In fact the war which finally brought about German unification
is, at one and the same time, the final war before “total war” in terms
of military history, and also the final war fought before the widespread use of photography in terms of visual history. Indeed, the
*Translation by Peter Douglas.
1
Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau, 1870 – La France dans la Guerre (Paris: Colin, 1989), p. 1.
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Franco-Prussian War was largely depicted on canvas (and in drawings). More specifically, it was the war in which the established tradition of war painting (Schlachtenmalerei) and the “battaglisti” (battle
painters)2 had their moment of triumph before the coming of total
war which, from Futurism to Expressionism, would herald a radical
shift in how armed conflict was represented.
The small town of Sedan, in the Ardennes department near the
Belgian border, had a central and decisive role both from a military
and from an iconographic point of view. The name “Sedan” is, in
fact, synonymous with the most famous battle of the whole war
and is, for that very reason, the “place of memory” most frequently referenced in the whole iconography of the war. It is thus necessary to start with Sedan in order to reexamine the events and their
depiction.
An episode occurred in the late afternoon of September 1st 1870
which not only decided the fate of the Franco-Prussian War, which
had begun on July 19th, but also changed the history of the continent,
eventually attaining mythical status in the history and collective memory of Germany, France and Europe itself.3 A white flag appeared on
the bastions of the fort of Sedan and General Reille went out to
proffer the surrender of Napoleon III to Wilhelm I of Prussia, who
had followed the whole battle from a vantage point nearby.
Napoleon wrote:
Monsieur mon frère,
N’ayant pas pu mourir au milieu de mes troupes, il ne me reste qu’à
remettre mon épée entre les mains de Votre Majesté. Je suis de votre

On the Italian tradition, see I battaglisti. La pittura di battaglia dal XVI al XVIII secolo, edited by Giancarlo Sestieri (Rome: De Luca Editori d’arte, 2011), with ample illustrative material, p. 19ss.
3
On the Battle of Sedan, see in particular: Michael Howard, The Franco-Prussian
War. The German Invasion of France (London-New York: Routledge, 2002), p. 203ss.; Geoffrey Wawro, The Franco-Prussian War. The German Conquest of France in 1870-1871 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 211ss.; François Roth, La Guerre de 70
(Paris: Fayard, 1997), p. 101ss.; Douglas Fermer, Sedan 1870. The Eclipse of France (Barnsley: Pen & Sword, 2008) and Pierre Milza, “L’année terrible”. La guerre franco-prussienne septembre 1870-mars 1871 (Paris: éditions Perrin, 2009), p. 99ss.
2
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Majesté le bon frère.
Napoléon.4

In the fort with his entire army of over 100,000 men, the French
emperor, weakened by illness and by then resigned to his fate, admitted defeat. Napoleon’s words, however, specifically referred to
only the emperor himself (mon épée) and not France in general, which
Napoleon did not intend to be bound to his decision in the hope
that the nation would be able to carry on the war from Paris. It was,
however, a total and unprecedented rout which went far beyond the
disaster of Waterloo.
La capitulation est signée au début de la matinée du 2 septembre.
Dans l’histoire militaire du XIXe siècle, c’est un fait sans précédent
par son ampleur. Celle du général Dupont à Baylen durant la guerre
d’Espagne (1808), celle des Hongrois à Villagos (1849) n’avaient pas
concerné de tels effectifs. La présence de Napoléon III parmi les
prisonniers accroît encore la portée du succès.5

Two German armies, comprising approximately 190,000 soldiers
from Prussia, Saxony, Bavaria, Thuringia, Baden and Württemberg,
had already completely surrounded Sedan by 11.30am after the
Gardehusaren of the Army of the Meuse marching from the east,
joined up with the Third Army arriving from the west.6 The French
troops, beaten in the field and in the surrounding villages from the
first light of day, fled in disarray, largely retreating to the fort itself.7
To the south in Bazeilles, the Bavarian forces had trounced the
crack troops of the naval infantry, the Marsouins, who fought to the
last man in the “maison de la dernière cartouche”, which was to beMichael Howard, The Franco-Prussian War. The German Invasion of France, cit.,
p. 219.
5
François Roth, La Guerre de 70, cit., p. 126.
6
Pierre Milza, “L’année terrible”. La guerre franco-prussienne septembre 1870-mars 1871,
cit., p. 110.
7
Douglas Fermer, Sedan 1870. The Eclipse of France, cit., p. 167ss.
4
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come the scene of one of the most famous paintings of the war.8
To the north, between Givonne and Fleigneux, groups of French
soldiers fled towards the forest of the Ardennes, seeking refuge in
Belgium.9 Not even the desperate, almost suicidal, charges of the
best squadrons of the glorious French cavalry – cuirassiers, hussars
and chasseurs d’Afrique – managed to pierce the German infantry supported by the field artillery.10
Sedan is thus the battle that was to end the war, given the magnitude of the defeat and because it came at the end of a long series of
defeats which had marked the whole course of the conflict. The
German troops had been victorious because they had invaded with
the utmost speed, making their way deep into French territory. On
August 4th they were at Weissenburg, thus opening the road to Alsace
from the north; on the 6th they were at Wörth in southern Alsace
and Spicheren in the Saar, on the 14th they were at Colombey-Nouilly on the road to Metz, on the 16th at Mars-la-Tour, 20 kilometres
from Metz, and on the 18th at Gravelotte. Here there was bloody battle (whence the saying: “Ça tombe comme à Gravelotte”) which led
to the siege of the great fortress of Metz starting on August 20th (the
same day as the siege of Strasbourg began) and which eventually led
to the defeat of the whole Army of the Rhine and the capture of
over 150,000 French soldiers.
On August 24th the Germans arrived at the Marne, but on the
evening of the 25th German high command ordered a risky, but ultimately decisive, change of direction. Given that the other, residual
French, army had not retreated towards Paris as expected, the two
German armies also decided not to march towards the capital but
carried out the famous right wing manoeuvre, shifting almost
200,000 soldiers along a front of over 50 kilometres. It was a lightning, complex and vast move eastwards, decisive from a strategic
point of view, but difficult to pull off in practice, particularly in rainy

8
Dennis E. Showalter, Das Gesicht des modernen Krieges. Sedan, 1. und 2. September 1870,
in Schlachten der Weltgeschichte, edited by Stig Förster et al. (Munich: dtv 2005), p. 238.
9
François Roth, La Guerre de 70, cit., p. 122.
10
Michael Howard, The Franco-Prussian War. The German Invasion of France, cit., p.
215ss.
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conditions and with battle-weary troops; on August 18th they had
fought at Gravelotte and had hardly rested, also because they had
had the painful task of burying 9,000 dead.11
On the basis of information regarding the movement of the
French troops, the German Chief of Staff, headed by Moltke, decided to take a risk and order a move which would take the whole
front towards Sedan12 and where, for the second time since Metz, an
entire French army found itself surrounded with no chance of escaping as only the border with Belgium lay behind it.
The French Army arrived at Sedan with the higher ground taken by the Germans who were backed by over 500 units of heavy
artillery. In the final stages of the battle, the latter was firing 600
shells a minute at the citadel, causing heavy losses, panic and outbreaks of fire.13
At Frénois on one of the heights, the supreme command of the
allied German forces met, headed by the king of Prussia. Next to
Wilhelm were the leading figures of Prussia: the heir to the throne,
Chancellor Bismarck and Helmut von Moltke, the military strategist
responsible for the operations of all the allied troops. This scene has
been depicted many times and in many ways – in literature and in
paintings – but almost all versions are based on the two most famous
descriptions: the renowned 1873 account by Theodor Fontane14 and
the articles that appeared in The Times of London by William Howard
Russell, the most famous war correspondent of the age who had also covered the American Civil War and the Crimean War.15
11
Geoffrey Wawro, The Franco-Prussian War. The German Conquest of France in 18701871, cit., p. 186.
12
Douglas Fermer, Sedan 1870. The Eclipse of France, cit., p. 124ss.
13
Karl-Heinz Frieser, Ardennen Sedan. Militärhistorischer Führer durch eine europäische
Schicksalslandschaft, edited by the Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt (FrankfurtBonn: Report Verlag, 2006), p. 129.
14
Theodor Fontane, Der Krieg gegen Frankreich. Band I: Der Krieg gegen das Kaiserreich
(Berlin: Nymphenburger, 1873), p. 552ss.
15
On Fontane and Russell, see Manuel Köppen, Im Krieg gegen Frankreich. Korrespondenten an der Front. 1870 vor Paris – 1916 an der Westfront – 1940 im Blitzkrieg, in
Kriegskorrespondenten: Deutungsinstanzen in der Mediengesellschaft, edited by Barbara Korte
and Horst Tonn (Wiesbaden: Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2007), p. 59ss.
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A 300-metre high vantage point and the fine weather made for a
clear view; by late morning observers had already realized that the
siege was complete and victory was only a matter of hours away.
Apart from The Times correspondent, another foreign observer was
General Philip Sheridan, who in the American Civil War had commanded the Army of the Shenandoah which devastated Virginia in
1864 and earned Sheridan notoriety for having introduced scorched
earth tactics (“The Burning”). The largest group on the summit of
the hill behind the all-Prussian front line, however, was made up of
the representatives of the other German states, from the kingdom of
Bavaria down to the small duchy of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha.
The most famous depiction of the scene in paint is by Anton von
Werner, who was to become the favourite artist at the imperial court.
The famous Sedan-Panorama would later be hung in a gallery built for
that very purpose. Thanks to a rotating platform, it was possible to
follow the various phases of the battle painted on a 1,725 square metre screen and represented in three dioramas which show the main
events at five-hour intervals, from the French cavalry charge to the
delivery of Napoleon’s letter in which he surrenders to Wilhelm.16
For Werner, and for many other German painters, the scene had a
particular solemnity because those high-ranking figures seen together on the hill are the representatives of the common will to unite all
German territories in a new Reich.17
In the writings of historians who now see Germany through the
lens of two world wars, there is a tendency to describe this scene
emphasizing the atmosphere of the Belle Époque, as if it were an
gala-like outing with the resplendent uniforms of high-sounding aristocrats:
It was now a superb day, and Moltke’s staff had found for the King
a vantage-point from which a view of the battle could be obtained
such as no commander of an army in Western Europe was ever to

16
Anton von Werner. Geschichte in Bildern, edited by Dominik Bartmann (Munich:
Hirmer, 1997), p. 270ss.
17
Frank Becker, Bilder von Krieg und Nation. Die Einigungskriege in der deutschen Öffentlichkeit Deutschlands 1864-1913 (Munich: Oldenbourg, 2001), p. 478ss.
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see again. In a clearing on the wooded hill above Frénois, south of
the Meuse, there gathered a glittering concourse of uniformed notabilities more suitable to an opera-house or a race-course than to a
climactic battle which was to decide the destinies of Europe and
perhaps of the world.18

Nevertheless, if we observe those events with the hindsight of
the twenty-first century, that September 1st 1870 also, and above all,
prefigures various historical events that tragically mark the course of
European history. Undoubtedly, the characters and the uniforms that
characterized the scene around Sedan take us back to a distant past
of princes and grand dukes, cuirassiers and dragoons, uhlans and
hussars. Yet in the background of the panorama is the Ardennes
Forest, which Hitler’s armoured divisions passed through on May 1st
1940 on their way to another, even more decisive siege. On the
evening of May 13th 1940, the Germans were again at Sedan and, in
just two days of fighting had conquered the “sacred ground” of the
now legendary Hill 301, that is, the very hill on which the aforementioned leaders had assembled.19
In reality, the military history of that momentous conflict between the German states and France also links a whole range of
historical figures over various centuries. Wilhelm I of Prussia, who
after his victory became the first emperor of the new Reich in January 1871, had, when very young, fought against Napoleon. Between 1806-1807 Napoleon, in turn, had brought about the
dissolution of the ancient Reich (das alte Reich), the successor to the
Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, by entering Berlin and
breaking up Prussia. In the same period, the Prussian general Claus
von Clausewitz was a prisoner in France. His famous treatise on war
was to influence the whole development of Prussian military
thought from the post-Napoleonic era on. Alfred von Schlieffen also took part in the 1870 campaign. He devised the so-called Schli18

212.

Michael Howard, The Franco-Prussian War. The German Invasion of France, cit., p.

Karl-Heinz Frieser, Ardennen Sedan. Militärhistorischer Führer durch eine europäische
Schicksalslandschaft, cit., p. 224ss.
19
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effen plan, which Germany adhered to in 1914 in an attempt to realize its ambitious and somewhat risky principal aim: totally surrounding the enemy and successfully fighting a “battle of
annihilation” (Vernichtungsschlacht), effectively a modern Battle of
Cannae, based on the great victory of Sedan.20 Furthermore, taking
part in the clashes in the nearby Givonne, which opened up the road
to Sedan, was the young lieutenant Paul von Hindenburg, who had
already fought at Sadowa. He would go on to be the most popular
and powerful commander of the First World War, become President of the Republic in 1925 and appoint Adolf Hitler as head of
government in 1933.
The name of Sedan, the “terre d’épreuve” of the western front,
is ever-present in this chain of historical and military references.
Even though Germany was defeated in the First World War and the
western front was remembered more for the tragedies of Verdun
and the Somme, the Germans occupied Sedan right up to the end of
the conflict. Finally, in December 1944, the last German offensive in
the Ardennes was halted just 25 kilometres from Sedan, which had
been liberated by American troops on September 6th.21
The Franco-Prussian conflict was, however, brief. From the point
of view of international law it only lasted ten months, that is, from
France’s declaration of war on Prussia on July 19th to the definitive
peace treaty with the new Reich signed in Frankfurt on May 10th. If
we look at the actual campaigns of the war, which all took place on
French soil, that period is further reduced as the first clashes were on
August 4th and Paris surrendered on January 28th 1871. This marked
the end of the Second Empire and totally undermined the belief
that France could defend itself.
The losses, although admittedly terrible, were in no way comparable with those of the First World War, not to mention the
50,000,000 million military and civilian deaths of the Second World
War. If deaths due to disease are included – which covers the ma20
Jehuda L. Wallach, Das Dogma der Vernichtungsschlacht. Die Lehren von Clausewitz und
Schlieffen und ihre Wirkung in zwei Weltkriegen (Munich: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag
1970), p. 96ss.
21
Karl-Heinz Frieser, Ardennen Sedan, cit., p. 20s.
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jority of cases – Germany suffered 50,927 losses as opposed to
1,800,000 deaths in 1914-18.22
The fact that contemporaries, and painters of the time, made such
a great myth of Sedan might now seem rather strange to us. Our retrospective evaluations of the past, however, should not diminish the
real historical importance of this war, the results of which were so
crucial for France, Germany and the whole of Europe. In France it
brought about the fall of the Second Empire and the start of the
Third Republic, marked by the civil war that followed the Comune.
In Germany the Second Reich was established under Prussian hegemony, and in Europe the alarm provoked by this new continental
power also affected the Russian empire.23 More generally, Germany
acquired a military prestige which, it would not be an overstatement
to say, spread throughout the world. Even as early as 1836-1839,
Moltke, later victor at Sedan, had been a military advisor to the Ottoman army. The victory over France also led to the adoption of the
German military model in other continents, from Japan to South
America:
The Prussian Military System became the envy of, and the model
for, much of the world after the Franco-Prussian war of 1870-71.
Governments not only in Europe and in Asia Minor, but also as far
away as Japan and China, Central and South America, turned to
Prussia for military training missions and weapons and sent their
best and brightest subaltern officers to study the German way of
war. The States of South America in particular eagerly abandoned
well-established ties to St.Cyr and Schneider-Cruzot in France to

François Roth, La Guerre de 70, cit., p. 508.
On the admiring, and preoccupied, reactions of the Tsarist military authorities
to the results of the strategies of the Prussian Großer Generalstab in the Franco-Prussian War and, in particular, to the speed and efficiency of mobilization thanks to an integrated use of the railway network, see David Alan Rich, The Tsar’s Colonels.
Professionalism, Strategy and Subversion in Late Imperial Russia (Cambridge-London: Harvard
University Press), p. 88ss. In January 1874, the Russian Empire increased the length of
compulsory military service after evaluating the efficiency of the German military machine; see Werner Benecke, Militär, Reform und Gesellschaft im Zarenreich. Die Wehrpflicht
in Russland 1874-1914 (Paderborn-Munich: Diss., 2006), p. 41ss.
22
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forge new relations with the War Academy (Kriegsakademie) in
Berlin and Friedrich Krupp in Essen. On the eve of the First World
War, Chile, Argentina, and Bolivia solidly backed Germany; Berlin’s
“surrogate Prussians” in Santiago in Chile were revamping the
armies of Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Paraguay, and Venezuela;
Peru alone remained with France.24

In this respect, the most striking comment on Germany’s new
role was made in a Parliamentary speech by Benjamin Disraeli on
February 9th 1871. The former British prime minister, also with the
intention of criticizing his adversary and successor Gladstone, spoke
of the “German revolution”, destined to be of even greater influence than the French one, with devastating consequences for the balance of power that the United Kingdom wished to maintain:
Let me impress upon the attention of the House the character of
this war between France and Germany. It is no common war, like
the war between Prussia and Austria, or like the Italian war in which
France was engaged some years ago; nor is it like the Crimean War.
This war represents the German revolution, a greater political event
than the French revolution of last century. […] There is not a diplomatic tradition which has not been swept away. You have a new
world, new influences at work, new and unknown objects and dangers with which to cope, at present involved in that obscurity incident to novelty in such affairs. We used to have discussions in this
House about the balance of power. [...] The balance of power has
been entirely destroyed, and the country which suffers most, and
feels the effects of this great change most, is England.25

Germany was no longer the weak heart of Europe, playing its involuntary role in guaranteeing the balance of power between the major nations; indeed, it now appeared to be a hegemonic power itself
24
William F. Sater - H. Herwig, The Grand Illusion. The Prussianization of the Chilean
Army (Lincoln: Univ. of Nebraska Press, 1999), p. 7.
25
William F. Moneypenny - George E.Buckle, The Life of Benjamin Disraeli, Earl of
Beaconsfield (London: Murray, 1929), vol. 2, p. 473 and p. 474.
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at the centre of the continent. The feeling that there was a new, grave
threat was not only limited to the most authoritative exponents of
the British political classes. For public opinion too, the role of prime
adversary, that is, the nation that was the greatest threat to British
power, passed from France, with its age-old revolutionary tradition,
to Germany with its new military might. A short time after Sedan,
the weekly magazine All the Year Round, founded by Charles Dickens, gave an even more pessimistic, almost apocalyptic view of the
consequences of the rise of Germany, seen as a new power bent on
nothing less than world domination, in Persia, in India and even
threatening London itself:
Half a million of men, who have trodden down France and threatened England, may pine for fresh conquests. It may suddenly appear necessary for United Germany to win colonies, and a foothold
in Central Asia, Persia or India […] They will fly straight at London, the centre of our wealth.26

This was the new Germany of the Iron Chancellor and the cannons of Krupp that had replaced the Germany of “poets and
philosophers” idealized by Madame de Staël in De l’Allemagne. There
was a radical shift in power relations between Germany and France
which would have profound consequences in the decades that followed, right up to the events of the summer of 1914. Sedan remained part of the collective memory of both nations, to such an
extent that it suggested historical-military parallels of epoch-making
proportions, from Cannae to Waterloo. The idea that defeat at Sedan
had reduced France gained ground, suddenly making it a second-rate
power, with much more serious consequences that those which followed Waterloo:
Thus Moltke won a battle that ranks as modern Cannae – and, unlike Hannibal, he would not fail to march on the enemy’s capital.

26
Anonymous article, Sieges of London, in All the Year Round (1871), p. 497, cit. in
Daniel Pick, War Machine. The Rationalisation of Slaughter in the Modern Age (New HavenLondon: Yale Univ. Press, 1993), p. 115.
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Sedan made German might feared […] As for France, Sedan and
its aftermath demoted her to the second rank among European
powers more completely than Waterloo had done.27

France: epic defeat and the regeneration of the nation

When seen within the context of the great artistic tradition which
stretched from Louis XIV to Napoleon, the challenges facing French
painters in interpreting the Franco-Prussian War seem great. There
is more to consider than the stark contrast between the military glory of Napoleon’s victories and the series of defeats in the FrancoPrussian War. Undoubtedly, the succession of defeats is alarming:
from Alsace, Lorraine, Metz and Strasbourg to Sedan, the siege of
Paris and final surrender. Already by the first half of August,
Moltke’s military steam roller flattened French resistance in battles
that became fixed in the memories of contemporaries: at Weisenburg (August 4th), at Wörth and at Spicheren (August 6th), at
Colombey-Nouilly (August 14th) at Mars-la-Tour (August 16th) and at
Gravelotte (August 18th), the prelude to the surrender of Sedan itself
on September 1st.
However, there are two other aspects that must be considered.
These are of the utmost importance in order to understand just how
deeply-felt and all-involving La Débâcle was, to quote the term used
by Zola for the title of his 1892 novel depicting the war. The aforementioned battles transformed the German advance into a full-scale
invasion, and military encounters into a people’s war, at least as far
as the French were concerned. It was a war, however, which ended
up with the Germans entering Paris and the loss of French territories. It was not only Napoleon III who was defeated, but France and
the French people.
Moreover, the invasion was even more painful if we recall that
no French territories had been violated since the French campaign
of 1814. This, moreover, had been against a Napoleon in decline,
whose defeat at Leipzig had preceded the allies entering Paris on
27
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March 31st of that year. Victories in Crimea, Algeria and Italy under
Napoleon III had renewed and enhanced the image of a great military power. The one moment of gloom had been the disastrous Mexican adventure, whose depiction was very much ignored in French
painting. Indeed, Manet’s painting of the execution of the Emperor
Maximilian in Mexico on June 19th 1867 caused a scandal and his
work had a problematic history, very similar to Goya’s Tres de Mayo
of 1814 which had inspired it.28 Manet’s painting could not be displayed in France as it was a clear act of condemnation, an attack on
Napoleon III who, when pulling French troops out of Mexico, had
left the young emperor in the hands of Juarez’s republicans. The definitive version of the painting was only seen by the general public
after it was taken to Germany, having been bought by the Mannheim
Städtische Kunsthalle in 1909.
French military painting had enjoyed a long and glorious period
from Louis XIV to Napoleon. The influence of the great Napoleonic age was still felt in painting, also because of the greatness of the
man whose career formed a link between various painters, from David
and Gros to Gerard and Géricault. The full list, however, is much
longer, and in terms of battle painting, in the strictest sense at least, the
painter Horace Vernet deserves mention. Criticized by Baudelaire (“un
militaire qui fait de la peinture, il est l’antithèse absolue de l’artiste”),
his work is well represented in the Galerie des batailles at Versailles with
large canvases dedicated to the victories of Wagram and Jena.
After 1871, however, French military painting found itself with a
problem. How should defeat be represented? Certainly, this was not
a new problem. In the end, after so many victories, even the career
of Napoleon had known defeat, from the retreat from Russia to Waterloo. The iconography of defeat, although a minor phenomenon
(also because the great warrior, Napoleon himself, was no longer on
the scene), is marked by various approaches in depicting the most
28
On the four versions that Manet painted and the links with Goya, see Michael F.
Zimmermann, Der Prozeß der Zivilisation und der Ort der Gewalt. Zur Darstellung von Gegenwart und Geschichte seit der Aufklärung, in Bilder der Macht - Macht der Bilder. Zeitgeschichte in
Darstellungen des 19. Jahrhunderts, edited by Stephen Germer and Michael F. Zimmermann (Munich: Klinkhardt & Biermann, 1997), p. 74ss.
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tragic, painful events in French history. It was a slow process, which
gradually developed over the following decades, and involved
painters and other artists who became the makers of the Napoleon
myth in a positive sense.
Even Nicolas-Toussaint Charlet, who with his many lithographs
was one of the most resourceful artists to document Napoleon’s military victories, dedicated a painting in 1863 to the retreat from Russia (Episode de la Retraite de Russie, Museum of Lyon), which was much
praised by Alfred de Musset. Another of Gros’s pupils, Ferdinand
Boissard, depicted the same scene with a large work (1.60 x 2.25,
Museum of Rouen) which enjoyed great success at the 1835 Salon.
The same theme was again taken up in 1856 in a work of the same
name (Louvre) by Auguste Raffet, a pupil of Charlet, who glorified
the characteristic “grognards”, those veterans of the imperial Old
Guard, the “vieux de la vieille”, who although complaining, were the
most leather-skinned and faithful of Napoleon’s followers.29
Napoleon’s defeats of 1814 also inspired various artists. In 1820
Horace Vernet depicted an episode in which he himself had taken
part. La Barrière de Clichy - Défense de Paris, le 30 mars 1814 (Louvre) glorifies the collaborative spirit between the aged Marshal Moncey and
the inexperienced National Guard soldiers defending Paris to the end.
In 1864 Ernest Meissonier depicted the Napoleon of March
1814, seen with his last remaining troops wearily crossing the sowcovered land, the background dominated by a leaden sky (Campagne
de France, 1814, Musée d’Orsay).30 Meissonier is the painter who in
1875 celebrated the Battle of Friedland of June 14th 1807, one of
Napoleon’s greatest victories (“Friedland vaudra Austerlitz, Iéna ou
Marengo”); with the Russian army defeated, he marched on Prussia
and dismembered it. The painting (New York, Metropolitan) is a triOn Charlet in particular, see the essays by Bruno Foucart, Charlet, premier et primaire imagier de la légende napoléonienne, p. 86ss. and by Christian Benoit, Charlet ou l’éternel
soldat de Napoléon, both in Charlet. Aux origines de la légende napoléonienne, edited by Nicolas Bocher (Paris: Giovanangeli, 2008).
30
On the long and successful career of Meissonier, who had also been admired by
Delacroix, see Marc J. Gotlieb, The Plight of Emulation. Ernest Meissonier and French Salon
Painting (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1996), and above all p. 185ss.
29
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umph of colour and action: the uniforms of the imperial guard are
bright against a summer landscape, while the cuirassiers gallop past,
enthusiastically saluting Napoleon with their swords raised. The 1864
painting, on the other hand, is extremely unusual as regards military
paintings: it is small (51.5 x 76.5) and depicts no action; there is only an atmosphere of solitude and discomfort that envelopes the emperor who is on his way to final defeat.
The central theme in this iconography of defeat, however, is naturally Waterloo. Both Charlet and Raffet celebrated the heroism of
the defeated French in various lithographs. The large painting by
Clément-Auguste Andrieux (La bataille de Waterloo, Musée National
du Châteaude Versailles) dates from 1852. These are very different
works, but all focus on the sacrifice of the French, from Raffet’s “retraite du bataillon sacré” to Andrieux’s Raffet-influenced painting of
the charge of General Milhaud’s 3,500 cuirassiers against the central
section of the English lines at Mont-Saint-Jean.31
This heroic interpretation of the defeat was also explored in literature, particularly in the popular works of Victor Hugo. His 1853
poem, L’expiation, became the most famous commentary on Waterloo, “ce plateau funèbre et solitaire” where “la garde impériale entre
dans la fournaise”, not to mention 19 of the chapters in Les Misérables, which recall the same scenes as those depicted in the paintings, including the charge of the cuirassiers, transformed by Hugo
into mythological creatures (C’étaient des hommes géants sur des chevaux
colosses) in chapter 10, entitled Le plateau de Mont Saint-Jean.32
The tòpos of the “glorious defeat” thus already existed and in all
truth, French paintings depicting Sedan can be seen to reach back to
those that depict Waterloo.33 On the other hand, what else can the
defeated do? The glorification of heroism in spite of defeat is esOn Waterloo in paintings, see Jacques Logie, Waterloo. La campagne de 1815 (Brussels: Racine, 2003), p. 223ss.
32
On the relationship between Hugo and battle painting, see François Robichon,
Victor Hugo et la peinture des guerres napoléoniennes de son temps, in Hugo et la guerre, edited by
Claude Millet (Paris: Maisonneuve & Larose, 2004), p. 87ss.
33
Jean-Marc Largeaud, Napoléon et Waterloo. La défaite glorieuse de 1815 à nos jours. Waterloo dans la mémoire des français (Paris: Boutique de l’Histoire, 2006), p. 296ss. Largeaud’s
extensive analysis also includes literature, see p. 324ss. on Stendhal and Hugo.
31

