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ABSTRACT 

Jeffrey Alden Hertel: Liberating Laughter. Dramatic Satire and the German Public Sphere, 1790-
1848 

(Under the direction of Jakob Norberg) 
 

One of the most far-reaching consequences of the French Revolution was the spread of 

political debate. Across Europe, people of all sorts — not just princes, but peasants and peddlers as 

well— started talking politics. When, in the face of this, the princes of the German states censored 

traditional modes of public discourse including newspapers other print media, the burden of socio-

critical discourse fell to an unlikely place: ridiculing entertainment in the form of satire and, more 

specifically, satiric theater. Not a place of reasoned discourse seeking the expression of consensus, 

satire attacks and ridicules its object, making it a fitting forum for the dawn of partisan politics. 

This dissertation traces the historical and cultural conditions peculiar to German dramatic 

satire between 1790 and 1848 as it compensated for a lack of political debate elsewhere. Looking at 

how satire in the public space of the theater became one of the premier channels of political debate 

in an age of revolutionary change and heavy-handed censorship, the work chronologically surveys 

the most important satiric dramas of the era, including works by August von Kotzebue, Ludwig 

Tieck, Joseph von Eichendorff, Christian Dietrich Grabbe, Charlotte Birch-Pfeiffer, Johann 

Nestroy, Georg Büchner, and Karl Gutzkow. Through careful explication of the sociopolitical crises 

in which dramatic satirists intervened, we see how they tried to help the German people laugh their 

way to liberation.
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INTRODUCTION. LIBERATING LAUGHTER. DRAMATIC SATIRE AND THE 
GERMAN PUBLIC SPHERE, 1790-1848 

 
“Die Glorie der ‘reinen Kritik’”  

Er trägt um sein Haupt die Glorie der "reinen Kritik" und hüllt sich weltverachtend in sein 
"Selbstbewußtsein" ein. Er hat "die Religion in ihrer Totalität und den Staat in seinen Erscheinungen 
gebrochen" (p. 138) [...] Die Trümmer der Kirche und die "Bruch"-stücke des Staats liegen zu seinen Füßen, 
während sein Blick "die Masse" in den Staub "niedermetzelt". Er ist wie Gott, er hat weder Vater noch 
Mutter, er ist "sein eignes Geschöpf, sein eignes Machwerk" (p. 136). Mit Einem Wort: Er ist der "Napoleon" 
des Geistes... 
— Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Die deutsche Ideologie, 78. 
 
 In Die deutsche Ideologie, a sprawling philosophical screed written between 1845 and 1846, Karl 

Marx and Friedrich Engels undertook to expose what they saw as the faulty basis of a particular 

strain of Young Hegelian thought gathered around Marx's former teacher, Bruno Bauer, introduced 

to the reader in the above quotation. In essence, Die deutsche Ideologie continues the work of Die heilige 

Familie (an earlier assault on Bauer) in attacking the primacy of theology in Bauer's thinking. 

Referring to Bauer again and again as a "saint," their philosophical critique quickly bleeds into 

venomous personal invective where they use Bauer's own words to undermine his position (as 

demonstrated in the above quote). In the Vorrede to the Ideologie, Marx and Engels lament the 

"Herrschaft der Gedanken" and propose to "liberate" people from "den Hirngespinsten, den Ideen, 

den Dogmen, den eingebildeten Wesen, unter deren Joch sie verkümmern."1 As evident in the above 

criticism of Bauer, the method they employ to effect such a mental liberation is chiefly a caricatured 

form of citation, attacking thoughts with lampoons of themselves.  

                                                
1 Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx, “Die deutsche Ideologie,” in Karl Marx Friedrich Engels Werke III (Berlin: 
Dietz Verlag, 1969), 13. 
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In hyperbolizing the latent ludicrousness of Bauer's words in order to undermine his 

philosophical system, Marx and Engels made use of one of the chief polemical tricks of their 

contemporaries in the public sphere of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century German-

speaking central Europe (henceforth “Germany”): verbal caricature, the exaggerated re-presentation 

of thoughts, in order to demonstrate their nonsensicality. Marx and Engels, the founders of 

“scientific” socialism and two thinkers always taken seriously given their indisputable import in the 

twentieth century, were, especially in the 1840s, quite fond of ridicule, demonstrating in numerous 

texts, tracts, and treatises the power that inheres to ridiculing barbs of this sort. In their generous use 

of ridicule, Marx and Engels are not alone among the luminaries of the German tradition: they stand 

in a line stretching back to Brandt’s Narrenschiff, Lenz’s Pandaemonium Germanicum, Christoph Martin 

Wieland’s satires, Goethe and Schiller’s Xenien, numerous of Johann Gottfried Herder’s texts in 

Adrastea, the works of the Romantics, Heinrich Heine, Georg Büchner, the other Young Hegelians, 

Junges Deutschland; the list could go on.  

 The period between the first French Revolution and the Märzrevolution of 1848 can be 

considered a time of liherating laughter, the motif at the center of the following study. By liberating 

laughter, two different notions are indicated that were of profound importance for thinkers and 

writers aspiring for a revitalization of German society in the stagnation of the early nineteenth 

century. In the first instance, authors were liberating laughter from the doldrums attendant to the 

increasingly restrictive atmosphere of the late Holy Roman Empire and its successor, the German 

Confederation. As the playwright Heinrich Laube wrote of the Holy Roman Empire from the 

censored, abyssal morass of the Confederation that replaced it: “Sie wissen, Sie ahnen nicht, daß es 

uns eine Genugthuung sein kann, über unsre scheckigen Lappen zu spotten und zu lachen.”2 Laube 

                                                
2 Heinrich Laube, Gottsched und Gellert. Charakter-Lustspiel in fünf Akten (Leipzig: J.J. Weber, 1847), 193. 
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is here detailing the positive, ameliorative functions of laughter. Laughter, according to Laube, can 

right the wrongs of various social ills (the “scheckigen Lappen” to which he refers). Perhaps because 

of this compensatory function (which edges dangerously close to a criticism of the prevailing 

sociopolitical circumstances) it was common for satiric works to be forbidden. The Viennese poet 

Eduard Bauernfeld summed up this contradiction in an ironic comment from his memoirs:  

Ein Fürst mag Steuern einfordern, Recruten ausheben, die Glaubenslehren vorschreiben, […] kürz 
Alles und Jedes thun, was zum sogenannten “Regieren” gehört — aber das Lachen verbieten! Wofür 
ist das gut? Ein Mensch, den man zum Lachen bringt, zahlt ja die Taxen und Abgaben beiweitem 
williger, als ein greinender Heraklit…3  
 

Jocularity – free, earnest laughter – came to be seen as a refuge from the social and political 

repression of the era. In this vein, laughter functions quite comfortably as a heterotopic space 

wherein the Germans could find a “Genugthuung,” a compensation for the strictures placed on 

religious and other freedoms not unlike the Schillerian “aesthetic state” with which we shall soon 

become more acquainted. This, however, is only half of what is indicated by liberating laughter.  

In the second instance, liberating laughter refers to that laughter which itself liberates: 

outside of the somewhat quietistic function just described, laughter as Verlachen became a ridiculing 

means with which certain authors sought to excise those very repressive elements of society for 

which Lachen was to compensate. Not only was laughter liberated, it became itself recognized as a 

means of liberation. It is with a certain subset of “whining Heraclituses” upset with the status quo 

who took their reservations about German society onto the dramatic stage that we shall engage in 

the following. This attempt was a novelty in the history of German letters, for it directly contradicts 

both the compensatory function of humoristic Lachen in which it simultaneously engaged and the 

broader trend of aesthetic autonomy that dominated discussions about the purpose of the work of 

                                                
3 Eduard Bauernfeld, Aus Alt- und Neu-Wien, Gesammelte Schriften von Bauernfeld 12 (Vienna: Wilhelm 
Braumüller, 1873), 32. 
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art in the period. In an age when art was seen as being “without interest,” an artistic mode that 

pursued concrete polemical, even political, aims, was by definition out of place. And yet it was with 

unreserved vigor that authors nominally associated with this autonomous art—from the early and 

late Romantics to the neo-Classicism and early realism of authors like August von Platen— took to 

satire in order to attempt to effect precisely that which an autonomous art would seem to preclude: 

change in the material conditions of social and political reality. The ridiculing, spitefully laughing 

attacks of the satirist were seen by the authors in the following study to be a means to humorously 

correct, improve, and even overcome the spiritual and political strictures of the early nineteenth 

century.  

  There was one place above all that something subversive could not only be laughingly 

uttered, but physically demonstrated in a venue at least marginally shielded from the rigorous 

proscriptions on public speech acts attendant to traditional critical venues such as newspapers, 

journals, and other public forums. This was the theater, which at the time constituted a relatively 

safe haven for modes of subversive discourse, what we shall refer to below as a sort of alternative 

public sphere. The theater was a somewhat safe forum for two reasons that shall be explicated here 

briefly, and more thoroughly throughout the dissertation. Firstly, the theater, and particularly the 

middle- or low-brow theater in which satire found its most natural home, was primarily viewed as a 

means of entertainment, a way of turning Bauernfeld’s “whining Heraclituses” in German society 

into more or less pliable subjects, a “Ventil, um den sich schon bedenklich erhitzenden Dampfkessel 

der öffentlichen Meinung zu entlasten.”4     

                                                
4 Heinrich Hubert Houben, Der ewige Zensor. Mit einem Nachwort von Claus Richter und Wolfgang Labuhn, ed. Claus 
Richter and Wolfgang Labuhn (Frankfurt am Main: Athenäum Verlag, 1978), 79. While Houben refers to 
“Theaterkritik,” we can extend the sentiment to the theater as a whole. For further reading, see here: Norbert 
Otto Eke, “‘Man kann auch auf die Deutschen nicht wirken, wenn sie in Schauspielhäusern sitzen.’ Mediale 
Konstellierungen von Öffentlichkeit im Zeitalter der Revolution,” in Agenten der Öffentlichkeit: Theater und 
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Secondly, satire’s position outside of the pantheon of high art gave it a means of hiding in 

plain sight, a refuge which has maintained even in the scholarly literature on political theater in the 

period. When studying political theater, many German Studies scholars today look to more 

canonical forms of drama, such as tragedy.5 Where dramatic satires are mentioned, there is seldom a 

serious effort to grapple with their aesthetic dimensions.6 Against this trend, I argue that, in its 

particular form of artistic production, satire offers a more verdant ground for assessments of the 

political value of the stage, constituting a distinct dramatic form which bridges traditional literary-

historical categorizations and offers insight into the revolutionary period. Satire is of such great 

import because it does not rely on the traditional means of public-sphere disputation, critical reason. 

Through the vehicle of the stage, satire offers up not an esoteric critical reason accessible only to 

those with the intellectual, educational, financial, and temporal prerequisites necessary to engage in 

learned disputation. Rather, the satiric mode presents a widely accessible forum not of critical 

reason, but of witty ridicule that, were it properly smuggled into the public consciousness through 

the stage, could portend to tear down the walls of proscriptive authority and release the subjects of 

                                                
Medien im frühen 19. Jahrhundert, ed. Meike Wagner, Vormärz-Studien 29 (Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 2014), 29–
60. 