77

Massimo Ferrari Zumbini

sential in order to purify the loss and hand it down to posterity; it is
basically equivalent to a rite of passage, reworking the pain of defeat.
It is a theme that we could say is universal, used over and over again
by the defeated of many wars throughout history. For painting too,
the classic model is the Battle of Thermopylae.
Nevertheless, the parallels between Waterloo and Sedan end here.
Waterloo is a massive loss incurred at the end a triumphant journey,
but it does not cancel the many glorious conquests that have preceded it. In the aforementioned poem by Hugo, the pain of Waterloo is always tempered by memories of greatness. The French
soldiers are defeated, but they will always be the victors of many battles: “Ces derniers soldats de la dernière guerre/Furent grands; ils
avaient vaincu toute la terre”. Now, however, they are vanquished.
Waterloo is the end of a long line of battles, while Sedan is the start
of a greater national tragedy. After Sedan, military conflict for the
French becomes a people’s war, which ends up with the Germans entering Paris, the annexation of French lands and the birth of a great
new power on the French border.
The motif of the “glorious defeat” is thus inevitable, but not
quite enough: there is the occupation, the people’s war, “German
barbarity” and the revanche. In this context we should mention the
acts of reprisal against those unofficial combatants, the francs-tireurs,
or resistance fighters, of this particular war in an enemy-occupied
land.34 There were also civilians who were considered victims of unfair reprisals involving whole villages. Paintings on this theme also
appeared long after the actual events occurred, as in the case of Lucien Marchet’s 1896 work depicting the executions that took place in
the village of Bazeilles, where some snipers had shot at Bavarian
troops who then shot 39 inhabitants.35
In the wake of these events, Sedan also became a motif for “German barbarity” perpetrated by the “hordes of Attila” against “the
34
For details of these reprisals, which generally struck villages and rural areas, see
François Roth, La Guerre de 70, cit., p. 397ss.
35
The painting entitled La débâcle is reproduced and discussed in Im Atelier der
Geschichte. Gemälde bis 1914 aus der Sammlung des Deutschen Historischen Museums, edited by
Sabine Beneke (Dresden: Sandstein, 2012), p. 311.
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civilization” of the great French nation. This idea was voiced most
clearly in the appeals of Victor Hugo who returned to the “myth of
Paris” as the guardian of civilization and as a symbol of progress.36
In 1872 Hugo published a collection of poems tellingly entitled L’année terrible, complete with a prophecy addressed to the present victors:
“Vous semblez nos vainqueurs, vous êtes nos vaincus”. Previously,
however, just three days after Sedan, Hugo had already celebrated
the same vision in which the despair of that moment is wiped away
by the certainty of future triumphs, given that France is synonymous
with “civilization”:
Sauver Paris, c’est plus que sauver la France, c’est sauver le monde.
Paris est le centre même de l’humanité. Paris est la ville sacrée […]
Paris est la capitale de la civilisation.37

The catastrophe of 1870 therefore entails not just a lost battle
but a series of losses which converge in absolute defeat; it is a painful
cycle comprising an “année terrible” and the “debacle”. For this reason painting, like literature, searched for other issues connected to
this total defeat: putting the blame on the military class, attacking the
emperor, and the great, problematic question of the “regeneration
of the nation”. This hope in renewal corresponded with the idea of
“toute une France à refaire”, the final words of Zola’s La Débâcle.
First, however, came the criticism. This was often extremely harsh
and its target was the emperor. Whereas there was respect for the
emperor who had been defeated at Waterloo, there was none for the
emperor defeated at Sedan. To quote Hugo, what applied to
“Napoléon le Grand” did not apply to “Napoléon le Petit”, precisely because Waterloo marked the end of a great sequence of events
dominated by the colossal figure of Napoleon himself who retained
Cfr. Karlheinz Stierle, Der Mythos von Paris. Zeichen und Bewußtsein der Stadt (Munich:
Dt. Taschenbuch-Verlag, 1998), p. 581ss.
37
On the appeal Hugo made on September 5th 1870 from which the quotation is
taken, see Michael Jeisman, Das Vaterland der Feinde. Studien zum nationalen Feindbegriff und
Selbstverständnis in Deutschland und Frankreich, 1792-1918 (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1992),
p. 191.
36
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his greatness even in defeat. This factor was completely lacking in the
Franco-Prussian War; indeed, the reverse was true, with fierce criticism of military and political leaders. Napoleon III ingloriously left
the scene, the first casualty of a new government, his negative reputation persisting throughout the Third Republic.
Military commanders were criticized as incompetent and were often even accused of treason. The most sensational case was that of
Marshal Bazaine, who had been named Commander-in-Chief of the
Army of the Rhine in August 1870, the culmination of a brilliant career that stretched back to Crimea and the Battle of Solferino.
Nonetheless, he was charged with treason and condemned to death
(which he manage to avoid by fleeing to Spain) for having ordered
the surrender of the besieged army at Metz. Indeed, he became a
useful scapegoat for both sides: for the republicans as a demonstration of Napoleon’s culpability; for the Bonapartists as someone who
could shoulder all the blame.
It is easy to understand why there are so few paintings of military
commanders and so many paintings in praise of Gambetta, the latter being the politician who proclaimed the republic immediately after Sedan on September 4th and who carried on the war after
managing to leave the besieged capital in a hot-air balloon on October 7th. One of the few examples of paintings of military leaders is
the 1878 portrait of Marshal Mac Mahon, Duke of Magenta and
hero of Sebastopol, who was “lucky” enough to be wounded at
Sedan and thus had been relieved of his command.38 In 1873 he was
even elected President of the Republic and, as head of state, commuted Balzaine’s death sentence to a prison sentence.
In contrast, although the soldiers were undoubtedly seen as having been defeated, the fact that they had been at the front line of a
heroic self-sacrificing resistance, made them guarantors of the regeneration. When the painters of Sedan revisited the heroic themes
once used for Waterloo, they focused on individual acts of heroism
and these “ordinary” heroes were given the leading roles in their dra38
On Charles Armand-Dumaresq‘s painting, Le Maréchal de Mac Mahon blessé à Sedan,
see François Rubichon, Der Krieg von 1870/1 und die französische Militärmalerei, in Bilder
der Macht - Macht der Bilder, cit., p. 63.

80

Sedan in French and German painting

matic retellings. Notwithstanding defeat, the greatness of the nation
was confirmed. The clearest proof of this phenomenon is to be
found in an article published in the “Gazette des Beaux-Arts” in
1885 and dedicated to Alphonse de Neuville, the painter who was the
most representative of this apologist genre. Despite the bleak military facts, the moral side of the issue continued to provide comfort,
that is, the knowledge that French soldiers “did not die without glory”, a theme with a direct link to that of the “glorious defeated”:
Il nous a montré par quels efforts héroïques nos soldats ont essayé
de conjurer le sort et, quand nous les voyons écrasés par des forces
supérieures, au moins pouvons-nous penser avec lui qu’ils ne sont
pas tombés sans gloire.39

Much of the iconography of the Franco-Prussian War thus concerns individual episodes within a battle and show French soldiers
distinguishing themselves despite the tragic conclusion. Clearly, there
are various differences in terms of chronology and typology. As time
passed, public opinion changed. For almost 20 years there was a constant flow of painted scenes, which, when taken together, really seem
as if they are conforming to stereotype, as the titles themselves – often complete with exclamation marks – suggest: En avant!, Aux
armes!, Suprême effort!, Au drapeu! and so on. These are patriotic paintings in the purest sense, which, ignoring defeat, tend to present the
events of 1870 as the last flowering of the Napoleonic tradition, celebrating something between “élan” and “French fury”.
In these paintings, “la charge”, the attack of the heavy cavalry, is
a favourite scene. It became part of a fixed iconography of glory in
battle and, in depicting people and action, provided painters with the
chance to show off their technical skills to the full. The painter concentrated on the individual courageous and heroic event as this remained as such despite defeat. Capturing the action close-up was a
favoured option as far as composition was concerned. This allowed
Cfr. Robert Jay, Alphonse de Neuville’s “The Spy” and the Legacy of the Franco-Prussian
War, in “Metropolitan Museum Journal”, 19/20 (1986), p. 151.
39
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for the dynamic quality of the charge to be depicted in great detail
and to powerful visual effect, especially as the horse was often charging in the direction of the viewer. The sheer force of the attack calls
to mind various parallels; there are similarities to an “approaching
avalanche” effect and to those famous images from the early days
of cinema showing trains rushing towards the spectator. This dramatic quality of the action is further enhanced by the addition in the
foreground of a cavalryman who has already fallen or who is in the
process of falling along with his horse. There are many examples of
this type of painting, from the charge of the dragoons at Gravelotte,
painted by Henry Dupray in 1873,40 to the charge of the cuirassiers
at Wörth painted by Aimé Morot in 1887.41
It is for this group of paintings, however, that a diachronic approach is apt. As the events of the Franco-Prussian War faded into
the past, the vivid, emotion-laden memory of them also faded, above
all for the new generation who had not experienced the débâcle directly. This dimming of enthusiasm was also an effect of the excessive exploitation of patriotic and apologist aspects,42 to the extent
that after almost 30 years of battle pictures of this type, critical voices were being raised. In 1899 Urban Gohier, in L’armée contre la nation,
wrote ironically about such paintings, concluding that if you counted all the dead or imprisoned German soldiers depicted, you would
get a total that was greater than the number of German soldiers who
had actually fought in those few months of the war:
Dans les Salons de peinture, depuis vingt-cinq ans, plus de cadavres
allemands ont jonché les champs de bataille, plus de prisonniers alle-

John Milner, Art, War and Revolution in France 1870-1871. Myth, Reportage and Reality (New Haven - London: Yale Univ. Press, 2000), p. 49.
41
François Rubichon, Der Krieg von 1870/1 und die französische Militärmalerei, in Bilder
der Macht - Macht der Bilder, cit., p. 69.
42
The Société des Artistes français, responsible for the organization of the Salons des
Beaux-Arts, is also responsible for the photographic collection of the works exhibited
between 1864 and 1901 and acquired or commissioned by the French state: Oeuvres exposées au salon annuel organisé par le Ministère de l’Instruction publique, des Cultes et des BeauxArts au Palais des Champs-Elysées à Paris. Tableaux commandés ou acquis par le Service des
Beaux-Arts. The digital version of the annual catalogues (Les albums photographiques des
40
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mands ont défilé sur les tableaux, que l’Allemagne n’avait mis
d’hommes en ligne pendant toute la guerre.43

An eloquent example of this new climate regarded the treatment
of the much-loved cavalry charge. In 1911 Pierre-Victor Robiquet
produced a painting with a subject identical to that chosen by Morot in 1887, although Robiquet’s painting was called En folie: mort du
colonel de Lacarre. The compositional elements are the same: the
falling cavalryman in the foreground and the effect of the galloping horses approaching the viewer headlong. Now, however, the title is rather ambiguous, echoing the heated debate on the usefulness
of “suicide attacks” against an infantry that is so well-backed up by
artillery.
Ultimately, there was something else which contributed to changing painters’ attitudes to the war. Towards the end of the century,
the prestige of the army was threatened by the Dreyfus affair which
was again in the spotlight after Zola’s J’accuse of January 1898. From
this moment, the number of paintings that renounce any sense of
triumphalism increase, documenting instead the reality of the defeat.
The most representative artist here is Pierre Lagarde.44 With a series
of paintings which begin in 1902 with La Retraite and concluded with
Année terrible and La Débâcle, Lagarde was in perfect accord with Zola’s novels and their criticism of the political and military actions of
Napoleon III.
Salons de 1864 à 1901) is now part of the collections of the State Archives and can be
consulted using the following link: http://www.culture.gouv.fr/documentation/arcade/salons.htm. For examples of important works illustrating different trends in battle painting, see for 1873 Les turcos à Wissembourg, by Charles Castellani (F/21/7643
folio 13, catalogue no. 245) and Reconnaissance en avant des forts, pendant le siège de Paris, by
Léon du Paty (F/21/7643 folio 11, catalogue no. 519). For 1874 see Souvenir du champ
de bataille de Woerth by Paul Emile Antoine Morlon (F/21/7644 folio 3, catalogue no.
1351) and Un escadron du premier régiment de cuirassiers à Sedan, again by Castellani
(F/21/7644 folio 7, catalogue no.332).
43
Cfr. François Robichon, Representing the 1870-1871 War, or the Impossible Revanche,
in Nationalism and French Visual Culture, 1870-1914, edited by June Hargrove (New
Haven-London: Yale Univ. Press, 2005), p. 98.
44
Ivi, p. 93.
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There is, however, another type of painting that should not be
forgotten, above all for the work of Edouard Detaille and Alphonse
de Neuville, not to mention Ernest Meissonier. The paintings that
they dedicated to the war stand the test of time rather well, not only in terms of the high quality of the execution, but also because
they put forward a more subtle (and therefore more acceptable) interpretation of the defeat. It could be argued that they succeed in
exorcising the defeat without ignoring it. The ultimately stereotypical image of the cavalry charge had celebrated the individual act of
heroism, but averted the question of defeat. Detaille, and to an even
greater extent Neuville, take defeat as the given point of departure,
focusing on the heroism of the defence put up by those who have
already been overwhelmed by superior forces. Nevertheless, this
forceful enemy that invades and occupies the country remains hidden in the background and hardly appears in these paintings.
These artists are not interested in examining the causes of the
many battles lost by the French. In their best paintings they do not
concentrate on the decisive point in the battle when the outcome is
still uncertain; indeed, those earlier scenes of the glorious French
cavalry charging forward might well make one believe that they are
depictions of victory. These painters’ attention, on the contrary, is on
the heroic acts of French soldiers who have already been beaten, in
the moments of final resistance against a greater force which has already prevailed and is even more threatening in that its presence is
indistinct. The French soldiers are well-defined figures, French citizens defending French soil and capable of self-sacrifice, while the
enemy is an obscure mass which, although it has evidently overwhelmed the French defences, either does not appear in the painting
at all or is so far in the background that it is indistinct.
Three paintings are particularly important as far as Neuville is
concerned. A pupil of Delacroix, Neuville had already exhibited at
the Salon in 1859 with a painting of the Crimean War and he was
himself an officer in the Franco-Prussian conflict. At the 1873 Salon he exhibited Les dernières cartouches, which referred to a episode
during the Battle of Sedan. On September 1st in the nearby village
84
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of Bazeilles, the Bavarian troops overwhelmed the last resisting
French forces who had been trying to halt the German advance on
the fortress of Sedan. The village had been bombarded and set on
fire, and the final act was about to take place following the arrival of
the Bavarian soldiers. About 50 marksmen of the French navy, who
had barricaded themselves into a small building, managed to keep the
enemy at bay, surrendering only after they had fired “the last round”
to which the title of the painting refers. This is a quintessentially military subject, and is not limited to French art; indeed there are often
more tragic results, that is, the encounter concludes not with surrender, but with the ultimate sacrifice. It is therefore quite common for
such episodes to become excuses for overblown patriotic rhetoric,
making it difficult to distinguish between the heroic acts that really
took place and their subsequent transformation into jingoistic narrative.45 Without doubt, it is an episode that even today arouses much
interest in recent histories of the Franco-Prussian War, to the extent
that historians can even get the name of the painter wrong:
Encerclés, écrasés sous un déluge de balles et d’obus, des soldats appartenant à l’infanterie de marine, qui, retranchés au premier étage
d’une maison d’habitation, se battront jusqu’à la dernière cartouche.
L’affaire a été si âpre qu’à la férocité du combat succède la sauvagerie
de la soldatesque déchaȋnée. Le commandant Lambert échappe de
justesse à l’exécution, mais trois autres officiers français sont fusillés sur place en même temps que des habitants du village. L’épisode
sera immortalisé par le peintre Édouard Detaille [it was actually
Alphonse de Neuville] dans une toile connue sous le nom de La Maison des dernières cartouches.46

Neuville interpreted the episode focusing exclusively on a few
French soldiers (seven to be precise), who, barricaded into one of the

45
The painting is still in the central room of the Maison de la Derniére Cartouche in
Bazeilles, the museum dedicated to the battle and managed by the Comité national des Traditions des Troupes de marine.
46
Pierre Milza, “L’année terrible”. La guerre franco-prussienne, septembre 1870-mars 1871,
cit., p. 110.
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rooms of the building, were trying to hold out. The whole scene is
the interior the room and no German is present. In fact the only
link to the world outside is the window through which one of the
French soldiers is firing “the last round”, as seems evident given the
state of the other soldiers who are either wounded or resigned to
events as they can no longer fight. Opposite the window there is
even a soldier who, although not wounded, is leaning against the
wall with his hands in his pockets, clearly showing that he has no
more rounds to fire.
Several years later, Neville exhibited two paintings at the Salon
that have direct links to his 1873 painting which by then had become
one the most effective set pieces in exorcising the defeat. His La
Défense de la porte de Longboyau (Paris, Musée de l’Armée) of 1879 depicts the attempt to break the siege of Paris on October 21st 1870.
Twelve battalions backed by the artillery had left the fortress of Mont
Valérien in an attempt to break through the Cernirungslinie that the
Prussian infantry had formed around the capital.47 The painting,
however, does not show the French attack but its retreat, that is, the
moment of defeat in a composition that is similar to the earlier one
depicting the “dernière cartouche”. In fact in the middle of the
painting there are French soldiers who have been forced to return to
the fortress and are now trying to stop the Prussians from entering.
The scene is divided into three sections: in the foreground there are
the French dead, while in the background we can see German soldiers, by now at the entrance. In the middle are French soldiers, battling with what strength remains them, so much so that these
beaten-back, would-be attackers are now reduced to defending the
entrance using their own bodies to form a barrier, shoring up the
gate which the mass of enemy troops is pushing against. There are
no rounds of ammunition left here either, and the last line of French
defence is made up of the bodies of the soldiers themselves and one
bayonet, thrust through the bars of the gate at the invading troops.

47
The episode which Neuville depicts in this painting is described in the war dispatches (Vom Kriegsschauplatz) of October 26th 1870. Cfr. the Amtspresse Preuβens
digital collection of the Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbesitz, http://amtspresse.staatsbibliothek-berlin.de/vollanzeige.php?file=9838247/1870/-10-26.xml&s=2.
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In Neuville’s painting of 1881, the symbolism of this image of the
final, ill-fated attempt to defend a gateway from the enemy is taken
even further. This canvas depicts the Battle of Saint-Privat of August
18th 1870, where over 110,000 French soldiers were pitted against almost 190,000 German troops. Neuville is not interested in either the
decisive stages of the conflict or the cavalry charges so popular with
other painters of military scenes. In fact, he again chooses to depict the
circumstances of defeat, evoking the very moment when the enemy is
entering the last refuge of the French: the cemetery. There is therefore
another gate, by now forced open by the pressure of troops of the
Saxon regiment, which this time does not lead to a fortress, but to a
graveyard. Le cimetière de Saint-Privat (Musée d’Orsay) thus becomes,
quite literally, an epitaph of the débâcle, the funereal depiction of a momentous defeat. There is heroism, it is true, but this is the heroism of
soldiers reduced to defending themselves in a cemetery. It calls to mind
that subject, common in European painting, of the “triumph of
death”, though now interpreted in a military, rather than religious key.
In this way defeat assumes an apocalyptic significance; just beyond the
cemetery walls are flames from houses on the point of collapse, while
in the cemetery itself lie the bodies of dead soldiers among the graves,
surrounded by stone crosses and swathed in gun smoke.
A similar approach can be found in the paintings of Edouard Detaille, a pupil of Meissonier and a friend of Neuville.48 Both were soldiers who took part in the defence of Paris, and they depicted different
stages of these battles. Detaille chose to focus on the Battle of
Champigny, which concluded the grande sortie, that is, the most serious
attempt to break the siege, the failure of which sealed the fate of Paris.
On November 30th over 60,000 French regulars and the Garde Mobile
left Paris and crossed the Marne, retaking various positions occupied
by the Germans including Champigny-sur-Marne. Yet Detaille, like
Neuville, eschews these French attacks and skirmishes in open countryside. He concentrates instead on the final moments of resistance of
the French, who defend themselves in Champigny from the attacking
On Detaille’s paintings depicting the Franco-Prussian War, see François Robichon, Édouard Detaille. Un siècle de gloire militaire (Paris: Giovanangeli, 2007), p. 21ss.
48
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Wurttemberg division of the German Third Army. Here too there is
no German soldier in view and the whole scene is bordered by the
wall around the village where the French are defending themselves.
Some of them are shooting, but most are involved in barricading the
gates, carrying benches, tables and barrels to block the entrance. As in
the aforementioned painting by Neuville, there is a large gateway in
the middle of the scene, the final threshold that is about to give way
under the pressure of an enemy that although not seen, overwhelms:
“Ils venaient comme une avalanche, et tout était fini”.49
This time, however, we have before us a painting which is paradoxical in every sense: the besieged are the very same soldiers who
had left Paris to break the siege. Now they are again under siege, although this time not in the capital, but a small village. Detaille’s painting of 1879 is, in fact, entitled La Défense de Champigny (Metropolitan)
and depicts the final stages of the French counter attack, that is, the
fighting on December 2nd that preceded the withdrawal from
Champigny. This occurred on the following day when the French
troops retreated to Paris under the command of General Ducrot,
the man who had declared on November 29th that he would return
to Paris only if he was victorious or dead.
All these works represent not only military propaganda or the patriotic sentiments of a defeated and humiliated nation. Taken together, they present the public with a metamorphosis, or
transfiguration, of the defeat which can lead to a prospect of renewal. It can clearly be seen that French paintings of Sedan goes beyond the tòpos of the “glorious defeat” which had been monopolized
by the artists who interpreted Waterloo. These paintings revisited the
past, but with attention to the ongoing debate which accompanied
the defeat. Seen within the overall question of a thorough “regeneration” of France, the fires of this debate were also stoked by the
specific matter of regeneration through the army,50 considered by
49
Geoffrey Wawro, The Franco-Prussian War. The German Conquest of France in 18701871, cit., p. 278.
50
On this heated debate, which took its most bitter turn after the defeat of 1871
and then again during the Dreyfus affair, see Raoul Girardet, La société militaire de 1815
à nos jours (Paris: Perrin, 1998), p. 121ss.
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many as the arche sainte of the nation in that its role was indispensible in order to achieve revanche:
Es schien in der Tat so zu sein, daß nicht nur in der Nationalversammlung, sondern von allen Franzosen eine Erneuerung, eine
moralische Reform der Nation über ihre Armee verlangt wurde. Die
großen Maler dieser Zeit wie Ernest Meissonier, Alphonse de
Neuville und Edouard Detaille machten dies in ihren Werken deutlich. Sie verfolgten fortan einen patriotischen Stil, der sich zu einer
Schule weiterentwickelte, und heute wahrscheinlich als militaristische
Propaganda abklassifiziert würde!51

The painter who dedicated most works to the loss of French territories – Alsace and part of Lorraine – was Albert Bettannier, born
in the border town Metz, and who opted to take French citizenship
in 1872. His painting, La tache noire (Berlin, Deutsches Historisches
Museum), dates from 1872 and brings together the classic elements
of the patriotic view of the subject. In a schoolroom a teacher is
showing his pupils a large map where a black area is clearly visible;
these are the provinces perdues. In the foreground is a pupil dressed in
the uniform of the bataillons scolaires, the group of school students
founded in July 1882 to encourage sports activities, but actually also
to encourage young people to sign up for military training. The instantly recognizable badge of the Légion d’Honneur is seen on the
breast of one of the boys in the front row, his white jacket standing
out from the other sombrely dressed students. Just to complete the
military reference, Bettannier adds two details to emphasize the parallels between school and barracks: behind the teacher’s desk is a military drum, while in the background there is a rack holding rifles.
Bettannier clearly had a vested interest in the subject given that he
came from Lorraine. Nevertheless, it is also important to take the
date of its composition into consideration. The painting was exhibited at the Salon in May 1888, that is, it is bound to reflect a sensitiv-

51
Frédéric Guelton, Die politische Macht und die Armee zu Beginn der Dritten Republik
1871 bis 1881, in Das Militär und der Aufbruch in die Moderne 1860-1890, edited by Michael
Epkenkans and Gerhard P. Groß (Munich: Oldenbourg, 2003), p. 46.
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ity to the idea of the revanche which was forming in a period which
also saw the rise of General Boulanger, known, in fact, as Général
Revanche.
One of Detaille’s most famous works can also be seen in this context. Le Rêve, (Musée d’Orsay) was shown at the Salon of 1888 where
it won a prize before being bought by the state and displayed in the
French pavilion at the Universal Exhibition of 1889. This large canvas (400 x 300) is divided into two sections by the low line of the
horizon, which accentuates the sky above where various tones of
grey cloud are shot through by a single band of light from the setting sun. The lower part depicts a flat, stark land where a long line
of soldiers are resting at the end of an evidently lengthy and exhausting march. It is a military scene, but this is not a war; these are
young soldiers who have just finished a training exercise and have
fallen asleep on the ground. The scene is a realistic one: this is the
classic overnight stop where the troops sleep in the open air without
any tents, their weapons at their side and just their uniforms for cover. The sky in the upper part of the painting covers two thirds of the
canvas and it is here that we see the dream referred to in the title. A
long line of soldiers, mostly on horseback, is emerging from the
clouds with flags unfurled. It is these flags, as well as some of the
uniforms that can be made out among the clouds, that allow us to
identify the troops. In the foreground the soldiers of Napoleon’s
Grande Armée are immediately apparent, while the standard bearers of
the army of the revolution are also clearly visible. In the middle,
however, there are also troops gathered around the white standard of
the Bourbons bearing the French fleur-de-lys.
The young soldiers therefore exist in two dimensions: real and
symbolic. They are the present-day representatives of an army trying to overcome the terrible wounds inflicted by the defeat at Sedan,
but they are also fully aware of the glories of the past which were
won under various regimes. There was the French Revolution and
the miracle of 1792, as well as the triumphs of the Napoleonic era,
but there were also the victories of the restoration and the successful Spanish expedition of 1823 which won the praise of
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Chateaubriand for its anti-Napoleonic aims. It is easy to understand
the success of the painting and why it was reproduced on such a
large scale, from newspapers to calendars. The dream of the revanche
smoothes away past conflicts and all past victories belong to the
whole of France in that they demonstrate the greatness of the nation. Valmy and Jemappes, Austerlitz and Wagram, Trocadero and
Algeria: from 1792 to 1830 a whole series of brilliant military victories unfurls, which, taken together, create a common military consciousness. They are lieux de mémoire for the new generation and thus
vouch for the redemption of the nation humiliated at Sedan.
This celebration of a glorious collective memory found such
favour with the public that Detaille returned to the same subject in
1905. But what in 1888 was presented as a dream of young soldiers
now became the Chevauchée de la gloire, celebrated throughout the
country in that most sacred of places: the Panthéon. In fact Detaille’s
new work adorned the apse of the Panthéon and repeated in the
“ride of glory” the same figures used in “the dream” of 1888, as the
artist explained:
Les cavaliers et fantassins qui se ruent vers la gloire, apportant par
brassées les trophées conquis, ce sont les gens de Jemmapes et ceux
de Valmy, les grenadiers à cheval de Marengo, les chasseurs et
mamelouks d’Austerlitz, dragons d’Espagne et fantassins d’Égypte,
hussards d’Iéna ou cuirassiers de Montmiral et de Champaubert,
tous chargès de leur glorieux butin.52

There is another painting which, while depicting events of the
Franco-Prussian War, blends historical fact with the imagination,
real people with allegorical figures. It is entitled Le siège de Paris (18701871), and was begun in 1871 and finished in 1884. It is an unusual piece, of limited size (53 x 70), which is now in the Musée
d’Orsay. The artist is Ernest Meissonier, an acclaimed painter who
was known throughout Europe and whose paintings of Napoleon
Quoted in François Robichon, Édouard Detaille. Un siècle de gloire militaire, cit.,
p. 120.
52
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I have already been discussed. The unusual feature here also derives
from the fact that Meissonier refused, and refused quite blatantly, to
include even one German soldier in his paintings. In fact, in this
painting we only see the French defending Paris, a scene Meissonier
was familiar with as he himself had taken part in the defence of the
city alongside, amongst others, Manet, whose commanding officer
he was.53
Meissonier brought together the two aspects of the siege: the
heroism and the desperation. In the background can be seen the fires
caused by the German bombardments, while in the foreground there
are several French soldiers who are either dead or dying. Between
these, the middle section of the painting is filled with figures standing in a row, almost as if they are lining up for something. Here Meissonier wanted to depict the various roles in the defence, from the
soldiers loading the cannons on the left-hand side of the painting to
the civilians carrying someone wounded on a stretcher on the right
and seem as if they are about to exit the painting.
Meissonier, the first painter to win supreme recognition and be
awarded the Légion d’Honneur, is known for his extreme realism and
his minutely observed reconstructions of historical events, a detailed
approach which covers everything from arms to uniforms. In this
painting, however, he has combined scenes and figures, which, although all part of the long siege, are in reality from different phases of it. United by a common destiny are Colonel Dampierre,
identifiable by his red sash, who died at Bagneux in October 1870,
Captain Néverlée, crushed by a horse in the foreground, killed at Villiers, and Colonel Franchetti, fatally wounded on November 30th.
Even more conspicuous in the centre of the painting is the dying
Henri Regnault, the painter who was killed aged 27 at the second
Battle of Buzenval in January 1871.54
On the parallel, but ultimately diverse, careers of Meissonier and Manet, see Ross
King, The Judgement of Paris. Manet, Meissonnier and an Artistic Revolution (London: Chatto & Windus, 2006). For the period of the war and the siege of Paris, see in particular
p. 272ss.
54
Marc J. Gotlieb, Legends of the Painter Hero: Remembering Henri Regnault, in Nationalism and French Visual Culture, 1870-1914, cit., p. 101ss.
53
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Above all, however, Meissonier goes beyond his usual realistic approach through the inclusion of allegorical figures which loom above
the other figures. In fact in the middle of the painting towers a large
figure. This is the image of Paris, symbolized by a woman (the
painter’s wife) standing next to a tattered French flag and draped in
a black veil with a hooded cape made of lion’s skin.
Critics interpret this women as an allegory of courage (particularly
as her head is covered with the skin of a lion), and this is most likely true.55 For this very reason, however, I would like to add a further
reference which also springs to mind when one thinks of female figures as icons of courage: Delacroix’s famous Liberty Leading the People shown at the Salon of 1831. She too is at the centre of a battle and
is depicted with the flag of the Republic.
It could be said that Meissonier takes up, but reverses Delacroix’s
image: the latter’s thrilling, passionate figure corresponds to Meissonier’s, who towers above the remains of a barricade, also surrounded by the dead and the wounded. But faced with the débâcle,
the enthusiasm of 1830 necessarily gives way to the resignation of
1871, the young woman forging her way forward replaced by an aging, static woman, who, however, still grips her sword. In fact in
Meisonnier’s painting, there is one final threat approaching. On the
left-hand side of the painting is another female figure who is emaciated and semi-naked. This is the allegory of famine, entering the
painting from above and heralding the final trial that awaits the inhabitants of the city under siege. And this female figure also brings,
perched on her arm, the Prussian eagle.
These two paintings, Detaille’s Le Rêve and Meissonier’s Le siège de
Paris, evidence yet another aspect. They both show that not all paintings depicting the Franco-Prussian War can be classified as “extreme
realism”. The following quotation gives an idea of what is usually
expected of such works:
Der Dokumentarsinn der Epoche fand hier universelle Nahrung für
Text und Bilder vor […]. Nicht mehr die Komposition aus der Idee,

Constance Cain Hungerford, Ernest Meissonier. Master in his Genre (Cambridge:
Cambridge Univ. Press, 1999), p. 137ss.
55
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der Report der Wirklichkeit selbst war Kunst. Es verwundert daher
nicht, daß erstmals mit den Darstellungen dieses Krieges die Muster
einer Schlachten- und Kriegsmalerei entwickelt wurden, die mit der
naturalistischen Perfektion zugleich das Ende und den Umschlag
des Mediums Malerei anzeigen.56

The “naturalistische Perfektion” is the dominant characteristic,
but there are, however, some important exceptions. The usefulness
of such a label, is of course, more than valid when comparing painting depicting the Franco-Prussian War with the paintings that immediately preceded and then characterized the First World War:
Die Kunst von 1870 repräsentiert das Ende der Historienmalerei
im klassischen Sinne. Sie ist das letzte Beispiel für eine Militärmalerei, in welcher der menschliche Körper noch intakt bleibt, handlungsfähig, selbstbestimmt, weder völlig mechanisiert (wie im
Futurismus) noch ausschließlich Opfer (wie im Expressionismus).57

On the other hand, we need only include an artist like Gustav
Doré in our discussion to realize immediately how the term “realism” cannot comprehend all war painting. If we therefore go beyond battle painting in the strictest sense, and broaden the scope to
all aspects of war, we can add other diverse artists, from Doré to
Daumier, who were also involved in illustrating events connected to
the conflict. Both include allegorical figures in their works and these
often become the main focus. Of Daumier’s many representations
of 1870-71, we need only mention La France-Prométhée et l’aigle-vautour.58 France-Prometheus has played with fire and is now tied to a
Ekkehard Mai, „Ja, das ist der Krieg!“. Zur Militär- und Schlachtenmalerei im Kaiserreich, in Bilder der Macht - Macht der Bilder, cit., p. 246.
57
Rachel Esner, Gloria victis. Französische Malerei des Deutsch-Französischen Krieges, in
Bilder der Macht - Macht der Bilder. Zeitgeschichte in Darstellungen des 19. Jahrhunderts, cit., p. 399s.
58
The Daumier-Register containing photographs of approximately 4,000 lithographs
is extremely useful for the works of Daumier depicting the war and the “French crisis”:
(http://www.daumier-register.org/login.php?startpage). La France-Prométhée et l’aigle-vautour, published in the magazine “Charivari” on February 13th 1871, is number 3, 847.
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rock, helpless against the brutality of the vulture, represented here
by the Prussian eagle.
Doré, who was from Strasbourg and took part in the defence of
Paris in 1871, painted three great works on the final defeat: La Défense
de Paris, L’Aigle Noir de Prusse and L’Énigme.59 Becoming increasingly
gloomy and apocalyptic in tone (all three paintings are en grisaille),
Doré illustrated the fall of Paris and the humiliation of France,
which is always symbolized by a winged female figure. In the first
painting she is standing, defending the great gates to the city, but she
is already surrounded by the dead and wounded of France. In the
next painting she has fallen onto the body of a dead French soldier,
her sword broken, by now defenceless against the Prussian eagle. In
the third, the allegory dominates completely. L’Énigme (Musée d’Orsay) is also a large work (195 x 130) and depicts that great traumatic
moment, the siege of Paris. Buildings on fire can be seen in the background and in the foreground several dead bodies are strewn across
the ground. In contrast to Meissonier’s painting, however, there are
relatively few corpses (seven to be precise) and none are well-known
figures. The inhabitants of Paris are represented as anonymous participants, as Doré does not want to record specific acts of heroism,
but to evoke the tragic fate of a people. In fact between a Paris that
is burning, seen in the distance, and the foreground of decaying bodies, what stands out on a hill in the centre is the figure who symbolizes the enigma of all human destinies par excellence: the Sphinx. The
winged figure of France looks into her eyes, beseeching her to give
an answer that can explain the meaning of this tragedy.
The painting is steeped in tones of grey, from the sky darkened
with the smoke of the fires to the cold hues of the dead bodies lying
on the burnt ground. As with Meissonier, it seems to me that another aspect can be considered when interpreting this painting. We could
mention, in fact, the classic theme of the lamentatio, taken in the most
religious sense, that is, the desolation of Jeremiah’s vision of a de59
For a discussion of the works in which Doré depicted the defeat, see Lisa Small,
L’Année Terrible and Political Imagery, in Fantasy and Faith. The Art of Gustave Doré, edited
by Eric Zafran et al. (New Haven-London: Yale Univ. Press, 2007), p. 32ss.
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stroyed Jerusalem. Doré’s 1871 painting is such an apocalyptic vision,
produced some ten years after his illustrations for Dante’s Inferno.
French paintings of the war thus included a vast range of interpretations of the conflict that went far beyond the typical cavalry
charge. This was the most popular and certainly the most-loved
scene, but it does in fact represent only the initial phase in the response to the Franco-Prussian War. Paintings become much more
complex when looking at the problem of evaluating the war which
in this context meant questioning the significance and the consequences of the defeat, putting to one side all those charges of the
cuirassiers, picturesque as they are. The cavalry charges end, the defeat remains, together with a great doubt as to the future of France.
We have followed a path which has led from the fervour of heroism seen through paradigmatic episodes (such as Neuville’s Les
dernières cartouches) to Doré’s meta-historic, apocalyptic vision of a
collective enigma. What remains, however, is the interpretative motif of a defeat which assumes epic proportions, both for the soldier
who has fought to the limits of heroic self-sacrifice, and for the nation, bowed and humiliated by a fate that has devastated everyone:
soldiers, marksmen and civilians alike.
To conclude, if we take up all the themes that have emerged in
this discussion, from the glorieux vaincus of the many lost battles to the
army celebrated as the arche sainte of the nation and guarantor of the
revanche, we can say that French painting of the war must be defined
in a way that not only comprehends the “glorious defeat”, but also
goes well beyond it. It can therefore be said that while this art depicts
the epic of the vanquished, it is also the start of a regeneration for
the whole nation.
This, moreover, corresponds precisely to the declaration of intent that Neuville made to the critic Gustave Goetschy on the occasion of the 1881 Salon:
Je désire raconter nos défaites dans ce qu’elles ont eu d’honorable
pour nous, et je crois donner ainsi un témoignage d’estime à nos
soldats et à leurs chefs, un encouragement pour l’avenir. Quoi qu’on
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dise, nous n’avons pas été vaincus sans gloire, et je crois qu’il est bon
de le montrer.60

Germany: brotherhood in arms and national unity

It might be surmised that all of these thorny issues did not exist for
German painters, given that they did not have to face the hermeneutic problem of defeat. Nevertheless, even for German art of the time,
there are various levels of representation and evaluation regarding the
meaning of victory and this led to the creation of a body of work
that aimed at attributing a higher purpose to the war. The epic proportions of the defeat suffered by the French were matched on the
German side by a celebration of victory. This was natural, but it was
also a victory that was the legitimization of a national unity which had
been achieved through a brotherhood in arms (Waffenbruderschaft).
Undoubtedly there was also an initial, more simplistic and more
immediate stage in German art that was limited to the mere representation of military action. Here, obviously, the image of victory
on the battlefield held sway, and in fact works of this type were similar to their French equivalents, involving extreme realism and a decided taste for cavalry charges.61 In the first place this was based on
having a subject in common and on a tradition of battle painting
shared throughout Europe. Moreover, these paintings were almost
always destined for the same “market” which, through official exhibitions and state acquisition (or acquisition by individual states in the
case of Germany), was governed by shared aesthetic criteria. This
affinity was also caused in part by artists often travelling between
countries, a fluidity of movement that dated from before the war
Cited in François Rubichon, L’armée française vue par les peintres. 1870-1914 (Paris:
Herscher, 1998), p. 28.
61
The great popularity of paintings with cavalry scenes in Germany also caused the
commanders of other sections of the military to react. Through the records office of
the General Staff they complained to the emperor, arguing (ultimately successfully)
that the commission responsible for making decisions about the state acquisition of
paintings should adopt a form of equal representation. On this, see Jörn Grabowski,
Leitbilder einer Nation. Zur Präsentation von Historien- und Schlachtengemälden in der Nationalgalerie, in Geschichte in Bildern, cit., p. 98.
60
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and led to shared experience. Anton von Werner, the most important
painter at the imperial German court, was a great admirer of Meissonier, whose paintings he had studied in Paris in 1865, while Emil
Hunten, one of the leading members of the Düsseldorf School, had
been one of Vernet’s pupils in Paris.
It was the Düsseldorf School that played an important role in depicting the Franco-Prussian War. The school had been founded in
1819 as the Königlich-Preußische Kunstakademie, and it won international recognition thanks to the two men who directed it in its first few
decades: Peter Cornelius and Friedrich Wilhelm Schadow. Both
shared a past as members of the Nazarene movement, but Cornelius,
the first director, was almost immediately summoned to Munich and
ended his career in Berlin, whereas Schadow, son of the more famous Johann Gottfried (the architect who had left his mark on neoClassical Berlin) directed the academy from 1829 to 1856. The
Historienmalerei was the main current of the School where Carl
Friedrich Lessing was another leading figure. Many of the artists who
were called upon to celebrate the German victory were part of this
tradition, from Wilhelm von Camphausen, who died in 1885, to his
pupil Emil Hünten, who died in 1902.
Camphausen62 was already noted as a painter of battles during
the war with Denmark in 1864 (which he followed in person) and
now he dedicated himself, often by commission, to the events of
1870-71. In particular, he specialized in retelling the story of the victory at Sedan by depicting the French defeat. He therefore shifted the
subject of the painting (at least from what it was in French versions),
focusing on what happened at Sedan in the French camp on those
first two days in September. For this reason, Napoleon III often appears at centre stage, but is always seen after the defeat. Camphausen‘s painting Napoleon III. auf dem Schlachtfeld von Sedan (Berlin,
Deutsches Historisches Museum) dates from 1877. The emperor is
on horseback, but immobile, a stooped, resigned figure who has
62
On Camphausen see Susanne Parth, Zwischen Bildbericht und Bildpropaganda.
Kriegskonstruktionen in der deutschen Militärmalerei des 19. Jahrhunderts (Paderborn-Munich:
Ferdinand Schöningh Verlag, 2010), p. 91ss.
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clearly realized that defeat is now inevitable. And he is alone in the
face of this tragedy; his followers are some distance away in the background, while next to the horse in the foreground are just two dead
and one badly wounded soldier, and some abandoned rifles. Above
Napoleon, high in the sky and clearly visible against the background
of smoke from the fires, vultures circle.
This narrative was continued, as Camphausen also documented
Napoleon’s subsequent movements. In the same year, 1877, he painted Napoleon III. und Bismarck auf dem Weg zu Wilhelm I. am Morgen nach
der Schlacht von Sedan (Berlin, Deutsches Historisches Museum). Bismarck, together with a picket of cuirassiers, is riding towards the carriage where Napoleon is seated; although he is now a prisoner, he
receives all due honours. The French emperor is on his way to a
meeting with the king of Prussia, an event which Camphausen depicted in another painting of 1878.
Hünten enjoyed his greatest success with a painting of 1877 that
depicts the clash between the cavalry at the Battle of Wörth (Kampf
mit französischer Reiterei bei Elsaßhausen während der Schlacht bei Wörth),
immediately acquired by the Nationalgalerie in Berlin (but which was
destroyed during the bombing raids of 1945).63 This large format
(183 x 380) is so full of people and action that the whole landscape
appears to be telling a story. A diagonal line cuts across the whole
painting, dividing the French and the Prussian camps. In turn, the
French part is divided into four parallel sections along which the cavalry is lined up and engaged in attacking the enemy. There is thus a
kind of “avalanche” effect due to the build up of successive cavalry
charges which, one after the other, are coming up the hill towards the
German position. This is a dangerous situation for the Germans and
in fact, on the left, a squadron of French cuirassiers have broken
through the line and into the German camp in the foreground. Here,
along the whole line of the diagonal, are scenes of the wounded and
the dying. But the German troops do not retreat and respond to the
enemy fire with steadiness, following the example of their comBarbara Paul, “Preußens Gloria”. Deutsche Geschichte in der Nationalgalerie zu Berlin, in
Bilder der Macht - Macht der Bilder, cit., p. 554s.
63
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mander who, firm on his horse with sword unsheathed, exposes himself to danger and orders the counter-attack. In fact the Germans
prevailed only towards the end of the battle of August 6th 1870, despite the fact that French cavalry had been at a particular disadvantage having had to deal with the uphill slope.
The youngest of the painters linked to the Düsseldorf School
was Theodor Rocholl,64 who died in 1933, and had first-hand experience of military action in the Greco-Turkish War of 1897 and in
one of the “punitive expeditions” following the so-called Boxer Rebellion in China. In the last decade of the nineteenth century, however, Rocholl dedicated various canvases to the events of 1870-71
and to the Battle of Vionville of August 16th 1870 in particular. The
most famous of these is Der Kampf um die Standarte of 1891 (Düsseldorf, Kunstmuseum), which focuses solely on the clash between
two enemy squadrons of cavalry for the conquest of a standard.65
Georg Bleibtreu66 is another painter who initially established himself with various paintings depicting the war with Denmark and the
Austro-Prussian War of 1866. Of particular note is the work acquired by the Nationalgalerie of Berlin in 1869, Schlacht bei Königgrätz,
which depicts the decisive battle of July 3rd 1866.
The composition owes much to the classic view seen in the aforementioned Feldherrnhügel: Wilhelm I observes and directs the battle
from the high ground while the decisive action in the Prussians’
favour is taking place below. For the Franco-Prussian War, Bleibtreu
opts for a more choral approach to the narrative, that is, he focuses
on collective action in which solid groups of ordinary soldiers face
the enemy with unstinting courage. A clear example of this is the
1880 painting depicting the Württemberg troops engaged in the Battle of Wörth (Die Württemberger in der Schlacht bei Wörth, Stuttgart,
Susanne Parth, Zwischen Bildbericht und Bildpropaganda. Kriegskonstruktionen in der
deutschen Militärmalerei des 19. Jahrhunderts, cit., p. 136ss.
65
Angesichts der Ereignisse. Facetten der Historienmalerei zwischen 1800 und 1900. Aus dem
Bestand des Kunstmuseums Düsseldorf im Ehrenhof (Cologne-Weimar: Böhlau, 1999), edited by Martina Sitt, p. 56.
66
Susanne Parth, Zwischen Bildbericht und Bildpropaganda. Kriegskonstruktionen in der
deutschen Militärmalerei des 19. Jahrhunderts, cit., p. 96ss.
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Staatsgalerie). There is again the figure of the commander on horseback, but he is surrounded and almost swamped by the mass of infantry soldiers who have shored up the lines after an enemy incursion
and are now going on the counter-attack.
This aspect gives us a clear indication of one of the characteristics of German painting which corresponds to a further, higher level of representing the war, which Frank Becker has so rightly
emphasized. Rather than concentrating on the actions of individuals, it is important to accentuate the unity of the soldiers from the
various German states, because a celebration of collective heroism
is also a celebration of a nation which has finally been united.
Die geballte Kraft, die eine Einheit entfalten kann, die alle einzelnen
Aktionen konsequent aufeinander abstimmt, interessiert die
deutschen Schlachtenmaler weitaus mehr als der Alleingang eines
Individuums, der zwar theatralischer in Szene gesetzt sein mag, aber
niemals eine ähnliche Wirkung erzielt.67

This reading of the war is diametrically opposed to that adopted in French painting. The French tend to balance the general scale
of the defeat of the army, and of the nation as a whole, with a celebration of individual episodes of resistance and heroism. On the
contrary, the Germans tend to highlight the unity and solidarity of
the troops who were from all the German states. The most important thing for them is brotherhood in arms as this is the proof and
the guarantee of a long awaited national unity. Just four years earlier, in 1866, Bavarians and Saxons had fought with Austria against
Prussia. Now the great momentous turning point, the common
struggle with France is of far greater importance than any individual act of heroism.
This theme is also apparent in the paintings that were discussed
above. In Bleibtreu’s painting depicting the Württemberg regiment,
Prussian foot soldiers (in the foreground) who are clearly recognizable by their spiked helmets, also take part. In the painting by Hün67

Frank Becker, Bilder von Krieg und Nation, cit., p. 435.
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ten, among the first units awaiting the French cavalry attack in solid
formation are the “hunters of Württemberg”, the infantry battalions
which fought the Third Army under the command of the Prussian
Crown Prince.68
We can, however, cite even more obvious examples of this tendency to privilege collective action and the brotherhood in arms.
There was, in fact, another member of the Düsseldorf School who
exalted the common aim of the German armies, presented as the
expression of a single Volksseele that had finally achieved unity. Louis
Kolitz, who was also one of the youngest painters (he died in 1914),
painted Am Abend von Gravelotte depicting the battle of August 16th
1870 (Rastatt, Wehrgeschichtliches Museum). This is a truly unique
battle painting, simply because there is no battle. The only evidence
of conflict is a wounded man on the right-hand side and a column
of smoke that is so distant that it melds with the horizon. There are
no troops, there is no fighting and there is not even an enemy in
sight. Neither are the German soldiers shown in a warrior-like poses. In fact they are kneeling: a whole battalion rapt in thought, praying. These soldiers are infantrymen from Pomerania, awaiting orders
to go into battle while their commanders are agreeing on the details
of the attack.
Contemporary viewers knew that this would be the decisive encounter, not only for that battle, but in order to halt Bazaine’s entire
French army, which was, in fact, later surrounded and besieged at
Metz. There is, moreover, an inversion of hierarchy. While Wilhelm
I and Moltke occupy the centre of the painting, they are decidedly
further away compared to the troops; here the supreme commander does not dominate the scene. The viewers’ attention is drawn to
the mass of soldiers, in formation in several parallel rows who, in
their disciplined wait for orders, show that they are ready for the sacrifice. The relationship between the king of Prussia and the infantrymen of Pomerania is of great intensity, the expression of a
common will. This is not merely imposed from above; it takes on an
68
On the troops allied with Prussia, and in particular those of Württemberg, see
Michael Solka, German Armies 1870-71 (Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2005), vol. 2: Prussia’s Allies, p. 40ss.
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almost sacred significance because it already conveys the will of a
whole nation united in the new Reich:
Wichtigster Akteur auf dem Gemälde sind die knienden Pommern,
die sich so eng zusammengerottet haben, daß sie in der Abenddämmerung fast zu einem einzigen Körper verschmolzen zu sein
scheinen – Sinnbild für ihre kompakte Kraft, aber auch für den
einen Willen, der alle beseelt und der sie in dem entscheidenden Augenblick dazu befähigt, ihren Kampfgeist so lange zu zügeln, bis sie
ihn wirklich sinnvoll einbringen können.69

A similar vision dominates the 1898 painting by Carl Röchling,
Werner’s pupil, which also depicts the battle of August 16th (Berlin,
Deutsches Historisches Museum). The fact that it is entitled Tod des
Majors von Halden bei Gravelotte leads one to expect that it should depict the heroic death of a Prussian officer. But just as the battle is
missing in Kolitz’s painting, a death is not seen in Röchling’s painting. The 1898 viewer would realize that the major is about to be hit,
even though in the painting von Halden is still running forward with
his sword unsheathed. And once again, despite the title, the real centre stage is occupied by the serried ranks of the battalion advancing
under a hail of enemy fire. This is also the moment of truth for the
Prussian infantry: they have already fixed their bayonets and are
about to make direct contact with the enemy, once, that is, they have
climbed over the bodies of their fallen fellow soldiers.
This unusual and extremely explicit depiction of the relationship
of trust between officers and soldiers that transcends rank corresponds to the requirements of the Auftragstaktik adopted by the German troops on the orders of Moltke, who in turn, had been
influenced by von Clausewitz. Once strategic and operational policy
had been fixed, the units in the field enjoyed a remarkable degree of
independent action on a tactical level, far more than the armies of
other nations. But here too, there is a superior sensus involved in how
the painters interpreted the conflict, and above all, in how it was re69

Frank Becker, Bilder von Krieg und Nation, cit., p. 435.
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ceived by the public. The single, ideal reference is to national unity,
moulded by Bismarck and based on the convergence of a traditional élite and the new middle classes, aristocratic officers and troops,
the ancient Prussian dynasty and more recent neo-liberal attitudes.
All of these united in the building of the new Reich:
Auch im Bereich der Ikonographie des Krieges wurden also Vermittlungsstrategien zwischen konservativen und liberal-nationalen
Leitideen entwickelt und bereitgestellt – ein Umstand, der sicherlich
ebenfalls dazu beitrug, daß die Schlachtenmalerei der Einigungskriege so einträchtig in beiden Milieus rezipiert wurde, also
sowohl beim aristokratischen wie auch beim bürgerlichen Publikum
Anklang finden konnte. Die ständige Verquickung des feudalen mit
dem nationalen Pathos gehört zu den wichtigsten Charakteristika
der Schlachtenbilder der Einigungskriege.70

We have said that the fundamental distinction between the ways
French and German military painters depict this war is the contrast
between individual episodes of heroism, favoured by the French,
and the brotherhood in arms approach emphasized by the Germans.
Yet there is at least one painting that is as important as it is well
known in its departure from the usual scheme of things. The painter
is Louis Braun, whose panoramic composition was mentioned earlier. The painting, which was completed in 1905, depicts the Battle
of Stürzelbronn (Gefecht bei Stürzelbronn) on August 1st 1870 (Ingolstadt, Bayerisches Armeemuseum).
Essentially, Braun is again celebrating brotherhood in arms, but
this time it is through an individual episode. There is a reason for
his unusual composition; this would have been clear to the contemporary viewer who would have understood the historical significance
of the scene immediately. Nowadays, however, a certain reconstruction of the historical context is necessary.
There are only a few human figures in Braun’s painting. In the
centre foreground is the (classic) scene of the horse galloping to70
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wards the viewer. There is an interesting detail, however, as there are
two soldiers on the horse. A little further behind there are two more
cavalrymen riding in the same direction, looking back at the enemy,
with one of the two shooting at the French soldiers in pursuit. Only a fallen horse can be seen in the background, while even further
in the background one can just make out the tiny figures of French
soldiers firing at the fugitives. The only figures clearly distinguishable are therefore the four German cavalrymen, identifiable thanks
to their uniforms. Three are from the Bavarian light cavalry, wearing
their typical helmets with the characteristic thick woollen crest (Raupenhelme) in place of the metal spike. Two of the three are looking
back, and they are riding their own horses. The third is also Bavarian, but he is riding a horse which is also carrying another cavalryman,
a Prussian hussar. Clearly, the fallen horse that can be seen in the
background belonged to the Prussian; he had been knocked from
his saddle following a clash with the enemy and the Bavarian rider
had pulled him up onto his own horse.
This interpretation is confirmed by contemporary reports and by
the official history of the fifth Bavarian Cheveaulegers regiment, the
very unit that commissioned Braun’s painting in 1905. The so-called
“Battle of Stürzelbronn” was, in truth, a brief skirmish which only
involved two squadrons of light cavalry (one Bavarian and one
Prussian) who had entered the area bordering on Lorraine, but had
no plans to engage the enemy. They just had to patrol the area,
checking if the French, as General Staff feared, were getting ready
to cross the border into Germany. When they came across the
French camp, there was a short exchange of fire and the Germans
retreated immediately. One hussar, however, was thrown from his
saddle, falling under his wounded horse. And this is when the key
episode depicted in the painting occurred: in the face of enemy fire,
a Bavarian cavalryman returned and rescued his fellow Prussian soldier, escaping with him on horseback.
It was therefore a heroic act, but performed by an individual soldier, and thus not part of the usual pattern of German artists celebrating collective action. The historical, and, at the same time,
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idealistic importance of this act derives from its links to the earlier
1866 war, which, positioned between 1864 war with Denmark and
the 1870-71 war with France, was one of the conflicts which brought
about German unification.71 The 1866 conflict was a fratricidal war
between German states which contemporaries would remember all
too well. With historical hindsight, the conflict of 1866 was above all
a war between Prussia and Austria. From an Italian point of view it
signified Custoza, Lissa and gaining the Veneto, but for Germans the
general, and indeed dominant, view is that this was a war between the
kingdom of Prussia and the multinational Habsburg empire, and was
thus a deciding factor in German unification. After the Prussian victory in Bohemia on July 3rd 1866 at Königgrätz72 (Sadowa), Austria
had no further say in the process of German unification which would
be led by Bismarck with the Prussian dynasty at its heart.
An often overlooked part of this important conflict, however,
was the all-German tragedy it entailed. This war, in fact, was what is
defined as the Deutscher Krieg or the Bruderkrieg, that is, the “fratricidal war” between Germans on German soil. In fact the German
states were divided between Austria and Prussia. There were 17 states
on the Prussian side, including Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach, Saxe-Coburg
and Gotha, Oldenburg, Mecklenburg-Schwerin and the Hanseatic
cities of Hamburg, Bremen and Lübeck.73 Allied to the Hapsburg
empire, on the other hand, were larger states, including Bavaria,
Württemberg, Baden, Hanover and Saxony, alongside some of the
smaller states including Hesse and the free city of Frankfurt. From
the beginning of hostilities on June 16th 1866, the Prussian armies
not only marched on Vienna, but also on these other states. By June
18th the Prussian troops and their allies had already invaded Saxony
with the so-called Army of the Elbe, entering Leipzig and Dresden
For a comprehensive discussion of the path towards German unification from
the point of view of armed conflict, see Dennis Showalter, The Wars of German Unification (London: Hodder, 2007), p. 123ss.
72
On this battle, see Gordon A. Craig, The Battle of Königgrätz. Prussia’s Victory over
Austria, 1866 (Philadelphia: Univ. of Philadelphia Press, 2003), p. 87ss.
73
To be precise, it should be remembered that nine of these 17 German states
went over to Prussia only after the Prussian victory at Sadowa.
71