5 To name just a few of the more salient examples that focus on the sober confines of serious dramatic fare, 
Lessing’s Emilia Galotti, Schiller's Die Räuber, Kleist's Herrmannsschlacht, Grillparzer's Medea, Büchner's Dantons 
Tod, Karl Gutzkow's Uriel Acosta, or Hebbel's Maria Magdalene are each frequently cited and the subject of 
myriad studies.  

6 See for example: Horst Denkler, Restauration und Revolution: Politische Tendenzen im deutschen Drama zwischen 
Wiener Kongress und Märzrevolution (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1973); Katy Heady, Literature and Censorship 
in Restoration Germany: Repression and Rhetoric, Studies in German Literature, Linguistics, and Culture (Rochester, 
N.Y: Camden House, 2009), 29–68; Peter Hacks, Das Theater des Biedermeier (1815-1840), ed. Peter F. Schütze 
(Berlin: Aurora, 2011); Meike Wagner, Theater und Öffentlichkeit im Vormärz: Berlin, München und Wien als 
Schauplätze bürgerlicher Medienpraxis (Walter de Gruyter, 2013). While these studies are of great importance for 
their work establishing the social referents attacked by a satire, much work remains to be done in tracing the 
particularly aesthetic questions attendant to the expository method. As these aesthetic factors are the 
mechanisms through which the affective currency of the theatrical public sphere are manifested, they are 
indelibly bound up in the broader investigation of the theatrical public sphere as a concrete phenomenon.  
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the various German principalities from their chains, allowing them to become citizens in a new, 

united, and free German state. These are the stakes attendant to the satiric theatrical public sphere in 

the decades between 1790 and the revolutionary upheavals of 1848. In what follows, we shall see 

how this sphere evolved in pugnacious, ridiculing defiance of the aesthetic and political strictures of 

the epoch.  

Definitions 

Before introducing the specific content of this study, we must define the public sphere with 

which we are dealing, its specifically theatrical instantiation, and the polemical aesthetic form that 

gave that sphere such a unique shape in the early nineteenth century: satire. Through a theoretical 

explication of these concepts, the specific means by which the satiric theatrical public sphere could 

attempt to remake German society through sneering attack shall be made quite clear.  

The Public Sphere 

This dissertation explores German satiric theater as the locus of an alternative public sphere 

between 1790 and 1848. By “public sphere,” I follow Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge in referring 

to the horizon of experience within which an individual receives and processes information about 

the world and comes to understand its reality, “ein allgemeiner gesellschaftlicher Horizont, in dem 

das zusammengefaßt ist, was wirklich oder angeblich für alle Mitglieder der Gesellschaft relevant 

ist.”7 Importantly, Negt and Kluge insist that there is not one monolithic public sphere, but many 

that compete with each other in “die neuen Produktionsöffentlichkeiten” of a gradually 

                                                
7 Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge, “Öffentlichkeit und Erfahrung. Zur Organisationsanalyse von 
bürgerlicher und proletarischer Öffentlichkeit,” in Der unterschätzte Mensch: gemeinsame Philosophie in zwei Bänden, 
Originalausg., 1. Aufl, vol. 1 (Frankfurt am Main: Zweitausendeins, 2001), 341. This study does not seek (as 
Negt and Kluge do) to provide evidence of a public sphere that somehow operates outside of the parameters 
of the reigning means of production (a properly “counter-public sphere”). Rather, this study has as its goal 
the identification and explication of those aestheticized forms of dissent which maintained even under the 
hegemony of absolutist authority. 
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industrializing society.8 While this dissertation does not properly address anything like an 

industrializing society, there were indeed a multiplicity of public spheres in the early nineteenth 

century, each articulating a different set of interests. There were competing horizons of experience 

being propagated by all sorts of different agents: the state and its supporters, radical nationalists such 

as Ernst Moritz Arndt or Friedrich Ludwig “Turnvater” Jahn, liberal and radical authors like the 

ones at the center of this study. Each one of these groupings was “producing” its own sort of public 

sphere. Such diverse political horizons were cross-stitched by different aesthetic programs (including 

Classicism, Romanticism, Neo-Classicism, and Junges Deutschland), rendering the entire cumulative 

“public sphere”9 of the time a vivid tableau of differing opinions, both political and aesthetic.  

In the traditional sense, the public sphere was to be a place where public Räsonnement, carried 

out by individuals, was applied to social and economic concerns in order to counter the absolute 

authority of the government. This public use of reason typifies the attitude of the Enlightenment, as 

we see in Immanuel Kant's famous dictum that the freedom necessary for enlightening was that one 

be able to make public use “von seiner Vernunft in allen Stücken.” Just like “ein Gelehrter... vor 

dem ganzen Publikum,”10 those who can ought to be able to use their reason in order to make 

critical statements in public. However, such an egalitarian interlocutory sphere did not exist in 

                                                
8 Ibid., 354.  

9 Negt and Kluge’s definition of multiple public spheres, each pursuing particular private interests, arises out 
of a critique of Jürgen Habermas's original outline of the public sphere in Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit 
(1962). There, Habermas defined the bourgeois public sphere as "die Sphäre der zum Publikum 
versammelten Privatleute," whose primary activity is to use "die obrigkeitlich reglementierte Öffentlichkeit 
[...] gegen die öffentliche Gewalt selbst" in matters of concern to private citizens (i.e., trade and culture). 
Jürgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft, 
Suhrkamp-Taschenbuch Wissenschaft 891 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2013). 86.  

10 Immanuel Kant, “Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufklärung?,” in Werke in zwölf Bänden, vol. XI 
(Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1977), 13–14, 14. 
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reality. 11  In criticizing the premise of the bourgeois public sphere as an egalitarian republic of 

letters, Negt and Kluge remark that “[a]lle bürgerlichen Formen der Öffentlichkeit setzen im 

Grunde ein Spezialtraining voraus,” a training not available to anyone, rather only those of 

privileged classes.  In an ironic twist on Kant's lamentation of a pre-enlightened “selbstverschuldete 

Unmündigkeit,” the public sphere, made up of competing interest groups, constituted a means of 

maintaining a certain level of Bevormundung.  

 The public sphere here is the discursive plane or planes within which ideas are circulated, the 

extent of which constitutes the limit of what might be known or discussed. Between 1790 and 1848, 

the content of this horizon of experience was fought over by the reactionary authorities of the 

German states and liberal reformers alike. While the elitist function of bourgeois publicity averred by 

Negt and Kluge cannot be denied, it was nonetheless the case that in a period where reactionary 

elements sought to produce and largely succeeded in administering a public sphere heavily inflected 

by royalist sentiment,12 liberal engagement in the public sphere (however limited by class prejudices) 

impugned the reactionary monopoly on printed opinions and opened the door to the potential for 

radical change.  

                                                
11 Negt and Kluge contend that such a conceptualization is an ideal type which never really existed, certainly 
not in the early nineteenth century: "Tatsächlich hat sich die bürgerliche Öffentlichkeit empirisch im 18. und 
19. Jahrhundert nicht auf dem Niveau des kantischen Gedankens entwickelt." Negt and Kluge, 
“Öffentlichkeit und Erfahrung.” 352 

12 For more on the reactionary management of public opinion, see for example: Hans Adler, “Staatsschutz im 
Vormärz,” in Literarische Geheimberichte: Protokolle der Metternich-Agenten.  Bd. 1: 1840 - 1843, ed. Hans Adler 
(Köln: Leske, 1977), 3–45; Karen Hagemann, “Literaturmarkt, Zensur und Meinungsmobilisierung. Die 
politische Presse Preußens zur Zeit der Napoleonischen Kriege,” in Agenten der Öffentlichkeit: Theater und Medien 
im frühen 19. Jahrhundert, ed. Meike Wagner, Vormärz-Studien 29 (Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 2014), 171–96; 
Heinrich Hubert Houben, Der ewige Zensor. Mit einem Nachwort von Claus Richter und Wolfgang Labuhn, ed. Claus 
Richter and Wolfgang Labuhn (Frankfurt am Main: Athenäum Verlag, 1978). 
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The Satiric Theatrical Public Sphere 

Signs of this radical potentiality are nowhere more evident than in a realm which required 

very little special training and only minimal economic and cultural capital on the part of its 

consumers: the satiric theater, an immensely popular and accessible genre in the period after 1790. If 

we look to the period's most popular author, August von Kotzebue, as an example for the time, 

most of his comedies contain a crass satire of some aspect of society. There were dozens, if not 

hundreds or even thousands, of satires hitting the stage beginning around 1790,13 many by 

prominent authors of the time, including Goethe, Kotzebue, Iffland, Tieck, and Julius von Voss in 

an initial period (c. 1787-1797). An upswing is visible in the Romantics (the Fürstensatiren of authors 

such as Clemens Brentano or Joseph von Eichendorff, August von Platen's Die verhängnisvolle Gabel 

[1824]) which then explodes again around 1830 with the apex of Ferdinand Raimund's career and 

the beginning of Johann Nestroy's in Vienna, the move of Junges Deutschland from print to the stage 

in the mid- to late 1830s, and the general renaissance of the Volkstheater (especially in Vienna), where 

attacks on political figures were built into productions. Satire was everywhere in the theater of the 

epoch. 

The ubiquity of satire within the theatrical public sphere makes sense, considering the 

affective bases on which that sphere is formed. Borrowing from Susan Maslan's work on theater and 

the French Revolution, Christopher Balme defines the theatrical public sphere by pointing out 

theater's “capacity to whip up collective feeling and generate emotional arousal.” As he writes, the 

early nineteenth century stage “was able to do something print could not; it could ‘forge 

                                                
13 Since, as Georg Lukács notes in his "Zur Frage der Satire," satire can appear essentially anywhere, in any 
text, a concrete number is impossible to calculate. See: Georg Lukács, “Zur Frage der Satire,” in Werke, Band 
IV. Probleme des Realismus I (Neuwied und Berlin: Luchterhand, 1971), 102-3. 
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communities of sentiment.’”14 The chief difference here between print and stage is the physical 

proximity of spectators; assembled together, the affective impetus emanating from the stage 

becomes in effect a contagion building on the “stickiness” of emotions,15 spreading from person to 

person and, at least inside of the theater, affording the possibility of a sentimental unity. Other 

recent scholars, such as Meike Wagner in her Theater und Öffentlichkeit im Vormärz (2013),16 have 

looked to theater as the site of an alternative public sphere based precisely on this affective 

dimension.  