106

Sedan in French and German painting

and causing the Saxons to retreat towards Bohemia to meet up with
the Austrians in preparation for a decisive battle.74 The following day,
the so-called Army of the Main occupied Hanover and proceeded
south, taking Frankfurt on July 19th, Mainz on July 26th and Nuremberg on July 31st.75
This was undoubtedly a less significant war in every sense due to
its relatively minor strategic importance and the contained number
of casualties on both sides. It was also a war that was decided in Bohemia and Austria, rather than in Saxony or Bavaria. After the battle of July 3rd in Bohemia, other events followed in quick succession:
on July 19th the Prussians were at the gates of Vienna, but were then
halted by the far-seeing diplomacy of Bismarck. The Chancellor, in
fact, managed to curb Wilhelm I’s desire to enter in the city triumph,
realizing that it was best not to humiliate today’s enemies as they
could well become tomorrow’s allies.76 This was therefore followed
by the armistice of Nikolsburg on July 26th in which Prussia gave up
any territorial claims on Austria.
This war on German soil was, however, an open wound for those
on the losing side. There was the trauma of the Prussian invasion
and an occupation that the Prussian military leaders pursued with
extreme severity: within 24 hours, Frankfurt had to pay 6,000,000
guilders and in all, the defeated had to pay war reparations to a total
of 48,000,000 thalers. There were also the lands annexed: Prussia
took the Electorate of Hesse (Kurhessen), the kingdom of Hanover
and the city of Frankfurt.
All of this was accompanied by the humiliation suffered on the
battlefield. Of all the troops on German soil, there were over twice
the number of imperial Hapsburg forces compared to the Prussian
On the movements of the Army of the Elbe, see Geoffrey Wawro, The AustroPrussian War. Austria’s War with Prussia and Italy in 1866 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ.
Press, 1998), p. 75ss.
75
On the movements of the Army of the Main, see Klaus Müller, 1866: Bismarcks
deutscher Bruderkrieg. Königgrätz und die Schlachten auf deutschem Boden (Graz: Ares Verlag,
2007), p. 79ss.
76
Lothar Höbelt, “Revanche pour Sadowa”? Österreich und der Deutsch-Französische Krieg,
in Der Deutsch-Französische Krieg 1870/71, cit., p. 178ss.
74
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troops (approximately 120,000 compared to about 50,000). And yet
for Austria and her allies the conflicts were either a series of defeats
on the battlefield, various retreats to avoid engagement or simply
running away from the enemy. The troops of the kingdom of Hannover abandoned Göttingen without a fight, and then, after a promising start, surrendered once they had been completely surrounded
at the Battle of Langensalza (situated about half way between Göttingen and Jena) on June 27th.77 The troops of the Prince Elector of
Hesse behaved in similar fashion, having already retreated to Kassel
on June 16th before the Prussians had arrived. The Saxons, as mentioned above, had retreated southwards with the aim (or on the pretext) of reaching the Austrians in Bohemia, thus allowing the
Prussians to march in without a fight.
When the war arrived in Bavaria, the Württemberg infantry avoided taking part in the Battle of Aschaffenburg of July 14th, which also saw the surrender of the Italian soldiers who had formed part of
the Hapsburg forces.78 The result was even more disastrous for the
Bavarians, from the early clashes on July 4th when their cuirassiers
fled from the Prussian artillery, to July 31st when their soldiers abandoned Würzburg, allowing the Prussians free access to the city.79
Only with these events in mind can we understand how important
Braun’s painting was to contemporary viewers. The memory of 1866
had direct links with the celebration of the episode at Sturzelbronn
of 1870, despite its scarce military importance. The tale of the Bavarian soldier saving his Prussian counterpart spread quickly: it was
mentioned in official reports, taken up by the press, and became the
subject of drawings and even postcards. The brave Bavarian became
famous and was the first soldier to receive the Iron Cross (albeit Second Class) in 1870. This heightened interest occurred not only because it was one of the very first episodes of the war – the first “real”
battles were not until after August 4th – but because it was magnified
by the media to appeal to public opinion in the two German kingdoms in question. For the Prussians it was the first definite sign that
Ivi, p. 54ss.
Ivi, p. 112.
79
Ivi, p. 85ss. and p. 141.
77
78
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the wounds of 1866 could be healed in the name of a brotherhood
in arms against the common enemy, and that a mere four years after
the 1866 war there was a positive feeling towards unification under
Prussian leadership.80 For the Bavarians, this soldier of the light cavalry (who was called Hermann Weinacht, a tailor by profession who
later emigrated to Canada) became the symbol of a rediscovered military honour. The cavalry did not flee as it had in 1866 and even intervened to save a Prussian soldier, that is, someone from the army
that had invaded Bavaria four years previously.
Up until the end of the century, Braun successfully continued
his career as a “Schlachtenmaler”, and continued to emphasize the
role played by the Bavarian soldiers, also in his large cycle of frescos for the Café Luitpold in Munich for which he was well-remunerated.81 By the time the First World War broke out, Braun, who died
in 1916, had been forgotten. Yet the theme of that very painting
was taken up, celebrated and transformed in 1914. This occurred
on such a scale that the image became an essential part of the collective sense of belonging and inspired both literary works and the
figurative arts with an enthusiasm for the outbreak of the war (Augusterlebnis) and the new brotherhood in arms of the trenches
(Schützengrabengemeinschaft).82
Verdun eventually replaced Sedan as the main “place of memory” in the Franco-German / European tragedy, but the victors were
to change places. Germany was defeated and France imposed its
conditions at the Peace Conference in Versailles. This started on January 18th 1919 in the same Hall of Mirrors where, on January 18th
1871, the king of Prussia had been acclaimed the first emperor of
the new Reich by the victorious German troops of Sedan.

On the fears that circulated at the beginning of the war, and were then replaced
by enthusiasm after the victory at Sedan, see Alexander Seyferth, Die Heimatfront
1870/71.Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft im deutsch-französischen Krieg (Paderborn-Munich: Ferdinand Schöningh Verlag, 2007), p. 31ss. and p. 44ss.
81
Susanne Parth, Zwischen Bildbericht und Bildpropaganda. Kriegskonstruktionen in der
deutschen Militärmalerei des 19. Jahrhunderts, cit., p. 353s.
82
Aribert Reimann, Der groβe Krieg der Sprachen. Untersuchungen zur historischen Semantik in Deutschland und England zur Zeit des Ersten Weltkriegs (Essen: Klartext Verlag, 2000),
p. 179.
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With Verdun, the 1914 conflict became the “Great War” and the
“storm of steel” prevailed over acts of individual heroism which had
been celebrated in the art of 1870. New concepts of military origins
became part of the collective consciousness, also because they were
reformulated and turned into myth by literature, from “Materialschlacht” to “Menschenmaterial”, a term which marked the culmination of a reversal of values: from a war of destruction to the
destruction of humanity.
On the western front much was new and painting reflected this
great change. There were no longer the lightning charges of the cavalry and the splendid uniforms of the cuirassiers, the uhlans and the
hussars. Now there were the sombre tones and lunar landscapes of
Otto Dix, depicting the craters which the “cavemen of the trenches” inhabited for years. And the German and French dead, the heirs
to that generation that had experienced the heroism of the glorious
defeat and the pride in the legitimate victory, became the lost generation, unnamed in the collective, and intentionally anonymous, memory of the unknown soldier.
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Ulf Erdmann Ziegler’s Wilde Wiesen.
A novel of space and memory*
Elena Giovannini

“Den Raum des Lebens – bios – graphisch in einer Karte zu
gliedern”1 is an idea that in 1932 Walter Benjamin confesses to having already had for quite some time. In 2007, his intuition seemed to
echo once again within Wilde Wiesen, Ulf Erdmann Ziegler’s second
novel, a work that is distinctly autobiographical in character and centered on memories of a childhood and youth that unfolds between
the nineteen-sixties and the early nineteen-eighties.2
The subtitle of Ziegler’s text is telling: “Autogeographie”,3 a neologism of programmatic character that indicates the “Mischung aus
einer Autobiographie und einer Geographie”4 and as such defines a
new literary genre. In Wilde Wiesen, the author attempts to have the
past speak through space5 and, in the attempt to answer the question
“ob die Orte eigentlich die Menschen prägen, oder ob die Menschen
die Orte”,6 blazes a path through ten chapters – corresponding to as
many urban spaces – perceived by the first person narrator as stations of life and of memory. Ziegler’s autogeography is organized as
if it were “eine animierte Landkarte”7 of the subject; or rather, as
*Translation by Alexander Booth.
1
Walter Benjamin, Berliner Chronik, edited by Gershom Scholem (Frankfurt:
Suhrkamp, 1970), p. 12.
2
Ulf Ziegler was born in 1959 in Neumünster, in Schleswig-Holstein, and studied
German literature at the Free University of Berlin. Interested in photography, design,
and architecture, in the nineteen-nineties he worked as an editor for the “TAZ” newspaper. His first novel, Hamburger Hochbahn (2007), enjoyed considerable success. In
2008 Ziegler won the Friedrich Hebbel prize.
3
Ulf Ziegler, Wilde Wiesen (Göttingen: Wallstein, 2007).
4
Video interview with Ulf Erdmann Ziegler, http://bachmannpreis.eu/de/autoren/11.
5
Cfr. Ulf Ziegler, Glück und frühes Leid. Zur Debatte um die Gegenwart in der Literatur, in
perlentaucher.de Das Kulturmagazin, http://www.perlentaucher.de/essay/glueck-undfruehes-leid.html. Wilde Wiesen can be traced back to previous attempts at connecting
life experiences and the spatial dimension as, for example, Walter Benjamin’s Berliner Kindheit um neunzehnhundert (1938) or Peter Handke’s Der kurze Brief zum langen Abschied (1972).
6
Video interview with Ulf Erdmann Ziegler, cit.
7
Ulf Ziegler, Wilde Wiesen, cit., inside front cover.
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the result of a process of self-perception and self-representation upon a spatial base which, in anchoring life to its settings, seeks to remedy the transient nature of memory and the precariousness of
individual identity. “Orte sind verläßliche Zeugen. […] Sie sind die
Oberflächen auf denen die Spuren noch sichtbar sind, die Generationen, die längst erloschen sind, hinterlassen haben”.8 But can the
solidity of places truly help the subject orient himself within the fluidity of memories in which his identity is rooted? Ziegler’s attempt
to write and order life upon a spatial basis seems to suggest the affirmative. Yet, in reality, the text reveals how a bio-graphical chart
designs itself and is to be read differently than a geo-graphical one;
and furthermore, how the “traces” that cut through the I are less
“trustworthy” witnesses than those investigated by historiography.
Organizing an account of a life upon a spatial basis implies an
abandoning of chronological order and an implicit refusal of every
form of a philosophy of history. Indeed, Wilde Wiesen’s narration is
fragmentary, often imprecise in its temporal coordinates of events,
and characterized by a confused stratification of the past and sporadic, brief excursions within the present. Revisiting the place-keepers of his history, the first person narrator comes across as a
disorganized “Vergangenheitstourist seiner eigenen Kindheit und Jugend, der sich dort über Jahrzehnte hinweg selbst begegnet”.9
If it is true that “les souvenirs sont immobile, d’autant plus solides
qu’ils sont mieux spatialisés”,10 the narrative modality Ziegler adopts
opens the objectivity of the spaces themselves (and therefore the veracity of memories associated to them) up to discussion in the moment in which they are visited by the protagonist alone in his
memory without any external verification. The selection, the transience, and the arbitrariness that characterize the recalling of the past
also infect the representation of space and render it irregular, disorKarl Schlögel, Im Raume lesen wir die Zeit. Über Zivilisationsgeschichte und Geopolitik
(Munich: Carl Hanser, 2003), p. 370.
9
Aleida Assmann, Der lange Schatten der Vergangenheit. Erinnerungskultur und Geschichtspolitik (Munich: Beck, 2006), p. 217.
10
Gaston Bachelard, La poétique de l’espace (Paris: Presse Universitaires de France,
1961), p. 28.
8
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dered, deceptive, and centered upon certain details only, which are
often of a secondary nature. Neither the life of the protagonist nor
that life’s settings are recounted in an organic and thorough manner.
In regard to Wilde Wiesen, Ulf Ziegler affirms: “Ich bin fortgeschritten von der Psychologie der Familie zur Soziologie des Ortes
und zur Geschichte der Nation, aber all das in kleinsten Dosierungen”.11 Opening up tiny ruptures within Germany’s past, the author
in fact amplifies the perspective and inserts the first person narrator’s
experiences into that of the entire nation. In spite of Ziegler’s intentions, the personal past clearly prevails over the collective one because of precise stylistic and narrative choices: the centrality of the
average family, the ten places in which the narrative unfolds (an exclusively private theatre of events), and, last but not least, the recurrence of the infant’s truthful and pliable point of view, which takes
in only that which he and his circle experience.
The principal role is therefore fulfilled by that which Aleida Assmann defines as the “Ich-Gedächtnis”,12 shared by the author and his
character on account of the coincidence of their names.13 The IchGedächtnis attempts “Erinnerungen bewusst aufzurufen und ihnen
die Form einer Erzählung zu geben”.14 This “bewusste[…] Re-Konstruktionsarbeit”,15 which calls for a “soziale Komponente”16 in as
much as it posits a consumer, is precisely what Ziegler is attempting

Video interview with Ulf Erdmann Ziegler, cit. As the inside front cover of the
novel points out, the historical references concern in a particular way “die deutsche
Teilung, das Drama der Flucht, das Auftauchen der Baader-Meinhof-Gruppe, die Ära
der ‘Jesus People’”.
12
Aleida Assmann, op. cit., p. 120.
13
Both of them are named Ulf Ziegler. The detail that, in relation to Wilde Wiesen’s
protagonist, they do not share the second name of ‘Erdmann’, however, could be considered a sign of an incomplete identity. A few reviews have underlined the lack of correspondence between the real biographical path and the literary one, without, however,
explaining such an affirmation (see, for example, Edo Reents, Wilde Wiesen, in “Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung”, Oct. 23, 2007; Roman Bucheli, Das Alphabet der Herkunft.
Ulf Erdmann Ziegler schreibt eine ‘Autogeographie’, in “Neue Züricher Zeitung”, Dec. 20,
2007).
14
Aleida Assmann, op. cit., p. 120.
15
Ivi, p. 123.
16
Ivi, p. 120.
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to realize in Wilde Wiesen, sketching for the reader a bio-graphical
chart made up of images of places and of life marked by linguistic
signs. In fact, the three constitutive elements of Ulf Ziegler’s topography are precisely memory, word, and space.
Assmann continues:
Ein wesentlicher Aspekt des Erinnerns [… ist die] permanente
Umkodierung von Vorbewusstem in Bewusstes, von Sinnlichem in
Sprachliches und Bildliches, von Bildern und Sprache ins Schriftliches usw. […] Ja, wir können geradezu sagen: erinnern ist übersetzen. 17

In Wilde Wiesen, traces of the Umkodierung are to be found precisely in the close bond between place and memory, a bond that becomes known through processes of “transition” revealed by the
text (memory’s passage from the unconscious to the conscious level, the rationalization of memories in an artistic project, the transformation of mental images of the past into literary images through
writing). One could therefore affirm that Ziegler’s autogeography is
based upon processes of “translation” through which the subject
attaches himself to places in order to bring into focus the tiles that
make up the mosaic of his past. In this regard, it is interesting to also consider the double meaning of the word übersetzen: “translate”
and “ferry, carry over to the other shore”. Both the linguistic and
the spatial factor are condensed within this verb, just as in Wilde
Wiesen they are essential for giving form to memory within the literary work.
The same etymology of the lemma “geography” brings to light the
relationship that this discipline establishes between space and word.18
Ivi, p. 124.
The term γεωγραφία (geōgraphía) is made up of two forms that, in Greek, do not
exist as autonomous words: the first, , γεω- (geō-), is connected to ‘earth’, the second,
-γραφία (-graphía), to ‘I write’, ‘I draw’, ‘writing’, ‘painting’. ‘Geografia’ indicates the
“Wissenschaft von der Erdoberfläche, Erdbeschreibung”. See Etymologisches Wörterbuch
des Deutschen, edited by the Zentralinstitut der Sprachwissenschaft, Berlin, under Wolfgang Pfeifer (Munich: DTV, 1995), p. 428. For further examinations, see also Raum. Ein
interdisziplinäres Handbuch, edited by Stephan Günzel (Stuttgart - Weimar: Metzler, 2010),
pp. 24-60.
17
18
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De-scribing the world on the scientific plane through linguistic and
cartographic means is precisely the point of geography; de-scribing
the subject on an artistic-literary level through exclusively linguistic instruments is Ulf Ziegler’s. In Wilde Wiesen the word dominates, becomes itself image when it evokes episodes of the past set within their
scenes and when these similarly recreate the snapshots taken by the
passionate young photographer-protagonist. Autogeography is thus,
on a structural level as well, a sort of memory album in which cartography and photography are united in writing, and offer the reader
a gallery of images without any solution of continuity.
The word is at the service of space so that it can be depicted; in an
analogous manner, space comes to the help of the word, in so much
as “[sich] die Sprache räumlicher Relationen als eines der grundlegenden Mittel zur Deutung der Wirklichkeit [erweist]”.19 That which
Ziegler desires to represent in Wilde Wiesen – or rather, the passing
(übersetzen) of a subject from the wir (we), which opens the novel, to the
ich (I) that concludes it – is also rendered through a marked tendency
to the spatialization of linguistic expression. There are numerous examples: life is depicted as a path (“Lebensspur”),20 the experience in
the Berliner borough of Neukölln is a re-visitation of the traditional
image of the crossroads (or rather, it is seen as the “Flur”21 of a metaphysical prison that leads to either “Wissen, Geld und Ruhm”22 or
“Trunksucht, Liebe und Verbrechen”),23 the first years of life are condensed within the metaphor of the “Garten meiner Kindheit”,24 which
is contrasted to that of “Schule”,25 itself understood as a projection into space of the life of the protagonist’s older brothers, parents, and,
in general, a more mature and conscious age.26 The spatialization of
Yuri M. Lotman, Die Struktur literarischer Texte, trans. by Rolf Dietrich Keil (Munich: Fink, 1993), p. 313. Schlögel gives some examples: “Sich hineinstürzen. Sich lossagen. Sich davonmachen […]” (Karl Schlögel, op. cit., p. 369).
20
Ulf Ziegler, Wilde Wiesen, cit., p. 93.
21
Ivi, p. 120.
22
Ivi, p. 121.
23
Ibid.
24
Ivi, pp. 20, 21, 22.
25
Ivi, p. 21.
26
The protagonist, youngest of three brothers, perceives the beginning of his
scholastic career as the passing (übersetzen) of one phase of life into another and as a
19
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language also includes the depiction of by now frayed familial relationships (thanks to the image of the “wall”, which comes back with
important implications at the close of the novel as well),27 his first
homosexual experiences (seen as the crossing of a “border”)28 and
of his assimilation into his American host family during a scholastic
year in Iowa (through the symbols of “roots” and “fabric”).29 Even
the temporal dimension sometimes anchors itself linguistically to
space as the individual, familial, or historical memory of the past
demonstrates.30
In Wilde Wiesen language too is seen in its spatial dimension, as the
memory of two important stations of the narrator’s life depict: learning how to write in German as a child and learning a foreign language in the United States as an adolescent. The text gives a lot of
attention to the controversy in the protagonist’s family as to the num-

factor of inclusion within his family of origin where his father is employed by a school
in Schleswig-Holstein. The narrator indeed affirms: “Nun hatte ich es also geschafft
und war nicht mehr der, der im Garten spielte, während der Vater und der Bruder und
die Schwester in die Schule durften. Ich war eingetreten in den innern Kreis der Familie, die Loge” (ivi, p. 32). In relation to gardens, however, it is important to note that,
regardless of the short but frequent mention of green spaces, the urban environment
figures primarily in the text. The geographic map of the subject delineated within the
novel is in any event political and not physical. Furthermore, it is important to mention the fact that the Garten meiner Kindheit comes back to mind thanks to a black and
white snapshot that immortalizes a banal childhood episode in the protagonist’s life.
Photography places the mechanism of memory recovery in an important role, in as
much as it spatializes memories by fixing them to a surface and thereby grants the individual “physical” access to his or her past. It is then the task of the narrator to translate this image into words and share it with the reader.
27
“Die Erwachsenen der Familie [standen] uns gegenüber […] wie eine Wand;
Bert [der Bruder] und ich […] begannen ein paralleles Leben” (ivi, p. 76). The wall
is also connected to the idea of “cut” and “fracture”: “Es gab einen Riss: auf der
einen Seite wir [Kinder] und auf der anderen Seite die Eltern” (ivi,
p. 75).
28
“Nie hatten wir [der Erzähler und sein Freund] an diese Grenze gewagt” (ivi,
p. 18).
29
“Ich begann, in der [amerikanischen] Ebene, Wurzeln zu schlagen” (ivi, p. 104)
and “ich verstand, mich einweben zu lassen in die Faser dieser Familie, dieser Stadt
und dieses Landes” (ivi, p. 102).
30
An example upon the familial plane is offered by the following passage: “Wenn
es nach mir gegangen wäre, hätte der Landstrich, der Vergangenheit bedeutete, von
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ber of “legs” the letters m and n have. The second day of school the
teacher applies an innovative method no longer based on the learning of each individual sign, but rather, of entire words: “‘Ich kam
nach Hause und konnte ‘ich’”,31 the narrator recalls. The subject’s
foundations in any event seem to have been thrown off, but the
“construction” of the I soon reveals itself to be much more problematic than it presently appears, and not only from the point of
view of graphic realization. That which interests the young student
is not, however, so much the signified – destined to remain rather obscure to him in the future as well – as much as the signifier (“was
Buchstaben voneinander unterscheidet, […] das war es schließlich,
was ich wissen wollte”),32 and this is demonstrated by the heated discussion with his parents on the writing of the two nasal consonants.
On the one hand this episode indicates the fracture within his family that occurs when Ulf abandons the “garden of youth” and ventures into autonomous spaces (represented metaphorically here by
sämtliche Karten gelöscht werden können” (ivi, p. 40). The historical plane, on the
contrary, is appointed principally to the German Democratic Republic and its collapse.
In the case of the GDR, there is a process of ideologization of space. In order to describe a trip beyond the Wall, the geographical repositioning coincides with a sort of
trip backwards in time: “Wir [die Familie] also im Sommer oder Herbst 1973 sitzen im
Zug oder im Auto, fahren zurück in die Vorzeit” (ivi, p. 47). One notices the imprecision of the memory that characterizes this affirmation. Unessential details are reported in order to evoke once again the transient nature of memory and to reaffirm
implicitly the necessity of hanging on to the security conjured up by place). The end
of Germany’s division is instead depicted in the following way: “Es war, als wäre der
Himmel aufgerissen und die ordnende Hand der Geschichte wäre niedergefallen zur
Erde, um sämtliche Knoten auf einmal zu lösen” (ivi, p. 43). In both of these quotations one notices the usage of the verb fahren, which indicates movement with some
kind of vehicle. The spatial component of travel is connected to the mechanical one
and brings one’s attention back to the almost obsessive attention that the text dedicates
to automobiles, to trams, to bicycles and almost any other means of transport. “Das
ganze Leben besteht aus Bewegungen im Raum” (Karl Schlögel, op. cit., p. 368) and Ulf
Ziegler is attracted by all of that which favors or allows them. As to the concept of distance and its perception in relation to means of transport, see Stephen Kern, The culture of time and space. 1880-1918 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1983), pp.
211-240.
31
Ulf Ziegler, Wilde Wiesen, cit., p. 24.
32
Ivi, p. 25.
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the conquering of the written word); on the other, it highlights the
existence of the physical dimension of language (as a collection of
signs, segments, and angles) destined to transmit the physical dimension of memory through the text.
Here it is important to mention an observation of the high-school
aged Ulf who, in Oklahoma City, is dedicating himself ever more to
the learning of English: “Ich [konnte] zum zweiten mal in meinem
Leben eine Sprache lernen […]; nicht das Skelett der Sprache, sondern ihr Fleisch”.33 The word is not only sign, but also “body”. It is
precisely this “physicality” which amplifies the spatiality of language
and allows one to intuit the subject’s capacity to move in an up until
that point alien reality thanks to the ripeness of the acquired language.
The word, depicted in the text on a spatial basis, is thus a sort of
“door” consenting access to places, people, and memory. This architectural element occurs with great frequency in the representation of
numerous habitations that people the text.34 “Doors symbolize the
scene of passing from one state to another, from one world to another, from the known to the unknown […]. [B]ut they have a dynamic psychological quality for they not only indicate a threshold but
invite us to cross it”;35 in Ulf Ziegler’s novel, the same function is carried out by memory – itself able to open or close the channel that
joins yesterday to today – as much as it is by language, the instrument
that is indispensible in the interaction between the I and the not-I,
the world of young children and the world of adults, family and external reality, the national sphere and that of foreign countries, imminence and transcendence, past and present.
These considerations allow the introduction of one of the most
important settings in the entire novel, the one the narrator’s attention

Ivi, p. 101.
Ivi, pp. 5, 56, 98, 109, 124.
35
Jeane Chevalier - Alain Gheerbrant, Dictionary of Symbols, second edition, trans.
by John Buchanan-Brown (London: Penguin, 1966), p. 422. In Wilde Wiesen, a similar
interest is reserved for windows (Ulf Ziegler, Wilde Wiesen, cit., pp. 7, 16, 51, 56, 109,
124, 138) in as much as they “open to air and light” and thus “symbolize receptivity”
(Jeane Chevalier - Alain Gheerbrant, op. cit., p. 1112). Both doors and windows do not
only have, however, a comprehensive function; they both, in fact, can close off spaces
and thus generate exclusion.
33
34
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focuses upon in every single chapter: the dwelling. The house is
“notre premier univers”,36 embodies “le valeurs de l’espace habité”,37
is configured like “le non-moi qui protège le moi”38 and connects
the subject to his past in a double bind, since it is within that house
that “un grand nombre de nos souvenirs sont logés”.39 The precise
location of memories within their settings, which is at the very heart
of Wilde Wiesen, cannot be seen as separate from domestic spaces,
for it is precisely in the house that “[l’]integration [de…] les pensées,
les souvenirs et les rêves de l’homme”40 resides. Furthermore, the
narrator’s insistence on the great number of places he lived as a child
seem to fix the image of the house as a “shell”, a characteristically
19th century image that found itself abandoned in the beginning of
the 20th century only to be taken up again with renewed vigor at its
ending:41 indeed, Wilde Wiesen’s protagonist needs a “Futteral”42 for
his intimate life and for his past, a place which could condense, protect, and relocate individual identity and memory into an objective
dimension so that they can be “translated” (übersetzt) within the literary work.
It is also interesting to note that the depiction of those dwellings
– synthetic, limited to isolated details and with a particular attention
to windows and doors, the furniture, and the arrangement of the
rooms – presents characteristics analogous to those of a cartographic projection: it is reductive, symbolic, and approximative.43 The
new genre of the autogeography also influences the descriptive
means adopted by the text. “La maison est un corps d’images qui
donnent à l’homme des raisons ou des illusions de stabilité”,44 just as
in Wilde Wiesen solid domestic walls seem to be invoked to check the

Gaston Bachelard, op. cit., p. 24.
Ibid.
38
Ibid.
39
Ivi, p. 27.
40
Ivi, p. 26.
41
Karl Schlögel, op. cit., p. 326.
42
Ibid.
43
Cfr. Bruno Cornaglia - Emilio Lavagna, Elementi di geografia generale (Bologna:
Zanichelli, 1994), p. 7.
44
Gaston Bachelard, op. cit., p. 34.
36
37
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difficulties that the I has in constructing a stable image of itself. This
stabilizing function connects the house to writing since the latter too
– supported by a marked tendency of the text to spatialization – is
dedicated to the fight against memory’s fragility and to fix the subject’s identity onto paper. Both the dwelling and the written word are
thus perceived as a kind of antidote to the precariousness and fleeting nature of memory.
There are two other characteristics of the house, identified by
Bachelard, that in Ziegler’s text assume a particularly pregnant role.
The first is verticality,45 which connects the spatial plane of the edifice to the temporal one of memory in virtue of the trip backwards
into the profound depths of the individual’s past. The second is centrality,46 which in Wilde Wiesen is openly negated. The places in which
the protagonist resides (whose names, again, provide the titles for
the novel’s chapters) are in fact almost exclusively suburbs or the outlying areas of differently sized cities: Lindenthal (Cologne), Einfeld
(Neumünster), Pillnitz (Dresden), Orschel-Hagen (Reutlingen), Tugendorf (Neumünster), Neukölln (Berlin), Schwedenschanze (Constance), and Dorstfeld (Dortmund). Ulf Ziegler’s path winds through
a sequence of urban centers that occupy a peripheral position on the
geographical map of Germany as well: from Schleswig-Holstein (extreme north), to North Rhine-Westphalia (west), Baden-Württemberg (south), and Berlin (east). The province is therefore configured
like a “Lebensform oder zumindest Prägestempel”,47 and the peripheral element becomes “auch eine innere Kathegorie”.48
There are few exceptions to this out-and-out “Protokoll der Provinz”.49 One is constituted by a chapter entitled “Neumünster”, “die
erste deutsche Stadt, in der […Ulf] wohnte”.50 Here, however, the
narration is for the most part dedicated to the boy’s high-school years

Ivi, pp. 34-35: “La maison est immaginée comme un être vertical. Elle s’élève. Elle
se différencie dans le sens de sa verticalité.”
46
Ivi, p. 35: “La maison est immaginée comme un être concentré. Elle nous appelle
à une conscience de centralité.”
47
Ingo Arend, Im Dickicht der Normalität, in “Der Freitag”, Jan. 18, 2008.
48
Ibid.
49
Ulf Ziegler, Wilde Wiesen, cit., inside front cover.
50
Ivi, p. 50.
45
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when he still lives with his parents in Einfeld and travels back and
forth; the centrality of the city apartment to which he later moves
thus in its turn becomes a peripheral element of the story. Another
exception is the chapter “OK City”, in which the protagonist resides
“in einem Haus […] in der Mitte der Stadt, […] inmitten einer Nation”.51 The reaffirmation of finding himself “in der Mitte des Landes”52 makes the contrast between Oklahoma City and the novel’s
peripheral settings of German life even more evident. The theme
of “finding oneself in the middle” is associated now to that of being typical (“ich war […] im typischsten Haus Amerikas, in der typischsten Familie, in der typischsten Stadt”),53 a state of being which
levels individual differences and favors the protagonist’s process of
inclusion into American reality. “Being at the center” is thus a spatial metaphor of integration.
At the end of the scholastic year, Ulf is destined to return to the
“periphery” from which he comes and from which he on two other
occasions will attempt to flee: when he lives in an apartment in the
center of Constance (the narrative does not linger on this particular
detail, but instead goes on about the months of civil service in
Schwedenschanze so much so that the chapter is even named after
the tiny Swabian town), and when Ulf rents a room in the center of
Dortmund in order to go to a school of photography, another place
he, however, soon abandons in order to move with some friends to
the suburb of Dorstfeld.54
It is clear how the character’s missing centrality on the spatial
plane reflects the condition of an all too unstable I condemned to
circling around a middle point that organizes its existence without
ever finding a fixed abode. Even though Ulf manages on some occasions to “connect himself to a center”, he is unable to make this
position permanent; the young man in fact pushes himself ever further into a progressive marginality that culminates in the Berlin borough of Neukölln where the degradation of the building and the
Ivi, p. 105.
Ivi, p. 102.
53
Ivi, p. 105.
54
Ivi, pp. 126 and 138.
51
52
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urban environment mirror the I’s profound unease. “Ich war an den
Rand der Welt gezogen”,55 he affirms, underlining an isolation that
very soon brings him to the margins of society and to being arrested while in the act of committing theft.56 The narrator returns, on
this occasion as well, to a spatial metaphor in order to synthesize the
human misery of the subject: “Dann zeigt sich, dass ich Bewohner
der obersten Wohnung bin, mit einer Öffnung zum Dachboden, zu
den Dächern, all das meins, aber ungenutzt, eine gewaltige, uralte
Konstruktion auf Balken, die sich biegen”.57 Even the house is no
longer able to provide secure footing.
The limits of space to supply a valid and stable point to which to
anchor the past and one’s own identity had already surfaced earlier
in the novel, even if it had only been implied. Ulf ’s elementary school
teacher was in fact engaged in taking a series of aerial photographs
of the area, which were to be released in book-form; when the work
is published, however, there are no snapshots whatsoever portraying
either Einfeld or its lake.58
In this way Ulf ’s geographical map of childhood is full of lacuna and shadow, which does not support the subject’s orientation in
his backward journey into memory. For not only is the area unsupported by photographic objectivity, even its name is “willkürlich”.59
The word can thus be confused and no longer constitute a strong
bastion of identity. These few but important clues demonstrate that,
as opposed to a geo-graphical map, a bio-graphical map lacks a scientific nature and can only offer an image spoiled by inexactitudes
and (in)voluntary omissions. The solidity of the places of the past
therefore risk being illusory, and the topography of the subject reveals itself to be much less reliable than that of the territory.
In addition, if the I that represents itself in the literary text is
fragmented and irregular, the difficulty of outlining one of its orIvi, p. 114.
Ivi, pp. 119-120.
57
Ivi, p. 121.
58
Ivi, p. 27.
59
Ivi, p. 22. The name was supposed to have been “Neue Heimat” (ivi, p. 22), but
then an unknown founder’s proposal prevailed, and it was changed to Einfeld.
55
56
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ganic and complete cartographic projections increases all the more.
In Wilde Wiesen the subject’s lack of unity is recognized in the name
of the protagonist: as mentioned before, “Ulf Ziegler” designates
both the author and the narrator, while “Ulf ” also refers to the
young handicapped man followed by the main character while completing his civil service and “Ziegler” to the inhabitant of Einfeld
who lives within a scrap yard.60 The partitioning of the I is found
again in the name that the young protagonist discovers with horror
neither corresponds to the single individual nor to a single family.61
The perhaps unconscious need to connect the different parts that
make up the subject can help one to understand the frequent references to trips or to movements that characterize Wilde Wiesen.
“Lebensbeschreibungen sind Bewegungsgeschichten”62 that, within
autogeography, often implicate the crossing of lines of demarcation.
The concept of “border” is a “wesentliches Merkmal der Organisation einer räumlichen Struktur”63 that Lotman identifies in poetic
texts at a structural level and that Ulf Ziegler brings back up in an
original manner. The “border” of Wilde Wiesen’s chapters is in fact also of a geographical character to the degree that it delimits the urban centers depicted within the space of the text. The cities or
suburbs are, however, often also subdivided within themselves on
the basis of a “binäre[n] semantische[n] Opposition”64 in part determined by clear spatial reasons (the presence of various axes), in
part due to barriers of a social, economic, or religious character,
which are concretely reflected in the urban space.65
Germany itself is involved in this act of partitioning due to its
split into the German Democratic Republic and the Federal RepubCfr. ivi, pp. 132, 123.
Ivi, p. 23.
62
Karl Schlögel, op. cit., p. 368.
63
Yuri M. Lotman, op. cit., p. 327.
64
Ivi, p. 337.
65
The division into east and west of Neumünster is determined by the railway;
that of Oklahoma City, on the other hand, by 23rd Street (Ulf Ziegler, Wilde Wiesen, cit.,
pp. 62 and 103). The partitioning of Tugendorf is exemplified in the differences between the two religious communities that live there and is crystalized in their respective houses of worship (ivi, pp. 90-91). Furthermore, in Oklahoma City the northern
60
61
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lic of Germany. As in the case of the aforementioned cities, the line
of demarcation is connected to the interior of an originally solid
territorial unity, whose fracturing has not been caused by the physical lay of the land, but by human intervention. If the dichotomies
of north-south and east-west in the previously observed urban centers are due to territorial planning projects (the construction of
various arteries, for example) and economic models based on class
differences (with the lowest social levels relegated to disadvantaged
sections), Germany’s division into two distinct nations is the result
of precise ideopolitical choices that reverberate across its geography. The dramatic effects which the birth of an internal border had
upon the lives of millions of Germans are condensed by the narrator into a metaphor: “Und so begann sich zu zeigen, was die
DDR gewesen war […]: keine Landschaft und kein Land, sondern
ein Virus oder ein Geflecht, etwas, das sich in den Körper setzt
und ihn zu fressen beginnt”.66 Once again, reference is made to
both the physical dimension (the infective agent) and the spatial
one (the web).
Throughout the novel the reader is presented with numerous
borders characterized by varying levels of permeability that allow
the subject to relate in different ways to the alterity of the places: the
“barriers” within the single urban centers can be transgressed without any limitation; on the contrary, whoever would cross the border
which divides the city of Constance from that of the Swiss town of
Kreuzlingen must first make it through four different checkpoints
and southern sections are distinguished by different levels of economic well-being:
rich in the north (symbolized by the host family’s modern and technological home. Ivi,
p. 99), and poor in the south with its “arme[n] Strassen, ärmliche[n] Häuser, leeren
und offenen” (ivi, p. 106). The differences here also have a racial character as the white
host family lives in the north, while the southern streets are populated by black children (ibid.). The socio-economic conditions, betrayed by skin color, even characterize
the division of Dorstfeld: the southern section of town is called “Negerdorf ” on account of the poor miners blackened by coal dust, while the narrator refers to the northern section of town as “Schulfabrik” (ivi, p. 144) because the school of photography
he frequents is located there. The school and the mine are therefore the spatial objectifications of the different urban areas.
66
Ivi, pp. 44-45.
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and only if not having any outstanding legal cases;67 the border between the FRG and the GDR for its part is only passable to those
who, having made it through thorough searches, posses the right papers and valid documents. The emotional baggage travelers carry is
heavy, as the story of Ulf ’s father – who was originally from the east
but had grown into adulthood in the west – illustrates: whenever he
goes to visit his relatives in Dresden, he is gripped by fear when he
has to show his green FRG passport to the border control guards.68
The identity document amounts to the spatial objectification of the
laceration (on both the emotional and geographical planes) that the
existence of the two Germanys provokes within single individuals,
families, and the entire German populace.
The recurrent division of the scenes of the novel into distinct
parts makes the space reflect the fragmentation of the narrating subject while amplifying the sense of crumbling away and the lack of organic structure that pervades the text. Two fundamental aspects in
the process of the I’s definition of self, which Ulf Ziegler represents
through the thematic nucleus of linguistic comprehension, are the individual’s difficulty in inserting his or herself into a broken context
and subsequent attempts at constructing “bridges” to overcome
these interpersonal and geographical barriers.
Throughout the novel, the narrator lets a marked interest in the
contrast of phonetic peculiarities and atypical dialectal expressions
from his native region become known. He notes, for example, the
long diphthongs from around the area of Lindenthal, the Thuringian
words used by his parents, the soft consonants used by his grandmother from Gotha, the southern accent of the Protestant pastor in
Tugendorf, and a phrase in dialect from Constance.69 So, language
presents distances and differences; and yet, at the same time, it manages to bring individuals closer together when their curiosity and
Ivi, p. 126. While completing his civil service in Schwedenschanze, Ulf frequents
the Swiss side of the Lake of Constance. The case of one of the protagonist’s friends,
however, is different: having avoided compulsory military service by moving to Switzerland, he risks arrest every time he is stopped at a checkpoint (ivi, p. 128).
68
Ivi, p. 37.
69
Ivi, pp. 10, 24, 69, 83, 123.
67
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openness toward the other grants them the opportunity to open a
channel of communication. This is above all evident in the American phase of Ulf ’s adolescence where integration into a new reality
is at the same time facilitated and symbolized by the learning of English. The protagonist’s greater familiarity with the language of Iowa
is also noticed on the stylistic plane, seeing as the chapter “OK City”
is strewn with foreign words like “microwave oven”, “backyard”, “jury”, “woman”, “prime time”;70 young Ulf ’s progressive process of
inclusion into the reality of the United States is also underlined by
the representational modalities the text adopts.
Knowledge of the American idiom is the last stop on a long journey of getting closer toward English, a journey that begins in infancy (when the words “THANK YOU”71 on a gumball machine
are “unaussprechbar und unverständlich”),72 continues on through
adolescence (when the lyrics of American songs are still “Rätselworte aus einem fremden Land”)73 and ends in Iowa. It is important
to mention here the function of “translation” that is to be found
both in relation to lyrics from the USA that are rendered in German
by a friend of Ulf ’s, as well as the biblical passages that are read and
translated by the pastor Jedlicka during mass in Tugendorf.74 The
word übersetzen returns with its multiplicity of significations: at the
moment it appears only to refer to the linguistic plane, but in reality it is the determinant in the happy ending of “Ulf ’s making it to
the other shore” of the ocean where the young man “moves” into
a new phase of his life under the sign of a possible recomposition
of the I.
The American house in which Ulf manages to live a day-to-day
life that has about it the odor of integration, however, is recalled in
the text as “mein letztes Zuhaus. Danach war ich mir selbst ein
Fremder”.75 The positive experience of insertion (symbolized by the
Ivi, pp. 99, 100, 107.
Ivi, p. 70.
72
Ibid.
73
Ivi, p. 85.
74
Ivi, pp. 83-85.
75
Ivi, p. 95.
70
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domestic environment of the word Zuhaus) is in reality only temporary, and does not coincide with that in which the subject is truly
rooted; in addition, it has inauspicious consequences for a fragile individual without a sense of center. The sense of unfamiliarity and of
isolation that follows his American sojourn is profound and is expressed through the linguistic dimension: one year later, the adolescent returns home and no longer knows how to speak German.76 At
that point, Ulf needs a “translator” of his own in order to cross the
new “border” that separates him from his origins. The preexisting
fragmentation of geographic, social, and linguistic ties was what
caused the loss of identity in the first place and questioned the selfdefinition of the I.
Through the sharing of an idiom, Wilde Wiesen thus portrays the
“proximity” between different geographical and human realities;
through linguistic barriers, variations upon the theme of “border”,
the text instead presents the incommunicability of varied existential
conditions. The protagonist’s thoughts about the terrorists Baader
and Meinhof is an example thereof: “Verblendete, die eine verbohrte, unverständliche Sprache sprachen. Niemals würde ich so zu
sprechen lernen”.77 The refusal is radical and in no uncertain terms
expresses the tendency to consider language as a code capable of
uniting or dividing individuals on the basis of not only geographical
affinity.
In this light, an episode from the protagonist’s childhood becomes all the more meaningful: during summer vacation, Ulf ’s
brother begins to defecate repeatedly in his trousers and is yelled at
by their parents; once back at home
machte [er] nicht mehr in die Hose, und die Sache wurde, oder so
schien es, vergessen. Stattdessen entwickelte er eine hastige,
verkürzte Aussprache, die den Vater verzweifeln ließ, denn er verstand ihn nicht. […] Manchmal wiederholte ich, was mein Bruder

76
Ivi, p. 108. Even the protagonist’s sister had had a similar experience in Iowa but,
in her case, the experience with the “other” had a less explosive effect and manifested only in a slight softening of her pronunciation.
77
Ivi, p. 127.
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gesagt hatte, so dass mein Vater es verstehen möge. Anfangs
amüsierte ich mich leise. Später verstand ich ihn selbst nicht mehr.78

The conflictual situation amongst individuals is transferred to the
plane of language and the word assumes the function of being a
“door” able to close itself and to exclude the non-I. The “wall” –
mentioned previously in relation to familial misunderstandings – now
becomes a linguistic barrier raised by the subject as a sign of refusal;
any possibility of “translation” that might allow one to open a longlasting passageway is rejected.
The Berlin Wall has fallen, but that which separates individuals is
difficult to destroy or only to be circumvented, as the novel’s final
sentence reveals: “Ich fuhr Willis Saab gegen eine Wand, was Willi
nicht störte, er hatte schon einen neuen”.79 The crash shows that, in
Ulf Ziegler’s life, the “wild meadows” evoked by the title and seen
in Iowa are destined to being relegated to the plane of memory and
to a space autre,80 since “[das] Hier und Jetzt”,81 that the protagonist
loved as an adolescent, is studded with borders and barriers. The wall
into which they crash at the end of Wilde Wiesen is the spatial objectification of the I’s inability to orient itself either in life or in its cartographic projection.

Ivi, p. 76.
Ivi, p. 151.
80
Ivi, p. 96. The wild character of this slice of nature is, however, limited by the
presence of a shopping center just a few hundred meters away. The freedom suggested is thus revealed to be transient and illusory from the very beginning.
81
Ivi, p. 40.
78
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Paul Celan and Jacques Dupin
in the journal “L’Éphémère”*
Michela Lo Feudo

In an essay written some years ago, Yves Bonnefoy wonders about
his friend the poet Paul Celan.1 The text is an invitation to reconsider an underexplored aspect of studies based on the author of
‘Todesfuge’: the relationship between the German-language poet and
his contemporaries in France, where, as is well known, he lived from
1948 until the end of his days.
Bonnefoy chooses to deal with the unstable ground surrounding
a comparison between a biographical and a critical approach to the
text,2 relating the experience of the Goll-Affäre to some aspects connected to Celan’s reception in his country of exile. The memory of
the vehemence with which he reacted to Claire Goll’s infamous accusations of plagiarism – in particular after 1960 – with notable damage to his state of mind and interpersonal relationships, gave rise,
the author maintains, to a condition of voluntary and conscious isolation, of marginalization sought and obtained. A passage from the
correspondence between Celan and Adorno, cited in the epigraph,
indeed shows a poet lucidly expressing his own solitude, oscillating
between condemnation and pride.3 Considering Celan’s oeuvre to be
an extreme expression of the fusion between man and poet, poet
and poetry, Bonnefoy seeks to read beyond the intrigue of the me*Translation by Alexander Booth.
1
Yves Bonnefoy, Ce qui alarma Paul Celan (Paris: Galilée, 2007). In 1972 the author
had already published a work entitled Paul Celan (in “Revue de Belles-Lettres”, 1972,
n. 2-3, pp. 91-97) which was then inserted in the collection Nuage rouge: essais sur la poétique (Paris: Mercure de France, 1977, pp. 323-330) and La Vérité de parole et autres essais
(Paris: Gallimard, 1995, pp. 545-552).
2
The question was considered in the volume edited by Camilla Miglio and Irene
Fantappiè: L’Opera e la vita. Paul Celan e gli studi comparatistici, Conference proceedings,
Naples, January 22-23, 2007 (Naples: Il Torcoliere, 2008).
3
In particular a letter dated March 17, 1961. Celan and Adorno’s correspondence,
recently translated into Italian, is concentrated on this “singularity” of the Jewish poet’s condition. The question emerges already within the title: Solo, con me stesso e le mie
poesie: lettere 1960-1968, edited by Joachim Seng, trans. by Roberto Di Vanni (Milan:

Michela Lo Feudo

dia plot hatched in Germany and sees, in his friend, an attitude of
constant closure towards those who he believed could be a threat to
his person and to his writing.
According to Bonnefoy, the primary reason behind Celan’s concern is to be found in the clear awareness with which his friend
looked at the situation of contemporary poetry; that is, through the
lens of his own experience. He, in fact, saw his own literary project
under attack from the specter of widespread anti-Semitism, Claire
Goll’s accusations of plagiarism being only the tip of the iceberg.
And that very event, Bonnefoy continues, was the result of an instrumentalized reading of the text done with the clear intention of
diminishing Celan’s work. From this perspective, the interpretive
process was placed at the center of an operation aimed at diverting
the reader’s attention away from the understanding of pain elaborated within the writing:
Pourquoi Paul Celan ne parvint-il jamais à se défaire du souvenir de

la calomnie? Assurément il savait le lien qui, par en dessous l’explicite, unissait ces diffamations à un antisémitisme dont le nombre
de manifestations sournoises, et à Paris même dans son quartier, l’inquiétaient grandement et bien naturellement. […] Ce que d’étranges
passants lui glissaient dans les mains voulaient le chasser de France
si ce n’est le faire périr. […] Et même il avait constaté, à quelques
reprises, que cet antisémitisme s’accompagnait d’une lecture de sa
poésie aussi erronée que réductrice mais parfaitement explicable par
des intérêts inavoués. Des critiques, si c’est le mot qui convient, se
plaisaient à trouver dans Sa poésie trop d’art et même de
l’esthétisme, et c’est évidemment parce qu’ils espéraient détourner
ainsi le lecteur vers l’aspect littéraire de ces poèmes certes complexes aux dépens de leur apport essentiel qui était souffrance, mémoire
et témoignage. Ils détestaient la lucidité dont Paul Celan faisait
preuve, et surtout qu’à travers ses mots allemands remis en ques-

Archinto, 2011). Celan’s position towards Adorno – the author of the well-known verdict “nach Auschwitz ein Gedicht zu schreiben, ist barbarisch” – manifests here in all
of its dramatic complexity. Cfr. AA.VV., Lyrik nach Auschwitz? Adorno und die Dichter
(Stuttgart: Reclam, 2006), pp. 27-72 for Adorno’s contribution.
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tion, déchirés, mais tout autant préservés, elle fût la preuve de cette
foi dans la parole qu’avait persécutée le nazisme.4

According to this reading, the poet perfectly understood both the
superficiality and the ominousness of the widow’s attacks. However,
if in Celan’s eyes the accusations of having used Yvan Goll’s work as
a model bordered on the ridiculous, they nevertheless triggered a
process of unraveling within the symbolic fabric of the text by extracting images from their original linguistic framework. Distancing
the thick weave of meanings from their context, the poetry underwent a process of coarse and dangerous deformation, or even worse,
cancellation. Bonnefoy’s analysis depicts an internally corroded and
distorted writing: lived as an experience in which the word, freed from
its ordinary meaning, was re-created by the conscience and by the
tongue which transmitted it, Claire’s attack negated the work’s value of
being simultaneously an individual and collective bearing of witness.
Put in these terms, the analyses shift the Affäre from a stylistic
and personal plane to a much more complex hermeneutical and sociological one. The Celan affair demonstrates in an exemplary fashion how the poet cannot be reduced to a mere bricoleur des mots
(Bonnefoy’s term) who takes images from others without elaborating them through his own experience. If the accusations put forth by
Claire Goll’s supporters had meant to highlight the excessive linguistic refinement of Celan’s poems with the intention of reshaping
the message,5 Bonnefoy’s criticism underlines that Celan considered
the worst blow, on the contrary, to have come not from his detractors, but, paradoxically, from the community of intellectuals who
had proclaimed themselves his supporters and had negated the existence of “loans” from Goll’s work. In refusing to offer a different
key to the reading of the work that would have brought its originality and importance to light,6 Celan’s supporters instead constructed
their defense in exactly the same way as their adversaries. And it is
Yves Bonnefoy, op. cit., pp. 16-17.
Ibid.
6
Furthermore, within a panorama of this type, it is important to conduct an epistological comparison with Peter Szondi. Associated with Celan, Szondi, as is known,
4
5
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precisely this wrongheadedness that is at the origin of the poet and
man’s closing up and isolation.
However, Bonnefoy not only points his finger at the Germanspeaking intellectual community that should have adequately examined Celan’s work and preserved its integrity: on the one hand, in
France as in Germany, the cultural élites oriented their examinations
elsewhere; but, on the other, Celan himself had no interest in participating in Parisian intellectual life. Goll-Affäre aside, the author
points out, Paris in the 1960s was animated by “spéculations structuralistes et textualistes, sur le fonctionnement du langage [et] sur les
pouvoirs de la parole”.7
[La vie de Paul Celan en France] frappe d’abord par une curieuse
abstention. Paul vivait donc à Paris mais assez souvent à la campagne, lieu de rencontre de choses de la nature offertes dans des
mots et des noms français auxquels il était attentif – il m’en parla à
plusieurs reprises – et qui nourrissaient son rapport à l’intimité de la
langue. Il parlait tout à fait bien le français de la société intellectuelle
et aurait pu, non certes considérer d’écrire dans notre langue – la
poésie ne permet pas de rompre avec la langue natale –, mais se risquer à quelques essais, se prêter à des entretiens avec des critiques,
participer à des discussions où se fussent exprimés son souci de la
poésie et sa façon de la vivre. N’avait-il pas un savoir de l’histoire récente, et de l’effet de ce drame sur la parole, aussi bien sinon mieux
que beaucoup d’autres, à ceux qui ne l’avaient pas comme lui obtenu
de façon directe? Et des amis, en France, il en avait tout de même,
il fit partie, par exemple, du comité de rédaction de L’éphémère où
l’amitié, fût-elle parfois orageuse, était ce qui décidait de tout. Paul
s’abstint pourtant de participer aux débats français, et même il ne
voulait pas vraiment, et longtemps ce fut même pas du tout, que ses
poèmes fussent traduits. Certes, les difficultés de ceux-ci sont
grandes, de ce point de vue de la traduction, et il était bien placé

was among the first to approach Celan’s output with critical intelligence. Cfr. Paul Celan
- Peter Szondi, Briefwechsel (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 2005).
7
Yves Bonnefoy, op. cit., p. 32.
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pour s’en rendre compte. Reste qu’en France on n’avait rien de son
oeuvre. Paul Celan ne fut ainsi à Paris, en France, sa vie durant, poète
que par ouï-dire. Ce qu’il savait qu’il était, il ne pouvait le vivre
qu’avec très peu de personnes.8