 The public sphere in its affective iteration concerns itself with the same issues as the critical 

public sphere, differing mainly in its means of exposition. The theater’s usefulness in the production 

of powerful feelings is evident in Jürgen Habermas's genealogy of the theater:  

Wie die Literatur so gewinnt auch das Theater erst ein Publikum im strengen Sinne, als die Hof- und 
Residenz-theater, in Deutschland typisch zu beobachten, “öffentlich” werden. Freilich hatte das 
Volk, der Pöbel, wie es in den zeitgenössischen Quellen genannt wird, in England und Frankreich 
schon seit dem 17. Jahrhundert Zutritt […] sogar Dienstboten, Soldaten, Lehrlinge, junge Schreiber 
und ein stets zum ‘Spektakel’ aufgelegtes Lumpenproletariat[…] Wie sich das ‘Parterre’ zum 
bürgerlichen Publikum erst wandeln muß, zeigen symptomatisch die Pariser Polizeiverordnungen, 
die, seit dem königlichen Erlaß von 1641, gegen Lärm und Streit und buchstäblich Totschlag 
angehen.17  

 
 Early theater publics were not quiet, attentive audiences. They were not, in a word, räsonnierte, 

detached observers. They were emotionally charged, invested parties who often freely expressed 

                                                
14 Christopher B. Balme, The Theatrical Public Sphere (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2014), 36-7.  

15 For more on emotion as something “sticky,” see: Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, Second 
edition (New York: Routledge, 2015), 42ff. As I have argued elsewhere in a different context, emotions 
invoked by aesthetic works that aid in the recollection of past wrongdoings form a central part of the 
functional value of literature for political change. See: Jeffrey Hertel, “Holy Hate and Political Organization in 
Johannes R. Becher’s ( CHCl=CH)3As (Levisite) oder Der einzig gerechte Krieg,” Monatshefte 111, no. 4 (2019): 494–
98. 

16 Wagner, Theater und Öffentlichkeit im Vormärz. 

17 Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit, 100. 
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their immediate opinion about the play being performed. The public display of indignation on the 

part of audience members is to some degree mirrored in the satiric theatre. A potent vehicle for 

aestheticized Ressentiment, satire constitutes an affective mode of public criticism that, through 

negative ridicule of certain despised objects, came to stand in for that reasoned mode of critique that 

languished in the fetters of authoritative Bevormundung. Perhaps harnessing this negativity, many 

thinkers of the late Enlightenment saw the utility of the theater for public critique. In "Was kann 

eine gute stehende Schaubühne eigentlich wirken?", Friedrich Schiller declares the stage to be "der 

gemeinschaftliche Kanal, in welchen von dem denkenden bessern Theile des Volkes das Licht der 

Weißheit herunterströmt, und von da aus[...] durch den ganzen Staat sich verbreitet."18 Schiller offers 

a rather pedantic vision of the stage, where the "light of wisdom," dispensed from the "thinking, 

better part of the people" shines down upon those of lower station. Within this didactic frame of 

reference, Schiller claims that satire is a particularly useful mode of dramatic production, in that it 

enables the problems that "better people" find within society to be displayed quite clearly;19 i.e. it is 

an elite’s means of educating the masses.  

Schiller’s rather schoolmasterly view of the theater hints precisely at the positive potential of 

theatrical public spheres. Being accessible to “den ganzen Staat,” regardless of educational or all but 

the most minimal of economic constraints, the stage becomes a means of broadening experiential 

horizons. Playwrights of the early nineteenth century — especially those who wrote for a mass 

audience — were well aware of this potential, and so began to develop the theater into a place where 

opinions counter to those of the reigning sociopolitical paradigm — reaction — could be 

propagated in a variety of fantastic worlds. As literary historian Norbert Otto Eke writes, Vormärz 

                                                
18 Friedrich Schiller, “Was kann eine gute stehende Schaubühne eigentlich wirken?,” in Schillers Werke, vol. 8 
(Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1992), 197. 

19 Ibid., 94-5. 
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theater could, through the use of various types of “Modeform,” produce open criticisms “an den 

politischen Zuständen in Deutschland” and thereby bring “Ideen und politische Konzepte aus der 

Wirklichkeit” into “die Gegenwart des Theaters…”20 The use of the theater to produce fantastic 

alterities wherein the limits of the politically possible could be pushed to sometimes absurd ends is, 

as we shall see in the ensuing chapters, a recurrent theme, and it is all possible because of the 

affectively-charged alternative public sphere embodied on the stage and weaponized for political 

purposes by the satiric mode.  

The Aesthetics of Satire and the Difference Between Reason and Ridicule 

According to the theoreticians of the early nineteenth century, satire is the ridiculing, 

offending cousin of critical reason. In place of the production of public Räsonnement, we find in satire 

the public utterance of Ressentiment.  The outcome of its use in discourse is arguably similar to that of 

reasoned disputation, namely the improvement of a given polity, but its method is obviously 

radically different. In one of his final works for the literary journal Adrastea in 1803, the aging 

philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder dramatized an ongoing debate about satire with an 

“allegorisches Gespräch”21 between two concepts, Kritik and Satyre. Kritik, sitting on the throne of 

truth, interrogates Satyre, who claims to be her sister, about whether or not satire actually has any 

critical value. Shocked at their purported familial relation, Kritik wonders how it is that these two 

could be related: “Ich die Richterin des Wahren, Guten und Schönen, und Du?”  To this, Satyre 

responds: “Ich bin es auch, und vielleicht auf eine wirksamere Weise. Mein Amt ist, Torheit zu 

verbessern, Laster zu bestrafen, jede verkehrte Denkart sowohl als Schreibart und Lebensweise dem 

                                                
20 Eke, “Mediale Konstellierungen von Öffentlichkeit im Zeitalter der Revolution,” 50–51. 

21 Klaus Lazarowicz, Verkehrte Welt. Vorstudien zu einer Geschichte der deutschen Satire (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 
1963), 304. 
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öffentlichen Spott darzustellen und eben dadurch zu berichtigen, zu bessern.“22 The conversation 

quickly expands, with Kritik wondering how Satyre came to see herself as an analogue to Kritik’s 

status as the judge of the true, good, and beautiful:   

Kritik.  [...] Wer gab dir die Geißel?  

Satyre. Eben die, die dir den Stab und das Schwert gaben, der Verstand und die Wahrheit.  

Kritik. Daß du sie öffentlich brauchen solltest? Wer bürgt Dir, wer dem Publikum dafür, daß, was 
du verkehrte Denkart, Torheit, Unziemenheit nennest, es auch sei? Wo hört das Laster auf, Torheit zu 
sein? und wo wird die Torheit Laster? Überdem Privatfehler öffentlich rügen, sie zur Schau stellen 
und verhöhnen — glaubst du, daß dies fromme und beßre? Es reizt und bringt auf; Rache bewirkts, 
nicht Besserung.  

Satyre. Urteilest du nicht auch öffentlich?  

Kritik. Mit Gründen, die überzeugen; mit Proben, die bewähren; Parteilos jederzeit, angemessen dem 
Gegenstande meines Urteils und der Wirkung, die es hervorbringen soll. Meine Pfeile treffen und 
heilen; deine Streiche verwunden und heilen nie. Du verlachst; ich belehre und halte den guten 
Geschmack aufrecht.23 
 

Essentially, Herder’s dialogue identifies the fundamental difference between satiric ridicule and the 

rational critique much-praised by enlighteners of the time: Where critique works “[m]it Gründen, die 

überzeugen” and is essentially “parteilos jederzeit” — at least in theory — satire is different. While 

outrage, disgust or shock at the observation of a phenomenon may happen while engaging in 

rational criticism, the critic makes a shift from this affective valence to balanced, rational disputation. 

This does not happen in satire. The initial affective revulsion upon observing a phenomenon is not 

overcome, but channeled into a different affective vein: ridicule. 

 As Herder intimates, satire seeks to overcome the bifurcation between emotive response and 

rational disputation. The satirist uses his or her reason not to overcome emotion, but to harness it 

toward concrete, perhaps even reasonable ends. Schiller was in the 1780s an admirer of satiric 

ridicule for precisely this reasonableness, prizing it as something  “die der großen Klasse von Toren 

                                                
22 Johann Gottfried von Herder, Adrastea: Auswahl, ed. Günter Arnold and Martin Bollacher, vol. 10, Werke 
in zehn Bänden (Frankfurt am Main: Dt. Klassiker-Verl, 2000), 731. Emphasis in original. 

23 Ibid., 731-2. Emphasis in original. 
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den Spiegel vorhält, und die tausendfachen Formen derselben mit heilsamem Spott beschämt.”24 

Satire operates by rendering the object of its criticism ridiculous: a negative societal circumstance can 

be lampooned and laughed at in a way not dissimilar to Bakhtin's theory of the carnival outlined in 

Rabelais and His World (1965). This positive, humorous aspect is sutured to a clear dislike or distaste 

for the satiric object. A fusion of cheer and negativity (phrased another way: a combination of 

Balme's “agonistic” and “ludic” protests),25 the attack deployed by dramatic satire is the cornerstone 

of an affective public sphere.  

Satire does not merely trade in agonistic and ludic currencies, but endeavors to create 

distance between satirist, object, and even spectator. Fredric Bogel advances a theory of satiric 

rhetoric based on this kind of difference. In his view, a satirist attacks because the critical object is 

too similar to the critic.26 Bogel insists on the importance of creating distance between critic and 

criticized, that the tearing asunder of identifying bonds between viewer, object, and satirist is that 

which makes a good satire.27 Precisely in destroying the semblance of a world as an ordered whole 

— pushing apart people and concepts apparently close together — does satiric comedy become a 

potent mechanism for political criticism28 in the Vormärz period: it polices the boundaries of 

thought, isolating an unfavorable object and creating distance from it.  

                                                
24 Schiller, “Was kann eine gute stehende Schaubühne eigentlich wirken?,” 194.  

25 Balme, The Theatrical Public Sphere, 11.  

26 Fredric V. Bogel, The Difference Satire Makes: Rhetoric and Reading from Jonson to Byron, 1. print., Cornell 
paperbacks, Cornell Paperbacks (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 2012), 41. 

27 Ibid., 55. 

28 We may speak of satire advancing criticism, but we may not speak of satire producing a critique. As Herder 
noted above, as Kant, Habermas, and any number of other thinkers elucidate in works with which we shall 
become acquainted in more detail in the following chapters, critique is a sober, reasonable activity that seeks to 
produce some alternative. Criticism, on the other hand, contents itself with negation.  
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To this negative regulatory function is joined a positive, constructive aspect derived from 

satire's affective, entertaining valence. This is the satiric community of ridiculers, rooted in a 

“herrschender Trieb nach Übereinstimmung” which Schiller posited to be able to awaken “jenes 

tiefe Gefühl moralischer Widersprüche” in audiences.29 The joke, the moment of ridicule which 

attends the excision of the satirized object, is the materialization of a drive toward Übereinstimmung 

among the imagined community postulated by the satire; this is the positive mirror of the negative 

excision that is ridicule. To simplify: the rejection of the ridiculed comes from the league of the 

ridiculing. The collectively ridiculing subject is the audience, swayed by the dramatic spectacle 

unfolding before it. In being entertained, this collective subject gains purchase on an affective means 

of criticism made possible by satire. 

The very core of the satiric project, that which gives it its impetus, is aversion toward some 

aspect of social or political reality. Hegel points to this attitudinal centrality, highlighting satire's 

reliance on “Verdrießlichkeit, […] Ärger, Zorn und Haß.”30 Georg Lukács brings the importance of 

“hate” for satiric positions to new heights:  

Der Kampf [des Satirikers] muß[…] sich gegen zentrale Gebrechen, zentrale Mißstände einer 
Gesellschaftsordnung richten[…] Zur Entstehung von wirklichen Satiren muß also diese Kritik noch 
eine besondere Nuance erhalten: die der Empörung, der Verachtung, eines Hasses, der aus 
Leidenschaft, Tiefe, und Einsicht hellsichtig wird und hellsichtig in den geringsten Symptomen, in 
bloßen Möglichkeiten und Zufälligkeiten eines Gesellschaftssystems seine Krankheit, seine 
Todeswürdigkeit erblickt und gestaltet.31 

Real satires, according to this view, are based on outrage; a passionate, deep hate provides a 

penetrating view which tracks the problematic nature of the satiric object to the root of an entire 

                                                
29 Schiller, “Über naive und sentimentalische Dichtung,” 742. 

30 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik 2, ed. Eva Moldenhauer, vol. 14, Hegels Werke 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2008), 125. 

31 Lukács, “Zur Frage der Satire,” 99. 
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social system. The broad strokes of this mood attend most all satires. As we shall see in the first two 

chapters of this dissertation, a similar attitude pervades reactionary, anti-revolutionary texts and even 

those that are less political and more personal. This negative mood is an indicator of the 

antagonistic, partisan nature of that literature which is “interested” and we see it clearly in the 

dramatic satires with which were are about to concern ourselves. If, as Heinrich Laube contended, 

drama is indeed an “unmittelbare Schlacht,”32 then satire is one of the battle's most prominent foot 

soldiers. At the root of satiric production is an unmitigated dislike of or disgust with whatever it is 

that is being ridiculed.  

Satire works for political purposes because of its digression from “autonomous” aesthetics: it 

constitutes the functional, materialist inverse of Friedrich Schiller’s famously idealist notion of 

aesthetic education.33 Schiller’s notion of aesthetic education stems from the broader classicist 

paradigm of autonomous art, ushered in when Immanuel Kant declared that beauty is “ein 

Wohlgefallen […] ohne alles Interesse.”34 As Schiller writes in his Briefe zur ästhetischen Erziehung des 

Menschen,  it is just such a disinterested beauteousness “durch welche man zu der Freiheit wandert.”35 

According to Kant, having an interest in something means that we are invested “in der Vorstellung 

der Existenz eines Gegenstandes.”36 In opposition to this, beauty works on us not in its existence, 

but in its appearance (Schein); this conjectural stance is at the root of what makes us human and 

                                                
32 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, xii. 

33 It is for this reason that Schiller, as will shall see in more detail in Chapter 1, expelled satire from the realm 
of high art in the mid-1790s. 

34 Immanuel Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft, ed. Wilhelm Weischedel, vol. 10, Werkausgabe, in 12 Bänden 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2014), 124. Emphasis in original.  

35 Friedrich Schiller, “Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen, in einer Reihe von Briefen,” in Schillers 
Werke, vol. 8 (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1992), 560.  

36 Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft, 116. 
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therefore, according to Schiller, free: “Die Realitiät der Dinge ist ihr (der Dinge) Werk; der Schein 

der Dinge ist des Menschen Werk, und ein Gemüt, das sich am Scheine weidet, ergötzt sich schon 

nicht mehr an dem, was es empfängt, sondern an dem, was es tut.”37 It should suffice here to say 

that Schiller suggests that it is the act of enjoying a work of art that evidences human freedom; it is a 

profoundly contemplative freedom that Schiller asserts, one that seeks to entirely supplant notions 

of actual, physical freedom in the world. Jonathan M. Hess explains the limitations of Schiller’s 

aesthetic project in these terms: 

The autonomy of the aesthetic stands in for political autonomy, and does so in fact so well that 
Schiller closes his letters by denouncing any other attempt to realize political freedom as the mistaken 
dream of an “enthusiast” […] Ultimately, then, he fails to effectively transform the fabric of political 
reality. Rather, the autonomous realm of aesthetic semblance repositions the final goal of politics 
completely within its own domain, allowing the freedom and equality of an “aesthetic state” to take 
the place of the anticipated political utopia.38  
 

Over and against this replacement of “the fabric of political reality” with “the autonomous realm of 

aesthetic semblance,” satire is the reassertion of the importance of material freedom in the face of 

beauteous semblance, the shattering of idealistic Schein with the cudgel of the materially real.39  

The satiric mode’s alleged incompatibility with idealist aesthetics suggests not its lack of 

artistry, but only its lack of a certain kind of artistry, one based on the imaginative potential of the 

human mind and its penchant for distanced semblance. Against these two forms of aesthetic 

“distance,” satire plays with and reinforces the “materielle[s] Interesse”40 of social reality.  In the 

representational aesthetics of Classicism, so writes Rebecca Comay, art becomes a means of 

                                                
37 Schiller, “Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschens,” 661.  

38 Jonathan M. Hess, Reconstituting the Body Politic: Enlightenment, Public Culture and the Invention of Aesthetic 
Autonomy, Kritik (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1999), 79. 

39 It is for this reason (as we shall see in Chapter 1) that there is such great affinity between the satiric mode 
and the representational genre of the grotesque. 

40 Friedrich Schiller, “Über naive und sentimentalische Dichtung,” in Schillers Werke, vol. 8 (Frankfurt am 
Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1992), 741. 
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reflecting upon the revolution, a “purging” of revolutionary “terror […] through a vicarious 

catharsis secured by aesthetic distance.”41 The “distance” of the classicist aesthetic is manifested in 

people who “nur als Gestalt erscheinen,” who are presented to other people “nur als Objekt des 

freien Spiels.”42 The aesthetic distance from the object of study, a pondering of beauty, is what the 

aesthetic state is supposed to cultivate in its “citizens,” the viewers of a work of art.  Satire was also 

not engaged in the more middle-brow production of “an addictive, hallucinatory, and socially 

corrosive form of pleasure” looked down upon by classicist aesthetics, was not an artform “that 

alienated readers from the real world, unleashed romantic fantasies, and encouraged an unending 

cycle of identification with imaginary heroes and heroines.”43 In contradistinction to these 

“ennobling” (high-brow) or “corrosive” (middlebrow) processes of distancing the viewer of art from 

the world and thereby educating them about the true nature of freedom, the “distancing” of satire is 

a parabolic movement wherein the satiric attack brings audiences (or readers) close to the object, 

only to then gain distance again through ridiculing, thereby offering a rudimentary education about 

what it is that is bad in society. To build on what Bogel writes, considering satire as such a means of 

establishing “identification” of a despised object and then aesthetically fabricating “difference” 

through ridicule denotes “a certain form of cultural work” that in  

management of the impulses of identification and rejection, attempt[s] to align social and cultural 
groups in relation to one another. This is not necessarily a pretty process, for the work of such 
alignment, directed as it is to securing harmony within [a social group] by redirecting aggression 
outward, can serve many ends and take many forms.44  
 

                                                
41   Rebecca Comay, Mourning Sickness: Hegel and the French Revolution, Cultural Memory in the Present 
(Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2011), 50. 

42 Schiller, “Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen, in einer Reihe von Briefen,” 673. 

43 Jonathan M. Hess, Middlebrow Literature and the Making of German-Jewish Identity, Stanford Studies in Jewish 
History and Culture (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2010), 113. 

44 Bogel, 46-47.  
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The satiric process is not entirely clean, and it is not even always honest. In the studies that follow, 

attacks ranging from the banal to the obscene take place, engaging despised objects in a range of 

derisive ridiculings that serve primarily to advance the excision of certain social groups or mindsets 

and, thereby, to reinforce the contours of a given polity. This is not the rationalistic work of reason, 

it is the work of ridicule.  

Argument: The (Re-)Birth and Evolution of an Alternative Public Sphere 

 The alternative public sphere evinced by dramatic satire represents a continually evolving 

forum for polemical contestation in matters both aesthetic and political. It is a meaningful discursive 

site in the development both of modern aesthetic theories (because of its use of the rude, ugly and 

grotesque) and of modern mass political engagement because of its appeal to broad audiences. The 

continued vigor with which satires were propagated during an age of autonomous “art for art’s sake” 

indicates that many of the suppositions about aesthetic theory in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century need to be reevaluated. Students of idealist aesthetics (Weimar Classicism, 

Hegelianism, Early- and Late Romanticism) focus almost exclusively on the separation of the 

aesthetic from the real world or, as we saw above, on the work of art as a sort of escape from reality. 

It is neither the way nor the purpose of satire to run away from the world, but to turn art back 

toward human society and attempt a change, a reconfiguration of social reality to account for and do 

away with the issues raised by individual satires.  

In what follows, the precise identity of the aesthetic and political groupings will change with 

time. As we shall see in Chapter 1, what began as a series of aesthetic and interpersonal conflicts that 

erupted around the person and publicity of August von Kotzebue quickly turned into something 

else: a revivification of polemical art. The disputation of satire as it gained new urgency in the period 

after the French Revolution birthed two distinct aesthetic forms, esoteric Romanticism and a more 

popular Volkstheater. In different ways, both forms gave later authors the dramaturgical means to 
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attempt to engender liberationist politics on a broad scale (as is traced in part in Chapter 2, and then 

in more detail in the remainder of this work). The flighty escapism of Romantic theater enabled 

fantasies of a freer future to incubate in the relative safety of the aesthetic, whence these fantasies 

parabolically returned with a vengeance in a populist manner of Volkstheater produced by playwrights 

affiliated with Junges Deutschland that sought, in communion with the people, to ridicule away the 

reactionary boundaries of their time. In liberating laughter from proscriptive aesthetic and political 

strictures, the authors of this study attempted to realize societal liberation through laughter. The 

study ends with the most fitting of conclusions, the satires of the revolutions of 1848. In their way, 

these satires prove as much a disappointment to the previous decades of political promise as the 

revolutions themselves. Unchained, satire turned against the liberationist impulses that had nurtured 

it throughout the restoration and promptly eviscerated their pretensions to a freer future.  

Ultimately, this dissertation is not a story of the success of satire to bring about change, but 

of an attempt to do so that failed due to the limited success of the satiric project of aesthetic Erziehung 

and a bifurcation between the aesthetic and political realms. The theatrical attempt to aesthetically 

educate audiences through satire remains an object worthy of our attention for the way in which it 

manifests the social, political, and artistic tensions of an era that, from the traditional perspective, 

offers very little concrete innovations of relevance to our understanding of the development of 

German letters. It was to dramatic satire that the mantles of aesthetic and political innovation fell 

when these were impossible elsewhere.  

Chapters 

 This work is divided into five chapters. The first two chapters constitute aesthetic and 

political prolegomena of the final three. Chapters 1 and 2 each take a look at a rather lengthy period 

of time (1790-1803 for Chapter 1 and 1820-1830 for Chapter 2), but focus on consistent themes in 

the evolution of satiric theater in its two most important generic variants, namely Romanticism and 
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popular theater. The remainder of the dissertation focuses on the drama of Junges Deutschland as 

authors from Georg Büchner to Eduard Bauernfeld sought to use the stage toward liberational ends. 