A poet “only by hearsay”, Bonnefoy maintains that Celan remained on the margins of French social life in spite of his intellectual vivacity and optimal knowledge of French. In this fashion, the
author not only failed to participate in the vivacious cultural ferment
that characterized France from the 1940s through 1968, but deprived
the country of his presence as well as his testimony.
The history of Celan’s reception in France reconstructed by Dirk
Weissmann9 nevertheless demonstrates how complex and unstable
the author’s behavior was throughout his years in Paris. Weissmann
in fact sees the author as having had a dual purpose. On the one
hand, he wanted to implement a personal “literary strategy”
through a system of habitus and choices aimed at establishing a network of relationships useful to his legitimization within the literary
field.10 On the other, he promulgated an out-and-out “ethos of refusal”, an ever greater closure toward the protagonists of the literary scene. Dictated by an intermittent logic, that behavior tended to
follow the fluctuations of the psychological and emotional effects
of the Goll-Affäre.11 This closure, together with the intrinsic complexity of an already rather inaccessible poetry, pushed Celan to
block a large part of his French translations and to refuse to authorize the distribution of complete editions, even though numerous publication projects in collaboration with the most eminent
Ivi, pp. 30-31.
Dirk Weissmann, Poésie, judïsme, philosophie. Une histoire de la réception de Paul Celan en
France es débuts jusqu’à 1991, doctoral thesis in German Studies, Université Sorbonne
Nouvelle - Paris III 2003.
10
The concepts “literary strategy” and “habitus” are at the basis of theories developed by the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu in his studies on the birth of the literary field in France in the second half of the 19th century. See above all: Pierre
Bourdieu, Les Règles de l’art: genèse et structure du champ littéraire (Paris: Le Seuil, 1998).
11
The dossier edited by Barbara Wiedemann, Paul Celan – Die Goll- Affäre. Dokumente
zu einer Infamie (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 2000) gathers essential sources on the matter.
8
9
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publishers and the most important national journals had already
been begun.12
The first translation proposal had been from Le Seuil in the summer of 1962. They were interested in publishing either a complete
edition or an anthology. Most likely due to the suspicions he harbored toward his translator, the poet Philippe Jacottet, Celan, however, decided to abandon the project. The following year Yves
Bonnefoy, who collaborated with the “Mercure de France”, expressed his intention to publish a presentation of the author along
with the translation of Meridian and a selection of poems in the journal. This time, on the contrary, it was the journal that interrupted
the work. Then, in 1966, the “Nouvelle Revue Française” decided
to entrust the translation of a corpus of texts to the young poet JeanClaude Schneider. That project turned out well: eight poems from
Von Schwelle zu Schwelle and Sprachgitter were published in a bilingual
edition. Thereafter, a volume edited by Gallimard containing Celan’s
most recent poems was supposed to appear; however, Celan himself blocked its realization in January of 1967 and it was not to be
completed until ten years later.13
In those years, the poet accepted other collaborations with writers and intellectuals present in the French capital. Though sporadic,
these exchanges had a specific weight that bears mentioning: an example is Celan’s participation with the notebooks of “Éphémère”
(1967-1972), a journal of art and poetry he had endorsed – first indirectly, and later in person – from the very beginning. The periodical’s editorial policy was regularly discussed by the editorial board,
and the collective meetings in turn became occasions for private collaboration among the members of the group.
It is upon this backdrop that Paul Celan’s meeting with Jacques
Dupin (1927-2012) took place. Having met in the journal’s entourage,
the two then worked closely together. In the present study, we will attempt to understand how their poetic Begegnung took form by allowing their respective contributions to the pages of “Éphémère” to
12
13
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speak for themselves. After connecting Celan to the editorial project,
we will offer a reflection of a comparative nature, comparing his
German language texts to those of Dupin. Employing Jauss’s terminology, we will attempt to understand which questions were raised
by Celan’s poetics within the debate surrounding the journal – and,
eventually, the questions to which it responded.14

The Cahiers of “Éphémère” and Celan’s contribution

Founded in 1967, the journal began as a true cultural showcase
that intended to welcome and promote the international avant-garde.
Celan was included in just such an ambitious milieu from the very
first issue, and soon became its most translated foreign author. Beginning in the autumn of 1968, the poet began to work as a member
of the editorial board, the only one of the group who was not
French.15 If, as Bonnefoy recalls, solid ties of friendship united most
of the members of the équipe, it would be reductive to maintain that
the poet had been introduced to an organization connected by emotional ties alone. The intellectual stature of the journal’s founding core
– made up of the poets André du Bouchet, Jacues Dupin, and
Michael Leiris (who had begun to participate starting with Issue Number 10 in 1969); and the critics and writers Louis-René Des Forêts,

Hans Robert Jauss has demonstrated how the word “poetics”, inserted into the
dialogic structure that characterizes it, instigates a long-distance exchange of questions
and answers that guide the interpreter in his or her understanding of the text. Moved
by a preliminary interest on the reader’s behalf, by his or her curiositas toward the literary fiction transmitted by the text, this interaction is at the base of a truly gnoseological course capable of breaking up our preconceived ideas and of questioning the
darkest and most hostile aspects of reality. Cfr. Hans Robert Jauss, Esperienza estetica ed
ermeneutica letteraria. II. Domanda e risposta: studi di ermeneutica letteraria (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1988). I am referring primarily to the first chapter: Breve storia della funzione di domanda
e risposta (ivi, pp. 53-120).
15
Celan’s work takes up eighty pages, thirty of which are in the original language,
and is distributed over six issues (about one third of the publication’s run). Most of
the texts had been translated by André Du Bouchet, but translations by John E. Jackson and Jean Daive were also published, along with texts from the critics Jean and
Mayotte Bollack. Alain Mascarou, Les Cahiers de “l’Éphémère” (Paris: L’Harmattan,
1998), p. 19.
14
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and Gaëton Picon16 – is an indication of the need it felt it had to create a wide ranging space of aesthetic debate on contemporary art. It
was, in any event, a project as vast as it was temporary – as the journal’s very name suggested, it was a project that, no matter how brief,
was not without friction and desertions. Nevertheless, “l’Éphémère”
left to posterity intense studies that are still worthy of attention.
The initial project was developed in the autumn of 1965 when
the editor and modern and contemporary art collector Aimé Maeght
brought together a group of poets and writers in his Paris office in
the rue de Téhéran17 with idea of entrusting them with the leadership of a quarterly journal that was to fill the void left in the literary
panorama of the time by the closing of the “Mercure de France”.18
On Jacques Dupin’s recommendation (director of Maeght Editions
since 1955), the gallerist called André du Bouchet, Yves Bonnefoy,
Gaëton Picon, and Louis-René Des Forêts, all of whom had worked
at the “Mercure”. The participants agreed upon the founding of a
quarterly journal of literature and figurative arts.19 The idea became
reality two years later in January of 1967. It was the beginning of a
great period of work that was to last up until 1972: nineteen quarterly illustrated Cahiers, filled with multiple intersections between the
figurative arts, music, and literature forged in a climate of openness
and debate with foreign creative endeavors.

Picon had been Directeur des Arts et des Lettres at the Ministry of Culture from
1959 to 1966.
17
The gallery in the rue de Téhéran from 1945 on showed Maeght’s private collection and became a reference point for numerous French post-war artists. Maeght had
in fact launched a flurry of promotional activity and artistic distribution, supported by
his eponymous publishing house starting and, in the following year, the creation of the
Fondation Maeght, a Saint-Paul de Vence. Le intenzioni di una rivista e il ruolo di André du
Bouchet, in “L’Éphémère”. Pagine d’arte e di poesia 1967-1972 (from then on FMD), edited
by Francesca Melzi d’Eril (Florence: Alinea Editrice, 2001), pp. 7-17; Alain Mascarou,
op. cit., p. 25.
18
The final issue (1221-1222) is dated July-August 1965. The eponymous publishing house had been acquired by Gaston Gallimard in 1958, which had partially resolved its financial difficulties by interrupting the publication of the periodical whose
editorial policy had been deemed too close to that of the “Nouvelle Revue Française”.
19
Jacque Dupin, L’univers d’Aimé et Margurite Maeght (Saint-Paul de Vence: Fondation
Maeght, 1982), p. 202.
16

136

Paul Celan and Jacques Dupin in the journal “L’Éphémère”

Alain Mascarou isolates two particular moments within the life
of the journal. The first so-called “liberal” phase was announced
by the events of May 1968 – which were to become an ideological
and cultural watershed – and ran from Issue Number 1 through 7
(January 1967 – October 1968); it was characterized by the collective
and synergistic work of the collaborators as well as Paul Celan’s entrance and Jacques Dupin’s formal membership (Number 7 of October 1968). This was followed by a “radical” period. The issues
published between January 1969 and June 1970 (Numbers 8-13) echo
with the divergent opinions that were present within the protest
movement, so much so that successive issues were published even
though the decision to dissolve the reading committee had already
been made. The notebooks from this period assumed a rather composite aspect. From that point on, the appearance of a corpus of coherent texts that seemed to have something in common with one
another slowly disappeared. The abrupt departure of Gaëtan Picon,
in the spring of 1969, brought about the real break: the ex-director
of the “Mercure de France” had published the article Contestation et
culture in “Le Monde” (8/6/1968) in which he expressed his perplexity with the student movement. His positions, in direct contrast
to the enthusiasm displayed by Jean-Louis des Forêts, André du
Bouchet, and Jacques Dupin in the pages of “Éphémère”, were restated in the article that had been previously rejected by the reading
committee, Les jardins de Luxembourg en mai 1968.20 A similar act of
censure provoked Bonnefoy – who already believed the prerequisites of dialogue and collaboration were missing – to gradually distance himself from the journal as well.21
Paul Celan entered into contact with the journal’s editorial board
thanks to André du Bouchet who, in addition to being a poet, painter,
and translator himself, was also one of the journal’s core founding
members and a good friend of Celan’s. The two had met each other
around 1955 and, especially from 1967 onward, du Bouchet was to be
one of the people closest to Celan during the latter’s convalescence
20
21

Published in La vérité et les mythes (Paris: Mercure de France, 1979), pp. 95-137.
Alain Mascarou, op. cit., pp. 55-86.
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after a turn for the worse in his health. Though their letters between
1964-1969 are still unedited, Celan’s correspondence with his wife
Gisèle Lestrange highlights du Bouchet’s solid presence as well as
his help in the poet’s final, difficult years.22 Celan’s connection to the
French author gave him the opportunity to be a part of the project,
and thus transcend the mistrust that in those years had made his social interactions ever more difficult. The accusations of plagiarism
and Celan’s closed-off behavior, however, would have repercussions
in this area as well. In 1968 there was a misunderstanding destined
to upset the relationships between all the members of the journal:
during a period of Celan’s absence the editorial staff decided to publish – unbeknownst to Celan – some of his poems in a bilingual edition. The poet reacted brusquely by recalling his texts and
threatening to leave the journal. It was Bonnefoy’s turn to clear up
the whole affair.23 As a result, du Bouchet suggested that Celan publish some of the texts, and in particular Der Meridian.
“[C]e qui c’était le plus important pour nous” – Dupin reaffirmed
many years later – “c’était de traduire pour la première fois et étudier ce qui était complètement inconnu en France”.24 This is the
reason why in a letter to Paul Celan in 1966 du Bouchet wrote:
Voici longtemps, cher Paul Celan, que je souhaitais vous écrire. Je
le fais aujourd’hui pour vous dire que la revue ou le cahier
trimestriel projetée avec Yves Bonnefoy, Louis-René des Forêts et
Gaëtan Picon a, cette fois, pris corps – […] – et doit sortir dès octobre prochain sous le titre «L’éphémère». Pour durer quelque
mois, j’espère… À tous, il nous paraît essentiel que quelque texte de
vous y figure dès l’un des premiers numéros – en français. Et je

Paul Celan - Gisèle Celan-Lestrange, Correspondance (1951-1970), 2 vol. (Paris: Le
Seuill, 2001).
23
See in particular the letter to Paul Celan dated June 20, 1968, cit. in Axel Gelhaus
et al., Fremde Nähe, Celan als Übersetzer. Eine Ausstellung des Deutschen Literaturarchivs in
Verbinding mit dem Präsidialdepartement der Stadt Zürich im Schiller-Nationalmuseum Marbach
am Neckar und im Stadthaus Zürich (Marbach am Neckar: Deutsche Schillergesellschaft,
1997), p. 536.
24
Franco Buffoni, Intervista con Jacques Dupin, in FMD, p. 39.
22
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songe, de nouveau, à votre admirable Méridian, auquel peut-être
pouvait s’adjoindre une traduction de quelques poèmes.25
[emphasis added]

Meridian’s insertion into the new scenario under preparation with
the founding of “Éphémère” assumed a precise meaning: the text,
especially if it were to be published in the first issues, would take on
a programmatic value in the context of a project that was still seeking its own editorial policy. Meridian’s translation into French saw
Celan’s direct participation and thereby established a bridge between
the author and the foreign audience. Camilla Miglio has demonstrated the degree to which Celan saw the practice of translation as
being an essential part of his work: “Gesto dell’ascoltare, del comprendere e rimandare indietro la comprensione di qualcosa che
resterà sempre diverso, che non verrà mai inglobato dal proprio sistema linguistico in modo assoluto, definitivo, totalizzante”.26 Translation (and poetry) was understood to be a kind of mental and verbal
“leap” that corresponded to the poet’s cognitive and creative outburst, he who was capable of both perceiving foreignness as such
and forcing himself to understand it while aware of its very elusiveness.27 From this point of view, diverse scholars have noted the presence of points of contact between the aesthetic-ethics of Celan-ian
translation and that of du Bouchet, as one might assume based on
their experience of reciprocal translation.28 Confident of having been

Letter dated March 14, 1966, cit. in Axel Gellhaus, op. cit., p. 527. Dupin employs
the same terminology to remember Celan’s contribution to “Éphémère”: “Aux côtés
d’André Du Bouchet, d’Yves Bonnefoy, de Louis-René Des Forêts, de Michel Leiris et
de moi, la présence de Paul Celan, ses contributions, sa vigilance ont été essentielles”.
Jacques Dupin, Un appel. Paul Celan, in M’introduire dans ton histoire (Paris: P.O.L., 2007),
p. 163. The text was published for the first time in Castilian in the journal «Rosa cubica» (Winter 1995-1996).
26
Camilla Miglio, Vita a fronte. Saggio su Paul Celan (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2005), pp.
65 and 67 (“It is a gesture of listening, of understanding, and of postponing the comprehension of something that will always remain different, something that will never
be absorbed by the linguistic system in a complete, definitive, or totalizing manner”).
27
Ivi, pp. 61-64.
28
As regards this point, see John E. Jackson’s essay entitled L’Étranger dans sa langue
and that of Bernard Böschenstein on André Du Bouchet traducteur de Hölderlin et de Celan,
25
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“understood” correctly from the human and poetic point of view
of his friend – and in the hope that the operation would create favorable conditions for his reception in France – Celan demonstrated a never-before-seen flexibility toward du Bouchet. The French
translations took shape through a process of true rewriting in a foreign language.29 Allowing his own texts to be published in
“Éphémère” meant, for Celan, exposing himself to the process of
recreating the poetry in a social and cultural context different from
the German-speaking one; and in this new context, the poetry could
meet with incomprehension or misunderstandings in a historical moment in which memory of the Vichy government was still alive in the
minds of the formerly occupied populace.
Let us return, however, to the suggestion of publishing the translations of Meridian in “Éphémère”. The “essential” importance attributed to Celan’s contribution was sanctioned in an unequivocal
manner by the launch of the publication. The text, translated by du
Bouchet, was included at the beginning of the first issue.30 Furthermore, the editorial committee had preferred not to compose a manifesto that would have limited them to illustrating the research
group’s intentions. Only a prière d’insérer,31 printed on flimsy stock,
had been inserted discretely between the periodical’s pages:
L’éphémère a pour origine le sentiment qu’il existe une approche du
réel dont l’œuvre poétique est seulement le moyen. En d’autres
mots: il ne faut pas consentir à réduire l’œuvre – acte, dépassement,
devenir – à la nature d’un objet, où cet au-delà se dérobe. Le but de
L’éphémère, c’est de créer un lieu où ce souci de la vraie fin poétique,
d’être le seul accepté, pourrait se retrouver plus intense. Et ce sera

contained in the volume Autour d’André Du Bouchet, edited by Michel Collot. Actes du
colloque des 8, 9, 10 décembre 1983 (Paris: Presses de l’École Normale Supérieure,
2003), pp. 109-117.
29
On the work undertaken by Celan and du Bouchet in the field of Translation
Studies see again Dirk Weissman’s reconstruction, op. cit., vol. I, p. 188.
30
“L’Éphémère” (from now on to be referred to as EPHE), (1967), n. 1, pp. 3-20.
31
In publishing, the term indicates a little piece of paper attached to the copies that
are to be sent to the critics. Dictionnaires Le Robert (Paris: Le Robert, 2004), p. 2068.
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aussi d’élucider à plusieurs et les diverses conditions de l’acte de
poésie et les notions, les mots, que chacun de nous emplit pour les
dire. Il s’ensuit que L’éphémère, ce ne sera que quelques personnes,
mais ensemble, et durablement, pour une recherche en commun par
leurs voies certes fort différentes. Et on le voit: aucune critique, au
sens appréciatif ou descriptif ou analytique de ce mot, n’a place dans
L’éphémère. Pour les œuvres de la poésie et les arts y seront interrogées, mais sous le signe toujours de cette instauration d’absolu où
l’extériorité se dérobe.

The group strategically set poetic creation at the heart of their
literary investigations. This is perceived, in primis, as an experience.
Such a perspective is critically established in regard to how many, in
Mallarmé’s wake, looked to the structure of the literary text as an
end in itself, as the ultimate end of lyric writing: “Il ne faut pas consentir à réduire l’œuvre d’art” – one reads in the first paragraph –
“[…] à la nature d’un objet”. Understood as a key to accessing reality, for the members of “Éphémère” poetry was an instrument of
understanding the world, of crossing-through life in all of its physicality and mutability. Poetry penetrated the phenomenal substance
of things while seeking an “au-delà”; the text’s surface was nothing
other than a cognitive impetus toward a more profound excavation
of existence. This is a position that also seeks to distance itself from
another aesthetic experience important to the history of art and
French literature: Surrealism. As one can read in the prière d’insérer’s
final paragraph, it is not only the beyond, the symbolic, that hides itself behind the phenomenal appearance of things: the opposite is also true. Poetry, and with it art in a larger sense, was to interrogate the
relationship that existed between the depth of linguistic structure
and the complexity of the context which inspired it. The persistence
of a connection, no matter how obscure, between the “objet” and
the “au-delà” would thus betray, indirectly, the aim of crushing the
principle, defended by Breton and his followers, that concepts are
gifted with an existence independent of any confirmation by perceivable reality. According to the group of “Éphémère”, a poetry
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that did not come to terms with the incomprehensible concreteness
of the world was unimaginable.
Conceived in this way, in the pages of the journal poetry is an
across-the-board investigation far removed from any ideological
frameworks of a political or cultural nature.32 Within this perspective,
the experience is not only an indispensible introduction for a poetics that is synonymous with enquête; it also accompanies creation in
every phase, becoming itself the privileged object of aesthetic reflection with respect to the “final product”. “L’état de création l’emporte plus que l’œuvre elle-même”.33
The hoped for “instauration d’absolu” in the text expresses the
search, through both verbal and non-verbal codes, for that which remains of a dissonant and lacerated reality which has been impoverished by a century that, though still unfinished, had put not only the
sense and role of art to a hard test, but the very concept of reality
itself. Moving beyond both Mallarmé’s idea of poetry and Surrealistic enthusiasm, the “Éphémère” group’s attempt ended up being suspended somewhere between the past and the present, absent as it
was of subversive will, exaggerations, and formalisms. Instead, the
value hidden in the potentialities and limits of language had about it
the character of a challenge against the danger of a definitive failure
of expressive possibility within the tragedy of history.
The same preoccupations, however, had already informed Celan’s
reflections well before Meridian. As Laura Terreni has shown, the
programmatic writings from the years 1958-60 indicate a change with
regard to the previous prose pieces. Having lost faith in the experiences that had seen him a “sperimentatore ludico contestatore”,34
the author began to question the concept of Wirklichkeit that was
Dupin compares “Éphémère” with the famous “Tel Quel”: “Tel Quel a été fait,
a été bâtie sur des théories, les théories aussi sont des idéologies, ils se sont attachés tantôt au stalinisme, tantôt au maoïsme, mais ceci était au dehors de nos préoccupations”.
Franco Buffoni, Intervista con Jacques Dupin, cit., p. 32.
33
Jacques Bousquet, Note-Book [1938-1941], Rougerie, 1921, p. 40, cit. in Alain Mascarou, Jalons pour une “biographie intérieure” de L’Éphémère, FMD, p. 43.
34
Laura Terreni, La prosa di Paul Celan (Naples: Edizioni Libreria Sapere, 1985), p.
45 (“experimenter playful objector”).
32
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becoming absolutized, conceptually circumscribed, to the extent that
it was beginning to coincide with Wahrheit.35 Immediately after a more
careful observation of the dialectic between reality and truth, the author rejected (without therefore definitively disavowing) “melodiousness”: to his eyes too evident and too complete in the Symbolist
and post-Symbolist tradition in France. His later research is more
oriented toward a “musicality” that was more sober, more attuned to
facts; for this he could not help but employ a jarring “grauere
Sprache” obtained through arduous and meticulous work on language.36 With his insecure, or even obstinate, progress, the Darmstadt discussion develops and radicalizes the problems implied in the
prose of those years, and unconsciously moves towards those ideas
expressed by the Maeght group. With its inclusion at the beginning
of the journal, Der Meridian is an introduction to the investigation
the prière d’insérer desired, and describes an ideal trajectory for the research conducted by other authors in the Cahiers.

Poetry, language and silence: the Begegnung with Jacques
Dupin

If within criticism the relationship between Paul Celan and André du Bouchet is well accounted for, that with the young Dupin –
who in those years was trying to make his way forward between poetry and art criticism in the environment of the cultural élite of Paris
– remains rather unknown. In this case too the contact between the
authors took place through the creative and interpretive experience
of translation. In the spring of 1970:
[Celan] accepta, la dernière année de sa vie, de traduire une suite de
mes poèmes. Il choisit des poèmes qui lui semblaient proches et qu’il
désirait traduire. Mais leur titre: La nuit grandissante, m’a paru, après
coup, rejoindre ses hantises profondes. Plusieurs séances de travail

Ivi, p. 46.
Here I refer to the celebrated Risposta ad una inchiesta della Libreria Flincker (1958),
from which I relate certain passages in the Italian translation by Giuseppe Bevilacqua:
Paul Celan, La verità della poesia. “Il meridiano” e altre prose (Turin: Einaudi, 1993), pp. 37-38.
35
36
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chez lui, non loin de la Seine. Nous nous sommes penchés sur sa
table. Il tenait à m’associer à son travail sur la langue, la double
langue dont il cherchait jusqu’au vertige à trouver l’accord, les équivalences. Moments
bouleversants pour moi où l’acuité de son écoute et de ses questions, les dérives nécessaires, la pesée du mot sur le trébuchet des
correspondances, la saisie des sonorités et des rythmes me forçaient
à relire, à redécouvrir, à récrire pour lui des poèmes presque déjà
évaporés.37

According to Dupin, an exchange, tacit and developed at a distance, over time was established through their texts:
J’avais la sensation dès mes premières rencontres avec lui, au début
des années cinquante, mais aujourd’hui plus clairement qu’alors, que
nous procédions, que nous étions descendus, séparément, des
mêmes collines rocailleuses et nues. Je crois que Paul le pressentait,
me tendant la main. Il ne m’en a jamais dit un mot. Nous nous
sommes trouvés, rencontrés souvent, peu confiés. Tendus, ensemble et distincts, sur l’interrogation, sur l’instabilité de la langue.38

As Celan says: “[D]as Gedicht zeigt, das ist unverkennbar, eine
starke Neigung zum Verstummen”.39 The poetry discloses a strong
tendency toward silence. Dupin expresses his own anxieties as regards the theme of silence in the text entitled ‘Moraines’, which was
published in Issue Number 8 of “Éphémère”:
Le silence creuse son lit dans la parole jusqu’au cœur de celui qui ne
l’attend plus, qui veille et travaille dans la souffrance de sa nonvenue. Balle de nul fusil tirée, à nul horizon comparable, elle se loge
dans le cœur bruyant, pour l’anéantir, et germer. Nous n’avons plus
à dominer la mer, assourdissante, à transcrire le marmonnement du
Jacques Dupin, Un appel. Paul Celan, cit., p. 164.
Ivi, p. 163.
39
Laura Terreni, op. cit., p. 106.
37
38

144

Paul Celan and Jacques Dupin in the journal “L’Éphémère”
cyclope… Le silence qui reflue dans la parole donne à son agonie
des armes et comme une fraîcheur désespérée. Le moindre mot se
charge de violence, même celui que sa violence native écartait de
nous. Distincte du mouvement des lèvres grises, la parole silencieusement irradie… Trajectoire du crépuscule, météore grandissant…40

The word seems to be harassed, eaten away by silence. The void
that opens up in the language generates missing action (“la nonvenue”) and creates inexistent forms (“la balle de nul fusil tirée, à nul
horizon comparable”). One, however, is dealing with an absence that
turns into an uncomfortable presence: “[Elle] se loge dans le cœur
bruyant pour l’anéantir, et germer”. This is an incapacity that, if on
the one hand deprives poetry of its traditional prerogatives of comprehension of surrounding reality (“Nous n’avons plus à dominer la
mer, à transcrire le marmonnement du ciclope”), on the other ensures its introduction into the pulsing heart of man so as to bring
about new life. To the rigidity of having a bearing on the already
rough surface of the words comes the “refluer”, the flowing in an
opposite direction. Silence, then, paradoxically becomes an innovative blood that corroborates an unexpected inorganic landscape. It is
as if it were giving life to a world made of words, a world in which
weapons are substituted for the sea (line 5) and the only possible value is violence (“le moindre mot se charge de violence, même celui
que sa violence native écartait de nous”). In this restored relationship
between language and the world, silence presents itself in all of its
“desperate freshness”, exercising a power of attraction, even if decadent and fleeting (suggested respectively by the lexemes “crepuscule” and “météore”); it delineates a trajectory, a trail to follow that
preannounces itself ever more forcefully (“grandissant”) and captivatingly.
40
Jacques Dupin, Moraines, in EPHE (January 1968), n. 8, pp. 60-69. The text was
later included in the collection L’Embrasure (Paris: Gallimard, 1969), and is currently in
Le corps clairvoyant 1963-1982 (Paris: Gallimard, 1999), pp. 147-185. The corpus contains,
among others, all of the texts published in “Éphémère” with the exception of Le trajet le plus court (which appeared in Number 4).
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The affinities to Celan’s reflections on the uncertainty of language
and on the necessity of its reformulation after the experience of the
war are evident. Though he perceives the destructive force of silence, Dupin understands the necessity of not renouncing creation.
On the contrary: creation must renew itself while bringing with itself the signs of its own mourning. From this point of view, the word
“grige” (le “lèvres grises” in line 7) appears and, by no means a coincidence, sounds very close to the grauere Sprache of Celan. We are,
in any event, before parallel modalities, each actualizing its own
Atemwende41 as had been proposed in Meridian, each appropriating a
poetry made of a “linguaggio attualizzato, affrancatosi sotto il segno di un processo individuante, indubbiamente radicale, ma, allo stesso tempo, perennemente consapevole dei limiti che la lingua impone,
delle possibilità che la lingua dischiude”.42 A language – oscillating
between fullness and emptiness – that seeks to recognize both itself
and the world and, finally, lay claim to its own existence.
A poem like ‘Flügelnacht’ can be read as the attempt to relate to
the growing void produced by the weakness of the word, and to confront a world of which it is creator and eyewitness. The poem was
published in the same number as Dupin’s ‘Moraines’.
Flügelnacht, weither gekommen und nun
für immer gespannt
über Kreide und Kalk.
Kiesel, abgrundhin rollend.
Schnee. Und mehr noch des Weissen.
Unsichtbar,
was braun schien,

This formula gave its name to the 1967 collection, which was composed in the
period immediately preceding Celan’s inclusion in “Éphémère”.
42
Laura Terreni, op. cit., p. 106: “Sondern aktualisierte Sprache, freigesetzt unter
dem Zeichen einer zwar radikalen, aber gleichzeitig auch der ihr von der Sprache gezogenen Grenzen, der ihr von der Sprache erschlossenen Möglichkeiten eingedenk
bleibenden Individuation”. The translation remains that of Giuseppe Bevilacqua, op.
cit., p. 15.
41
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gedankenfarben und wild
überwuchert von Worten.