Chapter 3 serves as a theoretical and philological introduction to the “lustiger Guerillakrieg” waged 

between the comedic authors of Junges Deutschland and the censoring authorities of the German 

Confederation. Chapters 4 and 5 explicate this “silly guerilla war” by looking at two dramas apiece 

from the late 1830s and 1840s that demonstrate the increasing openness with which nationalistic 

liberal authors attacked the Vormärz regime. This study incorporates such a broad methodological 

variety for two reasons. In the first instance, it is an impossibility to accurately and thoroughly give 

countenance to each and every one of the dramatic satires produced in so long a period of time, and 

so the aesthetic, theater-historical focus of the first two, more expansive chapters provides for a 

more sound manner in which to provide a discursive and analytic basis to assess satire in the period. 

In the second instance, the theoretical and terminological overlap of Chapters 4 and 5 necessitated a 

common introduction of the themes that are dealt with in more intimate detail in the case studies of 

these final two chapters. Taken together, the five chapters offer a history of dramatic satire as it 

developed throughout the period from a sort of functional, multi-purpose polemic used to attack all 

sorts of enemies (typically personal or aesthetic) toward a more coherent and distinctive form of 

political ridicule that reached its height in the years before the Märzrevolution.   

Chapter 1: Between Function and Fantasy: August von Kotzebue, the Jena Romantics, and the 
Modulation of German Dramatic Satire around 1800 

Chapter 1 examines the drastic changes attendant to theoretical interpretations of satire in the period 

following the French revolution by focusing on reactions to the success of the playwright August 

von Kotzebue. As he displayed in his infamous pasquinade, Doktor Bahrdt mit der eisernen Stirn oder die 

deutsche Union gegen Zimmermann (1790), Kotzebue was a master of a satiric method that reveled in a 

grotesque, bodily sort of humor that was not hemmed in by either moral or factual considerations in 
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its quest to publicly ridicule people. This model of satire as an unrestricted exercise in invective-

laden Rufmord sparked a chain of aesthetic innovations. First was a theoretical turn away from satire 

and other utilitarian aesthetic modes by Classicist aestheticists such as Schiller and Herder, who in 

different ways insisted on the maintenance of an air of propriety (or “uninterested distance”) in the 

work of art. In a second phase, these reactions prompted an innovation in the mode of polemical 

art, producing an aesthetic mode that sought to retain the biting ridicule of an unrestrained satire and 

to maintain a connection to nominally “autonomous” aesthetics. This was Romantic irony, as 

birthed by Ludwig Tieck in Der gestiefelte Kater (1797). Romantic irony represents a purposiveness (in 

the sense of having a connection to some concrete purpose) that has been fantasticated, rendered 

aesthetically relevant by its continual Potenzieren of that purposiveness through ironic modal shifts. In 

the final phase of analysis in Chapter 1, these two modes, satiric attack and Romantic irony, meet in 

the mutual polemics between Kotzebue and Jena Romantics from 1799 to 1803. Ultimately, this 

conflict produces no winner, but rather results in the modulation of both forms, in that irony retains 

a connection with the material world often discounted in readings of Jena Romanticism’s relation to 

autonomous art, and in that satiric attack becomes ever more nuanced. This modulation enabled the 

continued utility of the satiric form in the ensuing decades of political and aesthetic restoration. 

Chapter 2. Broadening Horizons: Symbolism and Entzauberung in the Zauberstück between 
Biedermeier Lesedrama and Viennese Volkstheater 

Chapter 2 follows the aesthetic and polemical trends introduced in the first chapter into the 

Restoration epoch. As a genre of the comedic theater, the Zauberstück proved the ideal setting within 

which the polemical potential of the satiric mode could be turned toward political purposes. 

Working by transporting the typical themes of bourgeois theater into fantastic realms, the 

Zauberstück provided safe haven for a number of subversive positions that sought to broaden the 

intellectual, social, and political horizons of viewers and readers. Chapter 2 traces these havens 
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through two distinct subgenres, the more refined Lesedrama tradition of the Romantics and other 

Biedermeier authors and the low- to middle-brow Volkstheater that had its most vibrant home in 

Vienna. Outside of its clearly fantastic subject matter, the Lesedrama was afforded an additional 

degree of separation from reality by the fact that these dramas were only read and seldom (if ever) 

staged in the period. This educational barrier allowed for the expression of potentially riskier 

sentiments than would elsewhere be possible. The Volkstheater was unable to be as frank and open in 

its critical function as the Lesedrama, but what it lacked in nuance was more than made up for with its 

capacity to reach a mass audience, which, especially in the case of Johann Nestroy, enabled for open 

criticism of the Restoration. As this chapter demonstrates, the parallel trajectories of the Lesedrama 

and Volkstheater offered the means by which later authors affiliated with Junges Deutschland would 

engage in “ein lustiger Guerillakrieg” with the authorities of the German Confederation.  

Chapter 3. “Ein lustiger Guerillakrieg.” An Introduction to Censorship and Comedy in the Public 
Sphere of the German Vormärz 

 Chapter 3 addresses the general problems associated with censorship of the satiric theater of 

the 1830s and 1840s against the backdrop of the burgeoning use of martial metaphors by both 

reactionary and revolutionary movements. To accomplish this, Chapter 3 first traces the transfer of 

militaristic figures of speech from the anti-Napoleonic Freiheitskriege into the nascent nationalism and 

liberalism of the Restoration period. In the second instance, Chapter 3 relates these metaphors to 

the specific conditions of production within which playwrights and the policing agents of the 

Metternichean Confederation were active. Chapter 3’s contribution to the broader argument of the 

dissertation is to concretize the polemical and aesthetic concerns of the two preceding chapters 

within the historical fabric of the Vormärz. After doing so, the dissertation then moves on to the use 

made of these martial metaphors within the two dominant comedic forms of the decade before the 

Märzrevolution, the Intriguenstück and the Charakterstück. These genres, being more directly relatable to 
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actually existing society than the Zauberstück, which around 1840 began to lose its popularity, were 

the setting of a concerted effort to dramaturgically demonstrate the untenability of the closed society 

of the German Confederation.  

Chapter 4. The Intrigant Goes to War: Dramatic Satire as Partisan Warfare. Georg Büchner’s Leonce 
und Lena (1837) and Karl Gutzkow’s Zopf und Schwerdt (1843) 

 Chapter 4 addresses the comedic Intriguenstück and its most subversive agents, nominal 

“fools” in both the dramaturgical and sociological senses of the word. The Intriguenstück was a 

comedic genre whose humorous effects were based primarily on situational humor and not on the 

verbal expressions of various characters. Chapter 4 situates two exemplars of the tradition of the 

Intriguenstück within the radical liberal aspirations of their authors, Georg Büchner and Karl 

Gutzkow. Building on the basis of the philological work of Chapter 3, this chapter interprets the 

figure of the theatrical fool in these two works as a dramaturgical representation of a partisan 

soldier, sneaking into and disrupting the hegemonic narratives of the Metternichean system. Open 

confrontation with that system was an impossibility for reasons of censorship and the concomitant 

low level of organization around liberal ideologies, which were hounded in the press and from the 

stage with equal vigor. In this situation, Büchner develops a radical dramatic partisan that 

rhetorically undermines the monarchic system in his Leonce und Lena. The figure of Valerio is a stand-

in for the same sort of agitational work Büchner had earlier attempted with the Hessischer Landbote. 

This Büchnerian design was then rendered “gesellschaftsfähig” by Karl Gutzkow, the leading light 

of Junges Deutschland and the first editor of Büchner’s works. Where Büchner’s partisan theater 

pushed beyond the bounds of the dramaturgically possible, Gutzkow presents a milder version that 

argues for a reform of the monarchy instead of its abolition, as in Büchner. The stylistic sneaking of 

the theatrical partisan portended the later, more openly hostile style of the Charakterstück. 
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Chapter 5. Charakter-Assassination: Witz and Destructive Dialogue in Late-Vormärz Schlachtdrama. 
Heinrich Laube's Gottsched und Gellert (1845) and Eduard Bauernfeld's Großjährig (1846) 

 Where the Intriguenstück offered a lampoon of certain social situations in secretive manner, the 

Charakterstück attacked the mindsets of the Vormärz era on the open stage. This was accomplished 

by two of the most successful dramatists of the century, Heinrich Laube and Eduard Bauernfeld. 

Laube was a pillar of Junges Deutschland before moving to the theater, eventually serving as a 

representative to the Frankfurter Parlament and later as the artistic director of the Viennese Burgtheater. 

Bauernfeld was the comedic protégé of Franz Grillparzer and dominated the higher-brow Viennese 

stage alongside Johann Nestroy (discussed in Chapter 2). Utilizing both their popularity as dramatists 

and the increasing unrest among the populace of the Confederation, Laube and Bauernfeld turned 

the stage into a tribune from which to almost directly attack the strictures of the Vormärz. These 

attacks were almost direct, as censorship still necessitated the sort of distancing gestures deployed in 

the Zauberstück. Nonetheless, both authors produced stingingly apparent criticisms of these 

strictures. Where Laube attacks certain mindsets for their incompatibility with a “reasonable” 

societal structure (and by this what is indicated is a liberal constitution of society), Bauernfeld 

portrays and lampoons the maleficent effects of these strictures on discourse itself, the principle at 

the root of civil society. It was in the radicalized Charakterstück that liberal authors came as close as 

they ever would to rescuing the principle of open discourse from the restrictive quagmire of the 

Vormärz system.  
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CHAPTER 1. BETWEEN FUNCTION AND FANTASY: AUGUST VON KOTZEBUE, 
THE JENA ROMANTICS, AND THE MODULATION OF GERMAN DRAMATIC 

SATIRE AROUND 1800. 
 
Introduction  

Between 1790 and 1803, a debate about satire raged among German aesthetic theorists. This 

debate about the proper place of satire alongside both other art forms and more sober critical 

reasoning faculties is most helpfully highlighted in considering the specific course of this debate as it 

related to the nephew of the novelist, satirist, and philosopher Robert Musäus: August von 

Kotzebue. In spite of his immense popularity with audiences and his unrivalled, even unprecedented 

productivity as a playwright,1 Kotzebue was almost universally derided by the aesthetic theorists of 

the golden age of German letters.2 In what follows, we shall look to the consequences this derision 

had on the theory and praxis of satire in the 1790s.  

Arrayed against Kotzebue were scions from the highest of German-language literary circles, 

including the Jena Romantics, the Weimar classicists Goethe and Schiller, and the philosopher 

Johann Gottfried Herder. Despite their many differences, every author ranged against Kotzebue 

shared a certain contempt for his brash satiric mode. Schiller’s comments on Kotzebue were few, 

but we know for certain that he disliked Kotzebue’s “windichte[...] Aufgeblasenheit.”3  The 

                                                
1 As Robert Kahn notes, Kotzebue’s success on the stage was daunting compared to his now more famous 
contemporaries. From 1788 to 1808 at the National Theater at Mannheim, Kotzebue’s plays appeared some 
1,728 times, as compared with only twenty-eight for Friedrich Schiller. Robert L. Kahn, “Kotzebue’s 
Treatment of Social Problems,” Studies in Philology 49 (January 1, 1952): 632. 

2 The seminal work here is: Frithjof Stock, Kotzebue im literarischen Leben der Goethezeit: Polemik - Kritik - 
Publikum, Literatur in der Gesellschaft 1 (Düsseldorf: Bertelsmann Univ.-Verl, 1971). 

3 Ibid., 59. In spite of the paucity of direct comments from Schiller on Kotzebue, we can read a critique of the 
sort of drama Kotzebue produced into Schiller’s attacks on “gemeine” poets in various aesthetic treatises. See 
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philosopher Herder’s wife, Caroline, decried Kotzebue’s “unverschämte Wesen” and told a friend 

that “ich kann Ihnen meines Mannes Gefühl […] nicht ausdrücken.” The Romantic August Wilhelm 

Schlegel complimented Kotzebue’s dramatic talent, but complained “daß es mit einem [...] innerlich 

verderbten Gemüth gepaart wurde.”4 On the occasion of Kotzebue’s death, Goethe contested that 

“wo man über die Grenzen der Individualität herausgreife, frevelnd, störend, unwahr, da verhänge 

die Nemesis früh oder spät angemessene äußere Strafe. So sei in Kotzebues Tod eine gewisse 

notwendige Folge einer höheren Weltordnung unverkennbar.“5 While quite negative, the critical 

responses to the sort of satiric drama written by Kotzebue proved beneficent to the advance of 

theories about satire in this period. 

With the help of a series dramatic satires from the revolutionary last decade of the 

eighteenth century, we shall look in the following at the contours and consequences of this debate. 

Thereby, we will gain purchase on the transformation of satire during the Napoleonic era. For 

reasons both aesthetic and political, the low-brow, pasquinade-style of satire was, in the decades 

around 1800, too much of a liability to be acceptable in the eyes of the gatekeepers of the literary 

public sphere. Satire was, for a long time, a functional form of art whose main purpose was to 

attack, degrade, ridicule, and insult a person, idea, society, state, political movement or even the 

world as a whole. The litany of radical political views which proliferated in the aftermath of the 

                                                
here especially: Friedrich Schiller, “Über das Pathetische,” in Theoretische Schriften, ed. Rolf-Peter Janz et al., vol. 
8, Friedrich Schiller Werke und Briefe in zwölf Bänden (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 
1992), 423–51; Friedrich Schiller, “Gedanken über den Gebrauch des Gemeinen und Niedrigen in der 
Kunst,” in Theoretische Schriften, ed. Rolf-Peter Janz et al., vol. 8, Friedrich Schiller Werke und Briefe in zwölf 
Bänden (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1992), 452–59. 

4 Cited in: Stock, 137, 12.  

5 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Gespräche, Zweiter Teil, ed. Ernst Beutler, Gedenkausgabe der Werke, Briefe 
und Gespräche (Zürich und München: Artemis-Verlag, 1966), 49. Cited in: Stock, 39. For a dated, but 
thorough  treatment of the relationship between Goethe and Kotzebue, see: Gerhardt Stenger, Goethe und 
August von Kotzebue (Breslau: Ferdinand Hirt, 1910). 
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French Revolution gave this sort of functional art a new, potentially dangerous meaning that was 

frowned upon by leading thinkers within German society.6 Declaring that beauty is “ein Wohgefallen 

[…] ohne alles Interesse,”7 Immanuel Kant ushered in a period in which art, divorced from “interests”8 

which had become inherently politicized by the struggles of the revolutionary age, could be a 

purpose in and of itself. With a function outside of itself, satire did not fit into this idea of 

autonomous art, and would have to be rethought, were it to continue to have a place in the 

pantheon of the beautiful. We shall see, in a series of episodes from this transformative period, how 

it was that satire changed following theorists’ dismissal of purely functional art. In a word, satire was 

modulated by fantastic elements, preserving its status as an artistic form without retiring its aim. 

                                                
6 To expound on the relationship between the satiric mode and political agitation — a problem for authority 
figures at the time, we can look to one of satire’s chief expository methods, caricature, and its use in the 
period. Outsized lampooning of one’s political opponents was used to great effect in satiric moments both 
for and against the revolution. See for example on the anti-revolutionary side: the treatment Goethe gives his 
revolutionary “citizen-general” in Der Bürger-General, Schiller’s likening of the women of revolutionary Paris to 
hyenas in “Das Lied von der Glocke,” or virtually every revolutionary character in August von Kotzebue’s 
Der weibliche Jakobiner-Clubb; and on the revolutionary side C.W. Großmann’s translation of Papa Harlekin by 
the Marquis de Choiseul, or Ludwig von Buri’s treatment of aristocrats in Die Stimme des Volkes oder die 
Zerstörung der Bastille. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, “Der Bürger-General,” in Sämtliche Werke nach Epochen 
seines Schaffens, ed. Reiner Wild, Karl Richter, and Herbert G. Göpfert, vol. 4.1 (München: Hanser, 1988), 94–
130; Friedrich Schiller, “Das Lied von der Glocke,” in Schillers Werke, vol. 1 (Frankfurt: Deutscher Klassiker 
Verlag), 56-68; August von Kotzebue, “Der weibliche Jacobiner-Clubb,” in Theater von Aug. v. Kotzebue, vol. 2 
(Wien und Leipzig: Ignaz Klang und Eduard Kummer, 1840), 237–77; Choiseul, Papa Harlekin, König; und 
Söhnchen Harlekin, Kronprinz. Ein heroisches Schauspiel in drey Aufzügen, trans. C.F.W. Großmann (Hannover: 
Ritscher, 1791); Ludwig von Buri, Die Stimme des Volkes oder die Zerstörung der Bastille. (Neuwied: J.L. Gehra, 
1791). One should note that the satiric elements that were much more prevalent in the early works of Goethe 
and Schiller almost entirely disappear in the latter half of the 1790s, in line with their shift toward classicism 
and the notion of autonomous art. The critical poems of the Xenien appear in this respect to be a sort of 
swansong.  

7 Immanuel Kant. Kritik der Urteilskraft, Werkausgabe, in 12 Bänden vol. 10. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 
2014), 124. Emphasis in original.  

8 “Interest” at this time was developing a decidedly partisan political valence. As Novalis wrote in his 
fragmentary “Blüthenstaub,” “Interesse ist Theinahme an dem Leiden eines andern. Mich interessiert etwas, 
wenn es mich zur Theilnahme zu erregen weiß.” Friedrich von Hardenberg, “Blüthenstaub,” in Werke in einem 
Band, ed. Hans Joachim Mähl and R. H. Samuel, Hanser Bibliothek (München: C. Hanser, 1981), 441. 
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To shine a light on the modulation of satire,9 we shall follow the story of a literary feud that 

hit its high mark around 1800, embroiling Weimar classicists (Goethe and Schiller) and Jena 

Romantics (Ludwig Tieck, the brothers Friedrich and August Wilhelm Schlegel, and Clemens 

Brentano) in a polemical fight to the death against the so-called “trivial” drama of August von 

Kotzebue, the single most popular German-language dramatist of the revolutionary age and a thorn 

in the side of both classicism and Romanticism. The Romantics, assisted behind the scenes by 

Goethe and Schiller, declare Kotzebue an empty-headed imbecile simply producing a mountain of 

dramatic trash for mass consumption. Turning against his critics, Kotzebue charges that the 

Romantics, enabled by Goethe (whom he called the “’Papst der Literatur’”),10 are out-of-touch 

elitists whose works are not understandable to people, and hence producing art for a very limited 

audience.   

This feud revolved around two questions related to the broader concept of art: what is its 

purpose (if it should even have one), and what tone should it take? As to the first question, the 

latter, “trivial” camp contended that a piece of theater need do nothing more than entertain and 

thereby offer a modest respite in the weary lives of its viewers. Conversely, the former two groups 

argued for the role of art to ennoble, transform, and sharpen the human spirit. With its simple, 

unambiguous attacks, trapped in the material realm of human society and hence necessarily “trivial,” 

satire would have no place in such an ennobling process. As to the tone of a work of art, this again, 

according to the Classicists and the Romantics, must have been determined by the ennobling 

                                                
9 By the “modulation of satire,” what is here indicated is the process whereby the specific aesthetic form a 
satire takes oscillates along a central axis between the low, heavy-handed denunciations of a pasquinade and 
the airier, less-obvious ironies that abound in Romantic comedies.   

10 Rainer Schmitz, “‘Poetenblut düng unsern platten Grund.’ Der deutsche Dichterkrieg 1799-1804,” in Die 
Ästhetische Prügeley: Streitschriften der antiromantischen Bewegung, ed. Rainer Schmitz, Limitierte Aufl (Göttingen: 
Wallstein, 1992), 300. 
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function of art: instead of the limited, petty nitpickiness of a brash satire, a satiric work that could 

truly call itself art must also point to something broader, more universal or imaginative. In the back-

and-forth between these groups, crude, punishing, and functionally-limited satire undergoes its own 

sort of ennobling process through the diversification of its modes of expression. While remaining 

somewhat crude in Kotzebue’s works, satire in Romantic hands becomes lighter, gentler. Torn away 

from its traditional post, satire was reinvented by the introduction of tonal shifts, in that satiric 

attacks were made more nuanced, and a flight into fantasy that revolutionized content by the 

addition of outlandish dreamscapes, aestheticizing the satiric cudgel. 

What follows, then, is the story of the evolution of German satiric theater from prosaic 

functionality to what we might call a fantasticated purposiveness or purpose-driven fantasy. To get 

at this, we shall look in Section 1.1 to a debate about the place of satiric, “trivial” literature within 

the public sphere.11 The tale begins with reactions from the leading dramatic theorists of the early 

1790s to the massive success of an aspiring young dramatist, August von Kotzebue. Aside from his 

melodramatic works such as Menschenhass und Reue (1788),12 Kotzebue’s earliest claim to infamy was a 

pasquinade entitled Dr. Bahrdt mit der eisernen Stirn (1790),13  that, as we shall see, provided the basis 

for a general turn against the sort of blatant satiric caricature in which Kotzebue was an undisputed 

                                                
11 This intervention allows for a more nuanced account of the critical position occupied by aesthetic theorists 
than what Jürgen Habermas outlines in his seminal Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit. As Habermas writes, 
aesthetic theorists saw themselves as reasoned defenders of public culture, even as “Sprecher des 
Publikums[…], weil sie sich keiner Autorität außer der des Arguments bewußt sind und sich mit allen, die sich 
von Argumenten überzeugen lassen, eins fühlen.“ Jürgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: 
Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft, Suhrkamp-Taschenbuch Wissenschaft 891 (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp, 2013), 103–4. Confronted with something that does not argue on the basis of facts, but 
ridicules in affective vein, these guardians of reason were  forced to come toe to toe with a virulent form of 
artistic production that could not be subsumed under the precepts of rational aesthetics.  

12 August von Kotzebue, Menschenhass und Reue (Berlin: Himburg, 1790). 

13 August von Kotzebue, Doctor Bahrdt mit der eisernen Stirn oder Die deutsche Union gegen Zimmermann, Deutsche 
Literatur-Pasquille (Leipzig: Julius Zeitler, 1907). 