Kalk ist und Kreide.
Und Kiesel.
Schnee. Und mehr noch des Weissen.
Du, du selbst:
in das fremde
Auge gebettet, das dies
überblickt.43

The text includes the reader in a vision of movement: the winged
night, or night in the form of wings, initially approaches the observer’s eye with a horizontal movement, and comes from afar (“weither gekommen”, line 1); then, with a vertical trajectory, it sweeps
toward the ground. Night invades space, covers it (the idea is suggested by the preposition über, line 3) while falling into
a suspended, timeless dimension (“für immer”, line 2). This moment
generates the precipitation of all the elements present on earth (“abgrundhin rollend”, line 4). Sky and earth are combined in one singular, universal collapse whose end one cannot see – the idea of
movement in its unfolding is suggested, among other things, by the
present participle of the verb rollen. The end of this collapse cannot
be seen, but can be intuited: the contrast with the past participle of
the second line (“gespannt”) expresses a movement that is interrupted immediately thereafter. The idea of fulfillment – or better
still, of annihilation – to which Celan often refers through the
metaphor of white/snow is amplified by the “für immer” and connects the image to a dimension in which the perpetuity of nothingness and the falling toward a space-time abyss whose dimensions are
difficult to perceive prevail.

43
‘Flügelnacht’ is part of the collection Von Schwelle zu Schwelle (1955). I have consulted the bilingual edition edited by Giuseppe Bevilacqua: Paul Celan. Poesie (Milan:
Mondadori, 2001), p. 216.
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This invasion of the night (the night of nature but at the same
time that of writing), nevertheless, does not bring darkness. On the
contrary: beginning in the fourth stanza it is clearly reality that is being presented to the eyes of whoever is watching the shadows’ advance from below. It is a reality that is pulverized, barren, made up
of chalk, lime, and gravel (“Kreide, Kalk, Kiesel”, lines 3-4). Elements are reunited here that, beyond suggesting the idea of aridity,
present themselves in the form of colors whose luminosity is emphasized by the line “Schnee. Und mehr noch des Weissen” (line 5).
This is an abundant and asphyctic white, a white of the absence of
life, that returns in the second stanza, introduced, moreover, by the
privative prefix Un-. The relationship between light and darkness is
turned on its head in the second group of lines as well: it is not the
night with its darkness that denies the light of the world; but rather,
it is the whiteness – evoked in the last word of the preceding stanza
– that no longer makes the dark colors visible (“Unsichtbar, was
braun schien”). Reality appears to progressively fade, covered by a
spectral mantle that paralyzes it, and takes it away from itself.
It is interesting to note how Dupin also takes advantage of a similar scenario in a text that came after ‘Flügelnacht’ and was published
in “Éphémère” entitled Le soleil substitué.44 The text further develops,
in our opinion, the problems posed in Le silence creuse son lit dans la parole.
“Un chiffon neigeux glisse sur l’obscurité du tableau. Il efface les
lignes de la nuit, les calculs d’une approximation fastidieuse, les jambages d’une culpabilité oppressive. Que reste-t-il que la main va
toucher?”.45 As opposed to ‘Flügelnacht’, the scene does not represent a movement of night upon the barren earth, of darkness upon
light, but the opposite: a subtractive white takes the place of the surface of a picture, and cancels it out. The field of view or, we could
say, metaphor of artistic representation, the painting that has the

44
Jacques Dupin, Le soleil substitué, in EPHE (November 1970), n. 19-20, pp. 450459. The text was included in the collection Dehors (Paris: Gallimard, 1975), then collected in Le corps clairvoyant, cit., pp. 221-234. In this paper I refer to the version that
appeared in “Éphémère”.
45
Ivi, p. 450.
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characteristics of night (“l’obscurité” of the first line, echoes in the
following “les lignes de la nuit”), is threatened by a snowy covering
that cancels out tormented frames of mind (“les calculs d’une approximation fastidieuse, les jambages d’une culpabilité oppressive”)
and envelops reality, considered in its concreteness and perceivability (“Que reste – il que la main va toucher?”). In both cases, the reader can feel the presence of an external presence (the night and the
snow) threatening his or her perception of things as they present
themselves to the eye.
Nevertheless, in ‘Flügelnacht’ a slight change of perspective is suggested. Within an already barren landscape that is to be further impoverished, the only elements that bring color and life are thoughts
(“gedankenfarben”, line 8) and words (“wild überwuchert von
Worten”, lines 8-9).46 This section of the stanza could be seen as an
attempt on the part of man – observer of natural and linguistic phenomena – to react to the impoverishment and fading out of the world
through the activity of thought and its concretization in the form of
language. The effort which has been described in the second stanza,
however, is invalidated by the three successive lines: that which remains of this confrontation with reality is always the same landscape.
If the order in which the elements are presented in the text has
changed (“Kalk” preceds “Kreide”, line 10), nature remains inorganic
and achromatic. The word which intervenes, which reacts to the attacks from outside, does not seem to have the power to change or
recreate the world, to oppose itself to its corrosive tension.
Dupin proceeds by insisting on the destructive power of the void
brought on by silence. The poet’s reaction is above all emotional:
that which remains after the cancellation of the painting is “la projection d’une parole évidée par la peur”.47 After having excavated the
word, the poet is gripped by fear and worries about a definitive defeat by the artistic gesture (“peur, […] que d’autres pages, hors du
tableau, ne s’entrœuvrent”).48 The author seems to be a victim of
46
Furthermore, in this case, the presence of the prefix über in “überwuchert” could
be seen as a reaction to the movement from the ground up towards the night in line 3.
47
EPHE, p. 451.
48
Ibid.
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the confusion created by the arbitrariness of the linguistic sign
brought to paroxysm when he affirms “nous sommes le non-lieu et
le non-objet, d’une gravitation de signes insensés, […] de leur élan
destructeur, le champ dévasté de leur conjonction et de leur divergence”.49 It is, however, a fleeting moment. Poetry for Dupin remains
forever a space of pain and of possibility (“espace de la douleur et
de la chance”);50 therefore, the mixed fear and feelings of rage and
hatred are followed by an out-and-out “betrayal” of poetry as it had
been understood up until that moment: according to the author, one
must try to leave the well-worn paths of contemporary poetry, not
only in order to save oneself, but to contribute to the continuation
of the existence of artistic creation itself. The hoped-for change is
not to be found in looking to the past, Dupin believes, nor in subverting the tradition: “Ce n’est pas par la distorsion d’une pratique
ancienne que le glissement, la dérive, la migration se poursuivent et
s’amplifient…dans le livre et hors du livre”;51 nor is it in realizing a
revolution against the political and cultural institutions to which writing is connected by a double thread of dependence and dissidence.
Writing finds within itself, and within the hic et nunc that has made it
such, the strength to interrogate and regenerate itself; it “recueille et
réactive sa trace dans sa matérialité déchirée”, it feeds upon its own
internal laceration and “demeure, pendant son reploiement, l’axe du
renversement du Réel, la puissance de dislocation féconde”.52
In ‘Flügelnacht’ the disastrous attempt to recompose the shreds
of reality submitted to our gaze opens, at its conclusion, an unexpected perspective. In the final lines, there is once again a reference
to the sense of sight, which, filtered by the presence of a “Du”, is
personified (“Auge”).53 The ambiguity of the German text would
make one think that the interlocutor is an indignantly addressed
Ivi, p. 452.
Ibid.
51
Ibid.
52
Ivi, p. 458.
53
On the rich polysemy of the image of the eye, which is quite frequent in Celan’s
work, cfr. Pier Marco Turchetti, Ethos des Auges. Testualità e lessicografia nelle bozze preparatorie di alcune poesie di Sprachgitter, in L’Opera e la vita, cit., pp. 103-137.
49
50
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night; from this perspective, the text conveys the idea of an inexorable void that is generally alien to both the landscape and to itself. A second type of reading, however, would bring one to see –
at this point of the text – an appeal to the reader who has assisted
in the invasion of darkness; and these readers, implicated as they are
in the void’s advancement, are called upon by the author through
the synecdoche in line 15. In this case, the word’s past, the confrontation with the word in the second line, would truly be consummated.
The eye that observed the fall of night (and perhaps the falling of
the snow if one literally interprets line 5) is simultaneously “fremd”
and “gebettet, das dies überblickt”: it is alien to the phenomenon,
even if it participates in it. Here too readings can differ. That which
seems the most logical with that which so far has been said is connected to the concept of Fremdheit, expressed once again in Meridian: at the looming threat of silence inherent in poetry after
Auschwitz, the real challenge would be to react, to seek to absorb
the corrosive power in order to turn it into an aesthetic key. The creative burst would thus transform itself into human and artistic
strength intent on understanding alterity in all its uncomfortable difference, with the ultimate goal of investigating ourselves, being itself
both outside of itself and the world. The “Auge gebettet” that accompanies the conclusion of the text thus becomes the image of
man who, perceiving his own irrelevance before the natural world, attempts to go against it, well aware of the danger of just such an action and the risk of being taken over by a feeling of solitude and
alienation. In this way, the paradox recurrent in the writer’s works –
which is at the same time a provocation – returns; the paradox which
Camilla Miglio has seized upon, seeing in Celan’s landscape the style
of “non belonging”: a landscape “continuamente attraversato da
crepacci e interruzioni, fatto di sabbie e ghiacci inospitali, inabitabile,
se non per brevi attimi, sempre esposti al pericolo di cadute in profondità (o altezze) fagocitanti”, in which poetry tries to construct a
different referentiality, a neue Wortlandschaft, a new landscape of words
that are able to generate Sprachräume in which one recognizes one151
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self,54 but which, as we have demonstrated in ‘Flügelnacht’, shift between decay and palingenesis.
The conclusion Dupin arrives at is to write, in spite of the difficulties. “Cesser d’écrire n’est pas s’exposer”:55 without exposing oneself, without internal and external conflict, neither creation nor
personal regeneration can exist. It is the trace of an experience worthy of being lived (“cesser d’écrire n’est pas disparaître. Et disparaître
n’est pas finir”);56 it is the act of affirmation of that poetry which, as
Celan himself writes, “ne s’impose plus, elle s’expose”, it must seek
its own focal point in the world outside of itself, with the risk of
dangerously teetering at the brink.

Celan and the French period: research prospects

La poésie ne s’impose plus, elle s’expose. Written by Celan and published in “Éphémère” and published in original form after the poet’s
suicide,57 the note reassumes, in a dry and abrupt French, some of
the central themes discussed in the pages of Bonnefoy and du
Bouchet’s journal. What emerges, in fact, is the entire crisis of a literary genre by that point incapable of giving itself theoretical foundations, of determining, from within, goals and paths to take.
The idea is suggested by the double meaning of the verb imposer:
in the sense of “suggesting from within”, the aphorism makes clear
that it is no longer possible to realize the principles of art pour l’art
in which art has an intrinsic value, its own reality in respect to the
outside world; on the other hand, poetry is no longer able to assert
itself, in as much as the centrality that it had assumed within the artistic revolutions of the twenty years between the two world wars had
not been enough to prevent the rise of Nazi-fascism. The only way
Camilla Miglio, Vita a fronte, cit.; in particular, the chapter Il nuovo paesaggio, di parole, pp. 30-39 (“Continually shot through by clefts and interruptions, made up of inhospitable sands and ices, uninhabitable for more than a few short moments, forever
exposed to the danger of falling into devouring depths (or heights)”).
55
EPHE, n. 19-20, cit., p. 455.
56
Ivi, p. 458.
57
EPHE (1970), n. 14.
54
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to react to the crisis of poetic representation would seem to be to impose a new impulse to that which came before. A new, but dangerous, impulse: disruption was needed, with unsafe but necessary
movements, a getting out of oneself (s’exposer in the sense of “turning to the outside”) in order to confront the world and explore ourselves. From this perspective, Dupin and Celan’s testimonies, albeit
with some differences, express the anxiety of the poet before the
perception of a void of history and the lack of instruments to understand it; and at the same time the necessity of departing once
more from a shared reflection on the marks the age had left within
the linguistic sign.
The study of Celan and Dupin’s texts published in “Éphémère”
in no way exhausts the richness and the variety of the debate that the
journal’s pages came to create within the works of other notable authors, for example, Alberto Giacometti. Celan’s contribution in his
country of exile emerges, however, from the context of the journal:
the editorial committee’s interest in the poet’s works responds, in
fact, to the need to transcend the ideological and cultural void caused
by disappointment with post-Symbolism and Surrealism on the one
hand, and, on the other, the Occupation and the war. Moreover, it is
through the work of one like Celan – in which art and history tragically converge – that the editors of Cahiers and its cultured audience
were able to understand and read authors of the caliber of Osip
Mandelstam, Marina Tsvetaeva and Nelly Sachs, in addition to Johannes Poethen and Iliassa Sequin.58
But to return to Celan’s direct contribution while in his country
of exile (and to the question posited by Bonnefoy): rather than considering the “presence” of the author from the point of view of his
sociological and media impact – as the French poet had done – or
from the exclusively literary-historical one connected to his influence on French poetry, it seems to us opportune to try and combine
the two approaches so as to bring to light, in all of their complexity,
58
Alain Mascarou, Les Cahiers de l’Éphémère, cit., p. 181. The critic speaks of a true
“constellation” of authors unknown to the French public and introduced into the cultural atmosphere of Paris thanks to Celan’s interaction.
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the elements of contact and tension which had an influence upon
both the human and artistic relationships between the Germanspeaking poet and his contemporaries in the country that hosted him
during the years of his most intense literary production.59 The issue
at stake is doubly interesting. If, on the one hand, this type of reading allows for a clearing up of some rather unknown aspects of
French cultural history, on the other, it is above all Celan’s œuvre that
stands to benefit from a “French” perspective worthy of being explored in greater depth.

Which would integrate, moreover, the perspective of analyses proposed by the
poet and translator Martine Broda. In one of her studies from a few years ago in which
she analyzed Celan’s influence on works of other members of “Éphémère”, Broda redimensionalized the phenomenon minimizing the “presence” of Celan-ian contamination in the works of writers close to the poet, like André du Bouchet and Jean Daive.
The text is an act of accusation against a contemporary French poetry that was weak,
almost intimidated, in the author’s opinion, by the greatness of Celan’s œuvre. From
our point of view, what is interesting about Celan’s experience in Paris is something
else, as we have tried to demonstrate. Cfr. Martine Broda, Présence de Paul Celan dans la
poésie contemporaine, in “Arcadia” (1997), vol. 32, pp. 274-282.
59
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In 1920 in his journal “La Critica” Benedetto Croce rather favorably reviewed Thomas Mann’s Considerazioni di un impolitico (Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen).1 The great esteem Croce had for Mann’s
voluminous book is surprising and demands an explanation. It is surprising because the book contains, among countless other things, derisive preconceptions and even rather insulting ones with respect to
Italy and the Italians that only in part appear to be justified by the war
at that point underway between Italy and Germany. Actually, it is a
well known fact that Mann’s rather ponderous book (almost six-hundred pages long), published in the spring of 1918 – that is, by the
time the war was going poorly for Germany and suggested its imminent defeat –, had been written while the war was in full swing
between 1914 and 1918. A rashly written book composed while the
war was exploding on all fronts, which could not but be felt in the
nefarious climate of those years that had poisoned even the intellectual relationships between the warring countries. In order to shed
some light on Mann’s overall attitude towards Italy and the Italians,
it is sufficient to quote what he wrote toward the book’s close:
Wir halten Ende Oktober 1917. Görz ist zurückgenommen, österreichischdeutsche Divisionen erbrachen die Alpenpässe und stiegen
in die venetianische Ebene nieder. Was in Rußland, in Rumänien
geschah, kann sich in Italien wiederholen. Es wird sich wiederholen,
– daß dieses Land diesem Krieg im Ernst nicht gewachsen sei: hat
irgend jemand das nicht gewußt? Welches Labsal, die Nachrichten
dieser Tage! Welche Befreiung, Erlösung, Erquickung gewährt die
‘Macht’, die klare und majestätische Waffentat nach dem faulig-erstickenden Dust und Wust der Inneren Politik, der seelischen Anarchie Deutschlands, seinem selbstverräterischen Äugeln mit der
Unterwerfung unter die ‘Demokratie’, seinen ‘politischen’ Ver-

*Translation by Alexander Booth.
1
Benedetto Croce, Le considerazioni di un non-politico, in “La critica”, 18 (1920), pp.
181-183.
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suchen, sich anzugleichen, sich zu ‘verständigen’, indem es in seinen
diplomatischen Noten zur Sprache Wilsons kondeszendiert! …
Noch einmal darf man freudig atmen. Die Niederlage Italiens, das
wäre die Niederlage Mazzinis und d’Annunzios, des demokratischrepublikanischen Brandrhetors und des ästhetizistisch-politischen
Hanswursten, die ich beide hasse aus Herzensgrund.2

In effect, between October 25-26, 1917, the Austro-German
troops broke through the Italian lines at Caporetto and advanced
rapidly toward the Venetian plane, but did not, indeed, occupy Gorizia as Mann mistakenly believed they had. In any event, already on
November 9 Luigi Cadorna was replaced as Chief of General Staff
with Armando Diaz. Under the latter’s guidance, the Italian Army
definitively blocked the Austro-German advance throughout November and December of 1917.3 Since Mann published his book in
the spring of 1918, he must have known that what he had written in
surprising haste in October of 1917 no longer justified its previsions
of Italy’s defeat. This attitude reveals a rather deep-seated prejudice
toward the Italians, which was to be confirmed in a successive step
when Mann quotes his own story Tonio Kröger from 1903:
Tonio Kröger fand einen humoristisch-bescheidenen Ausdruck für
diese Stimmung und Antipathie, als er zu seiner Freundin sagte:
‘Gott, gehen Sie mir doch mit Italien, Lisaweta! Italien ist mir bis
zur Verachtung gleichgültig! Das ist lange her, daß ich mir einbildete,
dorthin zu gehören. Kunst, nichtwahr? Sammetblauer Himmel,
heißer Wein und süße Sinnlichkeit... Kurzum, ich mag das nicht. Ich
verzichte. Die ganze bellezza macht mich nervös. Ich mag auch alle
diese fürchterlich lebhaften Menschen dort unten mit dem

Thomas Mann, Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen (Frankfurt: S. Fischer Verlag, 2009),
p. 534.
3
Giorgio Rochat, L’Italia nella prima guerra mondiale. Problemi di interpretazione e prospettive di ricerca (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1976), pp. 110-119; Ibid., Cadorna Luigi, in Dizionario biografico degli italiani (Rome: Istituto della Enciclopedia italiana, 1973), vol. 39, pp.
665-668; Alberto Monticonne, La battaglia di Caporetto (Udine: Paolo Gaspari editore,
1999), pp. 116-181.
2
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schwarzen Tierblick nicht leiden. Diese Romanen haben kein Gewissen in den Augen [...].4

As one can see, it was not simply Mazzini and D’Annunzio – who
only Mann could associate with such nonchalance – but all Italians,
lumped together by a rather dubious calling to democracy, so dubious that only four years later, in 1922, they would give their country
over to the fascist dictator Benito Mussolini. But why did Croce applaud such tirades? He did so for two principal reasons: the first is
that Mann proclaimed himself a died-in-the-wool conservative and
ferociously hated the French democratic tradition of Rousseauian-Jacobean origin that was Croce’s bête-noire as well.
What was good for Mann was good for Croce, and their enemies
had always been democracy, socialism, and Freemasonery. Croce’s conception of liberalism stubbornly ignored the great, in particular AngloFrench, tradition of natural law and consequently the founding
theories of European liberalism: the limits of power, the consensus of
the citizenry, and the sovereignty of the populace, which stemmed
from it. These theoretical premises are the origin of his attitude toward
fascism, which was marked by barely-concealed sympathy until May of
1925, which is to say, until even after Matteotti’s murder (1924); so
much so, in fact, that his one time friend, Giovanni Gentile, having
himself turned to fascism, was able to write in an article dated March
21, 1925, that Croce was “a fascist without a black shirt”. Croce turned
to anti-fascism only after the aforementioned date and from that point
on became the principal opponent of the regime within the kingdom.5
The second thing Mann had in common with the Italian philosopher is to be found in one of Mann’s favorite targets, D’Annunzio,
who had written at least two novels with which he was familiar. Il trionfo della morte, published in 1894, likely read in the original Italian
during one of his first stays in Italy (1895-96) and mentioned in his
story Der Tod, which was published in 1896; and Il fuoco, published in
Thomas Mann, Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen, cit., p. 546.
For all of that, see Norberto Bobbio’s fundamental essay Benedetto Croce e il liberalismo in Politica e cultura (Turin: Einaudi, 2005 [1955]), pp. 177-228.
4
5
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1900 and translated into German in 1903 by Maria Dohm-Gagliardi, the aunt of Katia Pringsheim, Mann’s wife. He even considers
this novel of D’Annunzio’s in his novella Der Tod in Venedig.6 Croce
did not care much for D’Annunzio either, and criticized him rather
harshly, albeit carefully.7 And it was upon these two fundamental
points that the German and the Italian completely agreed.
Due to such shared political-literary ideas, Croce acknowledged
Mann in his review, conveniently specifying that
il tema del libro è l’opposizione allo spirito politicien, democratico,
demagogico, frasistico e letterario: tema nuovo, ma qui sentito a nuovo e trattato con finissime osservazioni. Per mia parte, l’ho letto,
sottolineandolo di frequente consenso. Non saprei disapprovare del
tutto neppure la sfuriata contro il D’Annunzio.8

However, he did so without even once mentioning Mazzini, who
Mann despised9 for his being, in his eyes, the classical Italian demagogue completely alien to German political culture: “Echt und nicht
fremd war Mazzini in seinem Lande, – der politische Freimaurer mit
dem ‘Dogma den Gleichheit’ und dem ‘revolutionären Symbol’.
On Mann’s relationship with D’Annunzio’s works, see Elisabeth Galvan, Thomas
Mann in Italia. Thomas Mann, D’Annunzio e Giuseppe Verdi, in Thomas Mann nella storia del
suo tempo, edited by Arnaldo Benini and Arno Schneider (Florence: Passigli, 2007), pp.
137-143; Ead., Immagine suono parola. L’opera d’arte totale di Aschenbach, in Thomas Mann,
La morte a Venezia (Venice: Marsilio, 2009), pp. 9-36.
7
Benedetto Croce, Gabriele D’Annunzio, in La letteratura della nuova Italia. Saggi critici, IV serie (Bari: Giuseppe La Terza e figli, 1922), pp. 7-70.
8
“The theme of the book is his opposition to the spirit politicien, democratic, demagogic, phrasistic and literary: a new theme, and one that is here felt in a new manner
and treated with the finest of observations. As for me, I read it while frequently underlining passages in agreement. I could not disapprove of the whole nor his anger toward D’Annunzio” [unless otherwise noted, all translations by the present translator].
9
As he himself would state, Mann read an anthology of Mazzini’s writings in German, which had happened to come between his hands: Giuseppe Mazzini, Politische
Schriften, edited by Siegfried Flesch, vol. I (Leipzig: Reichenbach’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung Hans Wehner, 1911). On Mann’s relationship with this German translation
of Mazzini, see Giuliano Procacci’s observations in Thomas Mann, Settembrini e Mazzini, in “Dimensioni e problemi della ricerca storica” (1990), II, pp. 3-8.
6
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Fremd ist sein Geist in Deutschland; zu Hause, nochmals, war er es
nicht. Er war echtbürtig, ein vertrauter Ausdruck der Rasse”.10 As to
which race he was referring, his earlier reference to bellezza (a word
which was often written in Italian) left no doubt, being that which
“war mir immer für Italiener und Katzelmacher des Geistes”.11 And
here we have arrived at vulgar insult unworthy of a respected intellectual, which Mann undoubtedly was. The German word Mann employed, Katzelmacher, was pejorative. Translated freely into Italian as
spaghettanti it meant something akin to a wretched immigrant. But
racism is a great, terrible beast that often plays dirty tricks. And it
would have been to the benefit of all if Mazzini (who in addition to
founding Giovine Italia three years later, in 1834, had found Giovine
Europa with German and Polish exiles) had had an influence on Germany, rather than Mussolini, who Hitler considered his greatest mentor and master. In effect, between June 14-15, 1934, Mussolini
welcomed Hitler to Venice, and he was overjoyed.12 But it was not
only upon Hitler that Mussolini exercised his undeniable seductive
capabilities. According to Wolfgang Schieder’s research, still in the
process of being published, the Germans lined up outside of Palazzo Venezia to be received by the Italian dictator, and amongst them
it seems there was no lack of prestigious intellectuals. This was beyond Mann’s power of imagination. The only weak critique that
Croce allowed himself in his review was to reveal to Mann that Germany too, like all the countries at war against it, with the obvious exception of Russia, was divided by the contrast between the
aristocracy and the mass. And as much as he could try to deny that
fact, no war, no revolution had ever been able to eliminate this mass.
Moreover, if Germany “per caso si propose questo fine, non fa meraviglia che abbia perduto la guerra, e l’abbiano guadagnata invece
coloro che hanno saputo far meglio i conti con la realtà”.13 Which
Thomas Mann, op. cit., p. 556.
Thomas Mann, Ivi, p. 124.
12
Jens Pertersen, Hitler-Mussolini. Die Entstehung der Achse Berlin-Rom. 1933-1936
(Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1973), pp. 344-354.
13
“Had perchance proposed this end, it is no wonder that they lost the war and that
those who had known how to deal better with reality, instead, had benefitted”.
10
11
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was a beautiful statement, reminding Mann that Germany had lost
the war, while Italy, on the contrary, had won it. At that point, however, not even Croce suspected Mussolini’s fascism to be looming
over Italy, which would have removed the great advantage of having
won the war. It needs to be clarified, in any event, that Mann never
received any notice of Croce’s review of his Betrachtungen, even
though he may already have had an inkling of the prestige the Italian philosopher enjoyed throughout Europe.
According to Klaus Mann, Thomas Mann personally met Croce
in Munich in 1927 during the course of a trip that the latter had taken to Germany with his wife Adele Rossi. The two met each other
for the first time, then, and established a friendly relationship that
was to last for many years.14 On the basis of this first personal interaction, in 1930 Croce made sure that Mann received, through their
common friend Karl Vossler, an extract of his essay Antistoricismo,
which had been published in his magazine just a short time before.15
Mann responded in a letter dated November 28, 1930, to compliment him on his essay, which he, however, would have to read in a
German translation being prepared by the same Karl Vossler and
which would be published the following year in Friedrich Meinecke’s
“Historische Zeitschrift”.16 In those years, Mann, in fact, was no
longer able to read demanding texts or those of a philosophical nature, as was Croce’s, in Italian. According to Erwin Koppen’s careful
research,17 Mann had learned Italian well enough over the course of
his Roman stays in 1895 and between 1896-1898 so that he spoke
and read it competently; yet, over time, he forgot almost all of the
spoken language even if he continued to read it to some degree, with
the exception, as previously mentioned, of literary texts requiring
Elisabetta Mazzetti, Thomas Mann und die Italiener (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2009),
pp. 149 and 158.
15
Benedetto Croce, Antistoricismo, in “La critica”, 28 (1930), pp. 401-409.
16
Benedetto Croce - Thomas Mann, Lettere 1930-36. Con una scelta di scritti crociani
su Mann e sulla Germania, edited by Ernesto Paolozzi, Emanuele Cutinelli Rendina and
Rosario Diana (Naples: F. Pagano, 1991), pp. 3 and 69.
17
Erwin Koppen, “Quest’idioma celeste…”, Thomas Manns Rezeption der italienischen Sprache,
in “Arcadia. Zeitschrift für Vergleichende Literaturwissenschaft”, I (1966), pp. 192-194.
14
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great concentration, and those dealing with philosophy, which he habitually read in German translation. Mann, in any case, loved to flirt
with the Italian language, so much so that in his aforementioned letter to Croce he had attempted to use a few Italian words. What is certain, however, is that he read Croce’s letter in Italian, as a rule he
wrote in Italian, and that the small amount of difficulty he encountered in reading the letter was due to Croce’s handwriting and not the
language. At least this is what one deduces from one of his letters to
Vossler dated May 4, 1935, where, regarding a postcard that Croce
had sent him, he states: “Benedetto Croce scheint den Aufsatz über
ihn auf seiner Karte zu erwähnen. Seine Äußerungen bereiten mir
jedesmal Tantalusqualen – da spricht einer, und es ist Croce, der
spricht, und ich entziffere nicht ein Wort. Wollen Sie mir die Karte
abschreiben?”.18 Vossler only had to transcribe the postcard and by
no means translate it into German.19
In September of 1931, Croce took another trip to Germany together with his wife and daughter Elena. In the week between the
26th and 29th they stopped in Munich, where on the afternoon of the
28th he met Mann for the second time at the home of Hans Feist,
translator of a number of Croce’s works into German; Mann’s son
Klaus and his wife Katia were also present. The conversation had to
take place in German, a language that Croce spoke well. Many years
later, Klaus was the one to relate the content of the conversation
based upon his memories, which, at the distance of so many years,
could neither have been totally exact nor complete. They spoke for
a long time about Goethe, while Croce’s wife recalled how she had
been able to foil an assault of Neapolitan fascists on their home who
had wanted to set fire to their abundant library.20 On December 6 of