 

 33 

master. Attacking on a personal, even petty level the morality and the career of a premier 

Enlightener within German society, the functional aggression of Doctor Bahrdt gave rise to questions 

as to the validity of such satiric attacks within the general process of enlightenment, that is, as related 

to the education and the moral improvement of the general public. This first phase will capture the 

contours of a critical turn in thinking about dramatic satire through a look at Kotzebue’s pasquinade, 

reactions to it, and a consideration of the theoretical views of Friedrich Schiller and J.G. Herder for 

the turn away from a purely functional view of satire. In these reactions, we see demands for a satire 

stripped of its immediacy, or, to use Herder’s terminology, demands for the brutal, functional satiric 

Geißel to be softened in a more autonomous work of art.  

In Section 1.2, we shall look to one of the first attempts at such a transformation of satiric 

drama, Ludwig Tieck’s Der gestiefelte Kater (1797).14 Kater is a wild romp that attacks not simply 

Trivialliteratur of Kotzebue’s ilk, but the very foundations of dramatic technique in the 1790s. Beyond 

his attempted (and, one might say, failed) dramatic revolution, Tieck sought with the Kater to 

modulate the satiric pasquinade into a more nuanced form that could enable critical reflection. This 

modulation, which would in its way inspire the musings on chaos of the Jena Romantics, functioned 

chiefly by the introduction of fantastic elements and the shift from obvious satire toward more 

ambiguous irony.15 In trying to soften and modulate the direct attack of satire into something more 

refined and non-tendentious, Tieck both concretizes the suggestions of Kotzebue’s critics and 

attempts to give form to a brand-new style of art that would be central to the Romantic movement.  

                                                
14 Ludwig Tieck, “Der gestiefelte Kater,” in Schriften in zwölf Bänden, ed. Manfred Frank, 1. Aufl, vol. 6 
(Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1985), 490–566.  

15 This is, as we shall see below, the very same solution which Herder prescribes in his “Kritik und Satyre” 
Satyre’s father, the non-Attic Greek poet Sophron, has given her a new name: “Ironie nanntest du mich, Vater, 
im edeln Sinne der Griechen. 'Ich müsse keine Gattung,‘ sagtest du, sondern nur eine Art oder Figur 
ausmachen wollen.‘ Seit ich zu diesem bescheidnen Selbsterkenntnis gebracht war, habe ich alle meine 
Bemühungen dahin geordnet.“ Herder, “Kritik und Satyre. Ein Gespräch,” 736. 
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Such change as Tieck was able to introduce into the satiric form was, however, quickly put 

to the test in the subject of Section 1.3, a more direct clash between Tieck’s dramatic progeny 

among the early Romantics and that virtuoso of the trivial pasquinade, Kotzebue. Kotzebue’s Der 

hyperboreeische Esel oder die heutige Bildung (written 1799),16 Clemens Brentano’s Gustav Wasa (1800)17, 

A.W. Schlegel’s Ehrenpforte und Triumpfbogen für den Theaterpräsidenten von Kotzebue bey seiner gehofften 

Rückkehr ins Vaterland (1800),18  and Kotzebue’s Die Expectorationen (1803)19 constitute a vicious back 

and forth between trivial and Romantic literature. In reading these dramas, we shall see how each 

side argues through their dramatic form for the supremacy of their own aesthetic production over 

that of their opponent, with Kotzebue’s direct attack on the one side and the more whimsical, 

fantasy-infused jabs that originated in Tieck’s Kater and proliferated among his Romantic emulators 

on the other.  

On the surface, these dramas read as increasingly bitter salvoes in a spat between authors of 

very different persuasions. As we shall see, however, these obvious differences obscure a deeper 

commonality. The works of Kotzebue and his enemies from this period around 1800 are deeply 

informed by and in communication with one another. The criticisms of the one party provide the 

impetus for a response — a change — in the writing and style of the other; this constitutes a 

refining process which indicates not only animus, but, to a degree, dialogue. Considered in this light, 

the interactions between Kotzebue and the Romantics are not simply a series of literary insults, but 

                                                
16 August von Kotzebue, “Der hyperboreeische Esel oder die heutige Bildung,” in Neue Schauspiele von August 
von Kotzebue. Sechster Band. (Leipzig: Paul Gotthelf Kummer, 1801), 399–470. 

17 Clemens Brentano, “Gustav Wasa,” in Sämtliche Werke und Briefe, ed. Jürgen Behrens, Wolfgang Frühwald, 
and Detlev Lüders, vol. XII (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1982), 1–180. 

18 August Wilhelm von Schlegel, Ehrenpforte und Triumpfbogen für den Theater-Präsidenten von Kotzebue bei seiner 
gehofften Rückkehr ins Vaterland. Mit Musik (na, 1801). 

19 August von Kotzebue, “Die Expectorationen,” in Die Ästhetische Prügeley: Streitschriften der antiromantischen 
Bewegung, ed. Rainer Schmitz, Limitierte Aufl (Göttingen: Wallstein, 1992), 203–23. 
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evidence of a modal shift in dramatic satire wherein the purpose — attacking, insulting, or reforming 

some despised aspect of a person or a society — remains the same, but its particular mode 

undergoes a transformation. In this way, what at the time seemed a bitter, zero-sum showdown 

between antithetical viewpoints was in fact a synthetic process whereby the parameters under which 

satire was conducted evolved with the literary-political trends at work at the start of the nineteenth 

century. 

*** 

 Informed not just by the mutual attacks of the respective sides, but by interventions both 

theoretical and deeply personal from authors such as Schiller, Goethe, and Herder, this little war 

between Romanticism and trivial literature in the realm of satire produced a change in the discursive 

potentialities of the realm in which the war was conducted. This transformation of satiric drama 

would have great portents for the ensuing half-century of dramatic production. Observing dramatic 

satire as it oscillates between Kotzebue’s obvious acrimony and the fantastic, surreal attacks of the 

Romantics, it becomes apparent that the dramas discussed in the following study are instances of a 

prolonged, public debate among dramatists and dramatic theorists about the proper use of satire in 

dramatic ventures designed to enlighten their publics. This debate produced a new satiric modality 

that would preserve the mode’s critical task in an age where its old form — the naked, blunt attack 

— was no longer desirable. In the midst of one of the most heated exchanges in German letters, the 

destructiveness of satire was to be modulated, hidden by the creative whimsy of irony and fantasy.  

1.1 Kotzebue’s Doctor Bahrdt and the Limits of the Functional Artwork 

In this section, we will examine an affair that ensued from the publication of a short, dirty 

drama that shook the foundations of public discourse in the last decade of the eighteenth century. 

Published under the allonym of Adolph Freiherr von Knigge (a respected philosopher), August von 

Kotzebue’s Doctor Bahrdt mit der eisernen Stirn oder Die deutsche Union gegen Zimmermann unleashed a 
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literary earthquake upon its release during the Feast of Saint Michael in October, 1790. The work 

was so popular that, in Hannover, people would lend out their copies to others for money. A few 

months later in Leipzig, copies from a second printing were sold for 10 Thaler, a massive sum at the 

time.20 This episode is a potent indicator of the stakes associated with satire in the revolutionary 

period, one that would cast a long shadow over Kotzebue’s promising career as a dramatist, force a 

turn in the discussion among aesthetic theorists about the acceptable limits of public speech acts, 

and, ultimately, lead to a recalibration of the satiric mode.  Fundamentally, what comes to the fore in 

this conflict is the inherent contradiction between satiric ridicule and the more reasoned critique on 

which the Enlightenment was based.21  

 Derided even by his son Wilhelm as “wohl das schlimmste derartige Produkt” that had ever 

appeared,22 Kotzebue’s infamous pasquinade was itself the capstone of a feud that had been raging 

for years among intellectual heavyweights. The chief players here were on the one side Johann 

Georg Zimmermann, a medical doctor who was incidentally Kotzebue’s physician and a former 

representative of the Enlightenment. After treating the dying king Frederick the Great and 

becoming acquainted (and disgusted) with the Berlin circle of Enlighteners, Zimmermann turned 

                                                
20 Stock, 25. For an idea of just how much money 10 Thaler was back then, consider for example that 
Kotzebue offered a room for rent at the price of one half-Thaler per week in 1803. August von Kotzebue and 
Karl August Böttiger, Der Briefwechsel zwischen August von Kotzebue und Carl August Böttiger, edited by Bernd 
Maurach (Bern ; New York: P. Lang, 1987), 119. 

21 While this is dealt with intensively in the introduction to the dissertation (and touched on in the very first 
part of this chapter), the basic argument here is as follows: The fundamental opposition between the satiric 
public sphere and the traditional, critical public sphere, can best be described in terms of ridicule and critique. 
Where the latter is the reasoned dressing-down of its object, the former short-circuits this by working in the 
emotional vein of laughter. The expressive means of satire is typically the joke, which is intended to make 
people laugh (although it must not necessarily do so). However, underneath the surface of this laughter lies a 
less palatable emotional palette, colored by hate, disgust, and revulsion. These fundamentally ugly moods at 
the base of a satiric attack are the reason why it is so often dealt with as a close relative of “the Grotesque.”  

22 Wilhelm von Kotzebue, August von Kotzebue: Urtheile der Zeitgenossen und der Gegenwart (Dresden: Baensch, 
1881), 2. 
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against this philosophy and became a scion of reactionary, anti-Enlightenment thought characterized 

by personal invective. Rallied against Zimmermann on the other side were representatives of radical 

and reformist strains of Enlightenment in (mostly northern) Germany, including the philosopher 

Friedrich Nicolai (1733-1811), the founding editors of the popular-philosophical Berlinische 

Monatsschrift, Johann Erich Biester (1749-1816) and Friedrich Gedike (1754-1803), the pedagogue 

Joachim Heinrich Campe (1746-1818), and Carl Friedrich Bahrdt (1740-1792), a radical philosopher 

who had founded a “Deutsche Union” in 1786 to pursue the “Entthronung des Despotismus und 

Entfesselung der Menschheit.”23  

Beginning with Zimmermann’s turn from appeals to reason toward personal invective 

against his critics, a steady decay of respect for the rules of dialogic engagement set in.24 The 

pinnacle of this feud seemed reached when Bahrdt published a scathing attack of Zimmermann 

entitled Mit dem Herrn Zimmermann […] deutschgesprochen,25 which Frithjof Stock calls “die bis dahin 

gröbste Schrift der an Grobheiten reichen Auseinandersetzung” between Zimmermann and his 

foes.26 Here, Bahrdt makes a number of accusations, at one point suggesting that Zimmermann’s 

writings on religion have earned him “entweder den Vorwurf einer kindischen Religionskenntnis 

                                                
23 Brigitte Erker and Winfried Siebers, “Das Bahrdt-Pasquill. Ein publizistischer Streit zwischen Aufklärung 
und Gegenaufklärung 1790-1796,” in Appell an das Publikum: die öffentliche Debatte in der deutschen Aufklärung 
1687-1796, ed. Ursula Goldenbaum and Frank Grunert, vol. II (Berlin: Akademie, 2004), 911. 