Thomas Mann, Briefe, edited by Erika Mann (Frankfurt: Fischer, 1961), vol. I
(1889-1936), p. 388.
19
As, on the contrary, is assured by the register of his letter to the same Vossler dated December 9, 1931. Thomas Mann, Die Briefe, Regesten und Register, edited by Hans
Burgin and Hans-Otto Mayer (Frankfurt, 1976), vol. I (1889-1933), p. 640, n. 31/162.
Nevertheless, one would have to check against the original.
20
Arno Schneider, Un incontro “che ha lasciato una traccia profonda”: Thomas Mann e Benedetto Croce a Monaco di Baviera, 28 settembre 1931, in Thomas Mann e la storia del suo tempo (Florence: Passigli, 2007), pp. 317-340 but as regards what is referred to here, pp. 328-333.
18
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the same 1931, Croce mailed Mann a letter and, as promised at their
meeting in Munich, the first three chapters of his Storia d’Europa nel
secolo decimonono, already finished and about to be published, other
than in Italian, in various other European languages. In the letter he
asks whether he can dedicate the book to Mann, while reiterating
that the work contained “interpretazioni della storia prussiana, bismarckiana, treitschkiana, nazionalistica, ecc., non certamente favorevoli”; though adding, as justification, that he had been educated
in German thought and that many of his criticisms were aimed at
himself, since by that point “tutti abbiamo fatto e facciamo il nostro
esame di coscienza”.21 He did not mention anything, however, about
what he had written on Mazzini that in no way would have fit with
what Mann had written in his Betrachtungen. Croce, in fact, praised “la
grandezza vera di Mazzini, che nel ’31 il governo piemontese lasciava partire per l’esilio, inconsapevole di dare con quell’esilio all’Italia,
e a tutti i popoli cercanti libertà, il loro maggior maestro di vita”.22
And Croce would continue to insist on Mazzini’s strongly European
concept of believing in the fraternity of peoples and in particular
that of Italians and Germans while, at the same time, admitting the
shortcomings he attributed in large part to the show of democracy
and insurrectionism he considered to be of French origin. What he
did not, however, allude to was Mazzini’s radical condemnation of
every form of racism.23
Mann responded with a long letter dated December 13, 1931, in
which he declares himself extremely honored to be the dedicatee of
the new book. He then added a series of considerations on the continuous process of self-criticism to which he too had dedicated himself over those last fifteen years: “Das ist genau der Prozeß, den auch
Benedetto Croce - Thomas Mann, Lettere 1930-36, cit., p. 5 (“there are far from
favorable interpretations of Prussian, Bismarckian, Treitschkian, nationalist histories
etc. […] We have all examined our conscience and shall continue to do so”).
22
“Mazzini’s true greatness, he who the Piedmont government sent into exile in ’31,
unaware that with such exile they were giving Italy, and all of those seeking liberty,
their greatest master of life”.
23
Benedetto Croce, Storia d’Europa nel secolo decimonono (Bari: Giuseppe La Terza e
figli, 1943), pp. 115, 334, 338.
21

162

Thomas Mann and Luigi Settembrini

ich im Laufe der letzten anderthalb Jahrzehnte durchgemacht und
kennen gelernt habe, die Erfahrung einer Selbstkorrektur und Selbstüberwindung. Revolutionen, die sich gegen die höchste Menschlichkeit richten, sind falsche und niederträchtige Revolutionen,
die ihren Namen sich nur zur Verwirrung der Geister anmaßen. Das
ist es, was mich von einem Nationalismus trennt, der den Namen
des Jugendlichen und Neuen für sich in Anspruch nimmt”.24 The
times since that distant year of 1918 had changed tremendously. At
that point, the greatest threat to Germany was from Hitler who in
the election of November 9, 1930, had won an enormous number of
votes, almost 6 million and 400,000, and was attempting to take power. From 1922 onward, however, Mann, though feeling himself “aristocratic and monarchic”, had understood that things in Germany
were turning for the worst and was in no way surprised at how they
were beginning to take shape.25 Croce therefore in 1932 could publish his work with a dedication to Mann and a terzina from Dante intended to underline their convergence of views. He immediately sent
Mann a copy to which Mann responded with a letter dated February
15, 1932, thanking him for the dedication and saying that he would
read the book as soon as possible, even if “die Sprache bewirkt, daß
ich Ihr Werk wie durch einen Schleier sehe”.26
Croce’s Storia was published on February 6th in a first edition of
three-thousand copies, which sold out in one week; therefore, a second edition of three-thousand was published on February 25th and
yet again a third of the same number in April. The work was a great
success, but already on the 21st of March the Sacred Congregation of
the Holy Office turned a copy over to its assessor to examine and
check the content from a Catholic point of view. The procedure was
rather cursory: the congregation came together on July 4th and decided to issue a decree of condemnation motivated by the fact that
Croce’s book was “erroneo, anzi eretico nelle sue basi filosofiche, inBenedetto Croce - Thomas Mann, Lettere 1930-36, cit., p. 7.
On Mann’s political evolution, see Arnaldo Benini’s excellent contribution
Thomas Mann da “impolitico” a leader dell’antifascismo, in Thomas Mann nella storia del suo
tempo (Florence: Passigli, 2007), pp. 247-279.
26
Benedetto Croce - Thomas Mann, Lettere 1930-36, cit., p. 11 e p. 73.
24
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giurioso e offensive alla Chiesa e al Papato” and, consequently, “condannabilissimo, quindi da inserire nell’Indice dei libri proibiti, secondo la solita procedura”.27 On July 13th the congregation issued
the decree of condemnation approved by Pope Pius XI and published it in the daily newspaper of the Holy See, “L’Osservatore Romano”, the following day. Obviously, the Sacred Congregation’s
condemnation had a great resonance in both Catholic as well as fascist circles. In one as in the other the condemnation was accepted
unreservedly, while, contrarily, the numerous intellectuals of a
Croce-esque bent scoffed at it, even in private letters. Croce himself
responded with a little note in his journal “La critica” entitled Metodi clericali. In that note, he limited himself to challenging the “Osservatore Romano”’s insinuation that the German translator of his
Storia had asked him to reconsider it in line with the ecclesiastic censure. As Antonio Gramsci would observe, “in realtà la Storia d’Europa è il primo libro del Croce in cui le opinioni antireligiose dello
scrittore assumevano un significato di politica attiva e avevano una
diffusione inaudita”.28 In any event, there were good reasons for the
Sacred Congregation’s condemnation.29 Croce’s book had landed
immediately upon Mussolini’s desk and when Mann was informed,
he noted in his diary on April 9, 1933: “Mussolini: ‘Cet Hitler est un
singe’. Er sagte übrigens über Croces letztes Buch: ‘Er mochte es
schreiben; aber was mich ärgert ist, daß er es Th. Mann gewidmet
hat’”.30 The German translation was not allowed to be published in
Germany, but only in Zurich in 1935; and Mann was able to read it
only once the Nazi’s victory (Hitler was nominated Reichskanzler Jan27
“Erroneous, in fact, heretical in its philosophical bases, injurious and offensive
to the Church and to the Papacy”; “extremely condemnable, and thus to be inserted
in the Index of Prohibited Books according to the usual procedure”.
28
“In reality, History of Europe is the first book of Croce’s in which the writer’s anti-religious opinions assumed a sense of active policy and enjoyed unprecedented diffusion”.
29
For the background to the Sacred Congregation’s condemnation, see Guido
Verucci, Idealisti all’Indice. Croce Gentile e la condanna del Sant’Uffizio (Rome-Bari: Laterza,
2006), pp. 140-165.
30
Thomas Mann, Tagebücher 1933-1934, edited by Peter de Mendelssohn (Frankfurt:
S. Fischer Verlag, 1977), p. 44.
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uary 30, 1933) had forced him into exile. It was no longer possible
to continue professing the old ideas expressed in the Betrachtungen of
1918 and any possible disagreement with Croce’s criticisms no
longer had any reason for being.
But to return to the meeting between Mann and Croce in Munich, there is another one of Mann’s letters, dated January 27, 1932,
that illuminates a part of their discussion, which his son Klaus had
forgotten to mention in his later recollections: Mann, in fact, thanked
Croce for having sent him a copy of Luigi Settembrini’s Ricordanze
della mia vita. It is therefore possible that in Munich they had talked
about Mann’s novel Der Zauberberg and of its Italian protagonist, Settembrini; and that, as a consequence of these discussions, Croce,
who undoubtedly had read the novel, remembered that it was in Munich that they had spoken about the Neapolitan patriot Luigi Settembrini and that he had even given Mann a copy of the Ricordanze.
But what is most important in this letter is the fact that Mann points
out: “Ich habe mit Vergnügen festgestellt, daß nicht nur Gesinnungsgemeinschaft, sondern auch viel Charakterähnlichkeit zwischen dem Helden dieses Buches und meinem Settembrini besteht”.31
This is an admission of great importance, so much so that it convinced Mann to retract it many years later. And it is upon this point
that it is necessary to linger for a moment.
In the edition of his Storia d’Italia dal 1871 al 1915 published in
1934, the following note appears: “Nel recente romanzo di Thomas
Mann, Der Zauberberg (1924), il tipo dell’italiano illuminista democratico e interventista è rappresentato nel modo più serio e nobile dal
personaggio al quale l’autore dà il nome di Settembrini”.32 In one of
the successive editions to that of 1934, Croce adds:
Fu creduto, e io credetti che con questo nome egli alludesse al nostro Luigi Settembrini; ma alcuni anni dopo, in un incontro col Mann
in Germania, egli mi confessò di avere ignorato affatto l’esistenza di

Benedetto Croce - Thomas Mann, Lettere 1930-36, cit., p. 72.
“In Thomas Mann’s recent novel, Der Zauberberg, the model of the enlightened,
democratic, and interventionist Italian is represented most seriously and nobly by the
character the author has given the name of Settembrini”.
31
32
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Luigi Settembrini, e di avere composto quel nome, derivandolo dal
‘20 settembre’!.33

In all likelihood, already at their encounter in Munich, Mann had
told Croce to have found the name of his novel’s Italian protagonist
on September 20th, which is confirmed by a letter to his friend Eberhard Barthold on September 26, 1948, where he wrote: “Der Name
Settembrini ist von ‘Venti Settembre’, einem nationalen Revolutionsdatum, beeinflusst”.34 September 20th by no means marks the
date of a revolution, but only the breach of Porta Pia, which effectively delivered Rome to the Kingdom of Italy as its capital.35 Mann
returns to this date in a bit more of a diffuse manner in a letter to
Harry W. Rudman marked March 24, 1950, a letter that contains an
important reservation which criticism has never wanted to consider.
After having stated his case on the importance of September 20th,
Mann, in fact, adds: “However, it is entirely possible that also a direct reference to Luigi Settembrini played into it. At least my family
asserts that I mentioned this historical figure at the time”.36 It is clear
that Croce came to learn, through ways that have not been recorded, of Mann’s new version of events and that he immediately took
his word for it. How much easier it was for him to accept as he did
not have a high opinion of either the literary version of Settembrini or that of the Ricordanze, and not only for reasons of a cultural nature, but, above all, for reservations of a political nature not all that
33
Benedetto Croce, Storia d’Italia dal 1870 al 1915 (Bari: La Terza e figli, 1934), p.
350; 1947, pp. 350-351. On this point, what Arno Schneider has written, op. cit., pp. 334335, should be corrected in the sense that the addition appears in the 1947 edition,
not in those published after 1931 as he maintains (“It was believed, and I too believed
it, that with this name he was alluding to our Luigi Settembrini; but some few years later, in an encounter with Mann in Germany, he confessed to me to have in fact ignored
the existence of Luigi Settembrini, and to have come up with that name from the 20th
of September!”).
34
Thomas Mann, Briefe 1948-1955 und Nachlese, edited by Erika Mann (Berlin: Aufbau-Verlag, 1968), vol. III, p. 54.
35
Gustav Seibt, Rom oder Tod (Berlin: Siedler Verlag, 2001), pp. 11-110.
36
Harry W. Rudman, A Possible Prototype of Mann’s Settembrini, in “Germanic Review”, 25 (1950), p. 299.
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different from Mann’s.37 However, now is the time to recall just who
Luigi Settembrini really was in reality.
Born in Naples on April 17, 1813, he was raised by his father –
who had participated in the Neapolitan revolution of 1799 – according to the Enlightenment and Jacobean ideals to which he would
remain true his entire life. Always in dire economic straits, he studied letters and law in Naples. In 1835 he was granted a Chair of Rhetoric at Catanzaro where he founded a secret society and worked on
his first anti-Bourbon plot, for which he was arrested in 1839, transferred to Naples, and sent to various prisons throughout the city.
Though tried, he managed to be acquitted; however, he nevertheless
remained in prison for another fifteen months. As soon as he was
freed (October 1842), he immediately resumed contact with Mazzinian elements, which at that time were rather diffuse in Naples but
were not to have any lasting influence whatsoever as he remained
faithful to the ideals of ’99. While in hiding in 1847, he published a
Protesta del popolo delle Due Sicilie, which had an enormous impact
across the region, so much so that he was forced to flee to Malta
(January 1848), only to return to Naples in February where Ferdinand II had been forced to grant a constitution. Settembrini was then
called by the new government to direct a section of the Ministry of
Public Instruction; he, however, resigned soon after, refusing every
right to a pension and any other public office. In July of 1848 he
founded the “Grande società dell’unità italiana”, which was immediately infiltrated by Bourbon spies. As a result of the dissolving of
the Neapolitan chamber, he was arrested June 23, 1849. After a year
of detention, once again free, he managed to publish a Difesa scritta
da L.S. per gli uomini di buon senso and shortly thereafter a pamphlet on
the horrific conditions of the Neapolitan prison system. He faced
the charge of having founded a society for the unity of Italy with the
punishment of death with great courage (January 1849). The charge,
however, was commuted to life imprisonment to be served in the
penitentiary of Santo Stefano. Throughout the course of his deBenedetto Croce, Luigi Settembrini, in La letteratura della nuova Italia. Saggi critici
(Bari: Giuseppe La Terza e figli, 1914), vol. I, pp. 347-357.
37
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tention, he translated Lucan’s works from the Greek, which he published in 1861. Meanwhile, all that awaited him was the possibility
of failed escapes until he left the prison with a group of other political prisoners for deportation to Argentina. During the first stage
of the long journey to Cadiz, however, he was met by his son Raffaele (an official in the British Navy) who boarded the American
ship that was to take his father to America under a false name and
managed to have them allow him to disembark in Ireland, and from
there, England. Finally free after fourteen years in prison, he returned to Italy where he once again took up political activity and
then, with the proclamation of the Kingdom of Italy, was appointed Chair of Italian Literature at the University of Naples and
was able to dedicate himself to his studies, publishing numerous
works on Italian literary history. His most attentive student, Adolfo Omodeo, recognized Settembrini’s fundamental political inspiration to be based on the Enlightenment thought of Jacobean
mold, which, obviously, had resulted in a great attitude of anti-clericalism. The anti-clerical fight remained a constant throughout his
life and as Omodeo writes, “forse nessuno vide con tanto nitidezza che non si può essere liberi restando cattolici […] l’anticlericalismo fa onore all’acume e alla profondità, spesso insospettata nella
forma popolareggiante, del Settembrini”.38 And this is what truly
explains Croce’s tepidity regarding him, but also the Catholics’ ferocious hostility; indeed, it was they who, in 1932, had his works
removed, through the usual fascist channels, from the programs of
study in Italian licei.39 In the last years of his life, Settembrini dedicated himself to the writing of his memoirs, which were published
posthumously in Naples between 1879-1880 by Antonio Morano
with a preface by Francesco De Sanctis. They are contained in two
volumes, the first entitled Ricordanze della mia vita, and the second a
Adolfo Omodeo, Luigi Settembrini, in Figure e passioni del Risorgimento italiano (Palermo: Libreria Ciuni, 1932), pp. 101-150, in particular p. 133 (“Perhaps no one had recognized too clearly that it is impossible to be free while still a Catholic […] such
anti-clericalism honors Settembrini’s perspicacity and profundity, which have often remained unsuspected in popular form”).
39
On this point, see Guido Verucci, op. cit., pp. 64, 133, 242.
38
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great collection of documents, reports, and letters from prison to
his wife. In the Ricordanze, Settembrini limits himself to remembering all of the most important stages of his political activities up
until 1848 and the ideas that had driven him. He thus re-evokes his
position as regards Mazzini’s Giovine Italia, his passionate anti-clericalism, and his suggestion to chase the Austrians and all royal dynasties connected to them out of Italy in order to achieve Italian
unity in a democratic and republican form. He was unable, however, to finish his work because all of a sudden, in 1876, death arrived. The second volume is the more interesting one because
everything is dedicated to his decade-long detention in the penitentiary of Santo Stefano, on the island the faces the port of Gaeta, and to the adventurous details of his liberation. His letters to
his wife are also very beautiful.40 This is the historical character
Mann in his letter to Croce says has so much in common with the
figure of Settembrini in his novel. But let us see how Mann presents him in his Der Zauberberg.
The figure of Settembrini was among the first Mann had
thought of for his novel, which was published in 1924. He had
certainly thought of him in the first phase of ideation, but also
during the writing of the novel, and without any doubt from 1913
to 1916.41 In the definitive draft, in fact, Settembrini already appears in the fourth paragraph (Satan) of the third chapter. Dressed
rather shabbily, at first sight he immediately announces his quite
obvious poverty. He is so poor that at first glance he reminds Hans
Castorp:
Sogleich an gewisse ausländische Musikanten, die zur Weihnachtszeit in den heimischen Höfen aufspielten und mit emporgerichteten
Sammetaugen ihren Schlapphut hinhielten, damit man ihnen

Settembrini’s biography can be gleaned, in addition to Omodeo’s study, from
two volumes contained in his Ricordanze della mia vita, con una prefazione die Francesco De
Sanctis (Naples: Cav. Antonio Morano Editore, 1880). I cite the second edition.
41
Peter de Mendelssohn, Der Zauberer. Das Leben des deutschen Schriftsteller Thomas
Mann (Frankfurt: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 1997), vol. II (1905 bis 1918), pp. 1532,
1651, 1684-1685, 1724-1725.
40
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Zehnpfennigstücke aus den Fenster hineinwürfe. ‘Ein Drehorgelmann!’ dachte er.42

And as Mann insists on this typification of the “Drehorgelmann”
for almost the entire novel, one must pause a moment on this aspect
of the character so as to briefly examine the meaning and possible values. At first, Castorp says to Settembrini that that which he had taken for an “organ grinder” was nothing other than a “pure absurdity”
(“der reine Unsinn”). But then, as the novel progresses, little by little
the figure of the Italian becomes ever the more clear and other elements – such as that of the “oppositionsmann, Windbeutel und ‘homo humanus’, wie sich selber nannte”43 – are added to the feature of
the “Drehorgelmann”; then, still within the same passage, “mit seiner Aufsässigkeit und Kritik, obgleich sie larmoyant und geschwätzig
war” he raises himself up after eating before anyone else and, with a
clearly vulgar gesture, inserts “einen Zahnstocher zwischen den Lippen”. The Italian’s pompous and unnecessarily ceremonious style are
immediately revealed in the titles he loves to dish out to the two
cousins, both of them still only aspiring military men: one to the army
and the other to a career in naval engineering. He always addresses
Castorp with the bombastic title “Ingenieur” and his cousin Ziemssen
with the no less bombastic “Leutnant” while he himself begins, immediately after the presentations, to brag about his literary merits and
in the same grandiloquent style proclaims: “Ich hatte die Ehre, Ihren
Landsleuten von dem Leben diesen grossen Poeten und Freidenkers
zu erzählen”.44 This was none other than Giosue Carducci, the greatest Italian poet of the second half of the 19th century, with whom
Settembrini took pride in having studied. Naturally, neither of the
two cousins had ever heard the name. Throughout the entire novel,
Settembrini talks too much and the two cousins feel overwhelmed by
his unceasing flow of words, so much so that Castorp, still early on
and after only a few conversations, says to his cousin Ziemssen:
Thomas Mann, Der Zauberberg (Frankfurt: Fischer Verlag, 2007), p. 82.
Ivi, pp. 207-208.
44
Ivi, p. 85.
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Ich habe immer den Eindruck, daß es ihm nicht ganz allein um die
Lehren zu tun ist, vielleicht um sie erst in zweiter Linie, sondern
besonders um das Sprechen, wie er die Worte springen und rollen
läßt...so elastisch wie Gummibälle...und daß es ihm gar nicht unangenehm ist, wenn man namentlich auch darauf achtet.45

In a single word, Castorp is convinced he is standing before an authentic “Schwätzer” and is reaffirmed in his opinion by the Jesuit
Leo Naphta, who had been present at a number of Settembrini’s oratorical duels, in the second part of the novel.
One arrives at the most complete definition of “Drehorgelmann”, however, only in the third paragraph (Freiheit) of the fifth
chapter when Castorp gets angry at the Italian for having alluded to
his fondness for Madame Clawdia Chauchat, the Russian with whom
he was falling in love:
Hans Castorp war zornig auf den Italiener und auf sich selbst, weil
er unbeherrschterweise den Stich herausgefordert hatte. Während
er sein Schreibzeug zusammensuchte […] fuhr er fort, sich zu ärgern, murmelte dies und das vor sich hin gegen diesen Windbeutel
und Räsonneur, der sich in Dinge mischte, die ihn nichts angingen,
während er selbst die Mädchen auf der Straße anträllerte, […] dieser
Drehorgelmann hatte ihm seinen Anspielungen förmlich die Stimmung dazu verdorben.46

It finally becomes clear that the word has an obviously pejorative
meaning that corresponds perfectly to the other word (“Katzelmacher”) used in the Betrachtungen to express Mann’s profound disdain for the Italians. In particular, for those who adored Mazzini and
followed him in his democratic and republican ideas. And Mann’s Settembrini was undoubtedly among them, as has been widely proven47
by the criticism that has tracked down the numerous, even literal, quoIvi, p. 142.
Thomas Mann, Der Zauberberg, cit., p. 310.
47
Giuliano Procacci, Thomas Mann, Settembrini e Mazzini, in Dimensioni e problemi della ricerca storica, cit., pp. 6-8; Hans Wisskirchen, “Ich glaube an den Fortschritt, gewiß”. Quellen45
46
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tations from the German translation of Mazzini’s writings used in the
Betrachtungen that Mann has him deliver in speeches in Der Zauberberg. This disdain for the Italian had, in any case, an exquisitely political motivation, and leads one back to ideas expressed some years
before in the Betrachtungen. Moreover, at the end of his life, in a letter dated March 16, 1952, sent from California to his French friend
Louis Leibrich, Mann himself declares: “Ich habe mit den ‘Betrachtungen’ nie recht brechen mögen. Sie sind ein Werk seelischer Not
und ehrlich-mühsamer Selbsterforschung, dem ich schon darum
dankbar bleiben muss, weil diese lange Plage den ‘Zauberberg’ überhaupt erst möglich gemacht hat”.48
For the purposes of this study, Settembrini’s character is rather
definitive. At this point, it is important to establish which potential
relationships exist, if any, between the historical figure who shares
the same surname and whether or not Mann borrowed any elements from his Ricordanze. The points in common are few, beginning with the surname that corresponds exactly to that of the
Neapolitan patriot. Both Settembrinis are men of letters and democrats, both have something to do with Mazzini and with his patriotic association to Giovine Italia. But here the similarities end.49
Therefore, when Croce gave Mann a copy of the Ricordanze as a
gift, Mann noted that the Settembrini of his novel resembled that
of the Ricordanze in many ways.
Many years later, during his long American sojourn, someone
who knew something about Luigi Settembrini must have made him
aware of the fact that the Settembrini of his novel did not actually
have anything to do with the Settembrini of historical reality at all.
It is highly probable that this someone was his son-in-law, Giuseppe

kritische Untersuchungen zu Thomas Mann Settembrini-Figur, in Das Zauberberg-Symposium
1994 in Davos, edited by Thomas Sprecher (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1995), pp. 106,
107, 108, 109, 110, 112.
48
Thomas Mann, Drei Briefe an Louis Leibrich, in “Neue Rundschau”, 77 (1966), p. 227.
49
The question of the relationships between Mann’s Lodovico Settembrini and
the Luigi Settembrini of historical reality is at the center of Ilsedore Jonas’s book,
Thomas Mann und Italien (Heidelberg: Carl Winter – Universitätsverlag, 1969), pp. 62-77;
it does not, however, achieve satisfactory results due to a lack of documentation as
the correspondence between Mann-Croce had not yet been published.
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Antonio Borgese,50 who in 1931 had moved to the United States and
taught at various universities; in 1938 had met Thomas Mann; and in
November 1939 had married his daughter, Elisabeth, thereby
strengthening their ties of friendship of a literary nature as well. As
a man of letters from Palermo, Borgese had to have known enough
about Settembrini to understand how little he corresponded to the
Italian literary figure of the same name in Der Zauberberg. There is no
documentary proof that Borgese informed Mann of Luigi Settembrini’s true appearance, as their ties were so strong that they did not
write but few letters. This explains why, from the very beginning of
his American stay, the denials of which we have already spoken came
thick and fast. The conclusion is that the characteristics of Mann’s
character were largely invented by the author on the basis of his prejudices as regards Italian letterati of a democratic and Mazzinian orientation. Furthermore, in a letter from Neuchâtel to Pierre-Paul
Sagave dated January 30, 1934,51 Mann declared that both the figure
of Settembrini as well as that of Naphta, his antagonist, were “so gut
wie zwei erfunden” and only slightly taken from reality. He assures
Sagave that he never met the real Jesuit and communist Naphta and
affirms that the ideas expressed by Settembrini in the novel represented an entirely plausible view. However, in this same letter, Mann
above all insists on the perfect coherence between the characters’
natures and the ideas that they incarnated.
Finally, it only remains to check into the hypothesis advanced by
Daniel Jutte52 that connects the figure of Settembrini in Der Zauberberg to an Italian man of letters, Paolo Enrico Zendrini, who Mann
had the opportunity to meet in Zurich during one of his stays in a
Swiss sanatorium. Indeed, the similarities discovered by Jutte deserve
Giovanni di Stefano, “Italienische Optik, furios behauptet”. Giuseppe Antonio Borgese –
der schwierige Schwiegersohn, in “Thomas Mann Jahrbuch”, 8 (1995), pp. 139-165. But also Enrico Ghidetti, Borgese Giuseppe Antonio, in Dizionario biografico degli italiani (Rome:
Istituto della Enciclopedia italiana, 1971), 12, pp. 574-579.
51
Thomas Mann, Briefe, edited by Erika Mann (Frankfurt: S. Fischer Verlag, 1961),
vol. I, pp. 350-351.
52
Daniel Jutte, “Placet experiri”. Ein unbekannte Vorbild für Lodovico Settembrini, in
Thomas Mann Jahrbuch, 20 (2007), pp. 209-215.
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attention, even if there is no explicit testimony from Mann himself
admitting to having been inspired by this Italian. Jutte himself moreover notes that: “Thomas Mann in ogni caso non menziona nel suo
epistolario un incontro con Zendrini”.53

“In any event, Thomas Mann does not mention an encounter with Zendrini in
his letters”.
53
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