24 Compare: Ibid., 906-12. 

25 Carl Friedrich Bahrdt, Mit dem Herrn von Zimmermann, Ritter des St. Wladimir-Ordens von der dritten Klassen, 
königlichem Leibarzt und Hofrath in Hannover, der Academien der Wissenschaften in Petersburg und Berlin, der 
Gesellschaften der Aerzte in Paris, London, Edinburgh und Copenhagen, und der Societät der Wissenschaften in Göttingen 
Mitgliede deutschgesprochen von D. Carl Friedrich Bahrdt, auf keiner der Deutschen Universitäten weder ordentlichem noch 
außerordentlichem Professor, keines Hofes Rath, keines Ordens Ritter, weder von der ersten noch der dritten Klasse, keiner 
Akademie der Wissenschaften, wie auch keiner einzigen gelehrten noch ungelehrten Societät Mitgliede. (Berlin, 1790). 

26 Stock, 22. 
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oder einer kindischen Affektation.”27 While this is not a very nice way to characterize people with 

whom one disagrees, such accusations were quickly outdone by a literary attack the likes of which 

had not been seen in the age of Enlightenment. During a stay in the resort town of Pyrmont, 

Kotzebue had been treated by Zimmermann, who was a physician when he wasn’t attacking the 

Berlin Enlightenment. There, Kotzebue heard about a series of pamphlets that questioned his 

doctor’s character. The aspiring poet decided to intervene on his Zimmerman’s behalf. This was the 

capstone of a scandal that not only ruined Kotzebue’s reputation, but whose shadow brought into 

question the viability of satire as an art form.   

From its opening scene, Doctor Bahrdt mit der eisernen Stirn goes to obscene lengths in 

portraying the moral depravity of its title character. The setting is “Doctor Bahrdts Zimmer,” where 

in the background one can see “seine Hausgötter, nemlich ein Lingam.”28 The lingam, a phallic 

symbol of the Hindu god Shiva, is an indicator both of Bahrdt’s allegedly un-Christian beliefs and 

his sexual depravity. This symbolism manifests immediately on the drama’s dialogic plane. At the 

start of the play, Bahrdt is alone in his house and financially ruined, reminiscing through soliloquy 

about the “glückliche Zeiten” of years past, when he stayed in a home with a woman who “ging mit 

ihren schönen Brüsten halb nackend” through the house and offered him “die bloßen Brüste zum 

Sattküssen.” His situation is now somewhat more dire: “Von Leipzig, Erfurt, Gießen und 

Marschlinz fortgejagt, […] bin ich endlich bis zum Bier- und Coffeeschenken, bis zum Hurenwirth 

in Halle herabgesunken! Nichts will mir gelingen! [...] Keine Pränumeration auf Übersetzung 

lateinischer Schriftsteller, die ich nicht verstehe!” Having established his academic worthlessness, 

Bahrdt then recounts a litany of his past deeds, including that “ich schon in jungen Jahren mehr 

                                                
27 Bahrdt, Mit dem Herrn Zimmermann ... deutschgesprochen, 90. 

28 Kotzebue, Doctor Bahrdt, 12. 
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Methode Leute zu plagen gelernt habe, als mancher Zeitlebens nicht zu erfahren bekommt; [...] daß 

ich mir schmeichle, wüthend hassen zu können; [...] daß ich junge Eheweiber zu verführen suchte...“ 29 

Compared with this portrait of Bahrdt, the various slights against Zimmermann from the 

Enlighteners seem absolutely harmless.  

Working “mit der Waffe des Rufmords,”30 the scope of the attack goes beyond Bahrdt to 

include just about everyone that had ever publicly criticized Zimmermann. In the drama’s list of 

“spielende Personen,” Friedrich Nikolai is recast as “der Heerführer Nicolai,” Joachim Ludwig von 

Campe as “der uneigennützige Campe,” and, perhaps topping all of the others, the physicist Georg 

Christoph Lichtenberg is termed “der kleine geile Mondcorrespondent.”31 Each of these caricatures 

of a respected thinker shows up at Bahrdt’s brothel to forge a conspiracy to rid the world of their 

mutual enemy, Johann Georg Zimmermann, who, the conspirators agree, is so successful and 

honored by kings and counts that there is nothing left for them. After realizing that “[w]ir hauchen 

sammt und sonders so viele verpestete Luft aus, daß wir todt zur Erde stürzen müssen, wenn wir 

noch fünf Minuten in diesem engen Zimmer verweilen,” the group moves to the garden where they 

engage in a graphic orgy. One of the editors of the Berlinische Monatsschrift demonstrates for another 

“was griechische Liebe sei,” the physicist Lichtenberg reads “Experimentalphysik” for a nymph who 

finds his exposition rather dry, the “uneigenützige” pedagogue Campe finds himself “beschäftigt 

                                                
29 Ibid., 12, 13, 14. Emphasis in original. 

30 Ingo Hermann, Knigge: Die Biografie (Berlin: Propyläen, 2007), 284. 

31 Kotzebue, Doctor Bahrdt, 10. As Lichtenberg arrives, a doorman describes him as “ein Ding draußen, scheint 
ins Geschlecht der Seespinnen zu gehören, hat einen Katzenbuckel, ein Affengesicht, eine Menge Arme und 
Beine, Krallen daran, und ein Gebiß im Maule.” ibid., 17. For a reading of Lichtenberg in the context of the 
attitudes on homosexuality at the time, and how Kotzebue’s treatment of him in Doctor Bahrdt fits in, see: 
Robert Deam Tobin, Warm Brothers: Queer Theory and the Age of Goethe, New Cultural Studies (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 174ff., esp. 183. 
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[…], einer lieben Tochter uneigenützige väterliche Ratschläge zu ertheilen,”32 and Bahrdt watches over 

everything, counting on his fingers the money he’ll bring in “von diesen Orgieen.”33 They then begin 

to plot their attack on Zimmermann. A careful mix of varying degrees of obscenity next to a 

mockery of the merit of these philosophers, the drama’s expository method here goes toward one 

simple message: Zimmermann is a respectable, honest man, and those who write against him are 

immoral hedonists. To bring this not-so-subtle point home, the ghost of Martin Luther comes, 

reprimands all of them for being godless and vain by quoting passages from the Book of Proverbs, 

and, upon leaving, summons a legion of angels who beat senseless “sämmtlichen Verschwornen.” 

The meeting ends with all conspirators rolling around in a “Mistlache” and burning Zimmermann in 

effigy. In the final scene, Zimmermann himself is shown reading about the conspiracy and laughing. 

The Deutsche Union has utterly failed.34 

*** 

It should be noted that each of Bahrdt’s confessions of immorality is accompanied in the 

drama by a footnoted citation from other published works that provides evidence for the immorality 

the drama alleges.35 The work itself is so heavily cited that it looks less like a dramatic script and 

more like a more like an academic manuscript. This method indicates both something ingenious and 

something deeply problematic at the heart of the satire. Kotzebue’s drama takes the principle on 

which rational scholarly inquiry is based — careful argumentation on the basis of evidence — and 

                                                
32 This is a play on the title of a recent book of paternal advice Campe had published in 1789. See: Joachim 
Heinrich Campe, Väterlicher Rath für meine Tochter. Ein Gegenstück zum Theophron (Frankfurt und Leipzig, 1789).  

33 Kotzebue, Doctor Bahrdt, 31-3. 

34 Ibid.,50-5, 65, 66. 

35 These citations do seem to correspond to actually published works. Bahrdt’s opening lines about a young 
woman who walked around the house “mit ihren schönen Brüsten halb nackend” in fact does appear 
precisely where it is alleged to appear. See: David Julius Pott, Leben, Meynungen und Schicksale D. Carl Friedr. 
Bahrdts: aus Urkunden gezogen (publisher not identified, 1790), 300–301. 
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appears to use it to attack the greatest proponents of reason in German society at the time. The 

devastating personal nature of the satire thus takes on an air of objectivity, one which led to a police 

investigation of several of the persons depicted.36 This is the height of the satiric attack: its 

depictions not only succeed in casting moral doubt upon its targets, but do so in such a way as to 

transform these accusations into legal troubles and mental anguish for those depicted. On its face, 

Doctor Bahrdt makes use of the stage exactly as Friedrich Schiller expects from the institution in 

1784’s “Was kann eine gute stehende Schaubühne eigentlich wirken?” Schiller writes here of satire as 

something “die der großen Klasse von Toren den Spiegel vorhält, und die tausendfachen Formen 

derselben mit heilsamem Spott beschämt.“37 Considering the uproar and investigations which this 

text unleashed, one would be hard-pressed to find a more successful application38 of this 

understanding of satire in the revolutionary period.  

This faux objectivity is also quite problematic: the satire was not intended to do anything to 

educate or morally improve its readers; it is pure and simple character assassination on an 

unprecedented scale,39 and it is here that we see the problem at the heart of satire as Kotzebue had 

                                                
36 See here: Erker and Siebers, “Das Bahrdt-Pasquill.”   

37 Friedrich Schiller, “Was kann eine gute stehende Schaubühne eigentlich wirken?,” in Schillers Werke, vol. 8, 
(Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1992), 194. 

38 In the context of literary scandals, many authors point to Schiller and Goethe’s Xenien project as the most 
uproarious of the decade. As Rainer Schmitz writes, the Xenien were “[w]ie ein Unwetter” that came over 
“Deutschlands Literatur-Landschaft.” Schmitz, “Der deutsche Dichterkrieg,” 248. Frieder von Ammon goes 
even further, claiming: “Die Publikation der Xenien Goethes und Schillers […] löste einen in der Geschichte 
der deutschen Literatur beispiellosen Skandal aus.” Frieder von Ammon, Ungastliche Gaben: die “Xenien” Goethes 
und Schillers und ihre literarische Rezeption von 1796 bis in die Gegenwart, Untersuchungen zur deutschen 
Literaturgeschichte, Bd. 123 (Tübingen: M. Niemeyer, 2005), 1. While the Xenien and the outrage they caused 
are indeed important for an understanding of the literary public sphere of the time, the collection of short 
poems was neither as vicious nor as damaging to its authors as Doctor Bahrdt. This may be because Goethe 
and Schiller did, to an extent, back down in the face of criticism, essentially dropping satiric attack from their 
repertoire after the Xenien. Kotzebue did not.  

39 Acknowledging this as its duty, and duly anticipating that it would itself be thus considered an immoral 
work, Doctor Bahrdt mit der eisernen Stirn begins with a motto from the early modern satirist Johann Fischart 
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utilized it. From trying to frame Knigge for the work by publishing it under the ailing philosopher’s 

name to the lies and exaggerated extrapolations made on the basis of scant evidence, the sum total 

of the various indiscretions at the heart of Doctor Bahrdt bring into clear relief the problems that arise 

when an author seeks to use art to anti-Enlightenment ends. Such problems led to a near-universal 

denunciation of the author and a three-year manhunt by various police agencies that eventually went 

all the way to the Baltics, forcing Zimmermann, Bahrdt, and Knigge all to undergo lengthy 

interrogations and make public pledges that they were not in any way involved in the production of 

the work.40 As the inquest spread and began to close in on him, Kotzebue fled to Russia, where he 

was spared punishment only by Catherine the Great, a tsarina “die keine fremde Justiz in ihrem 

Lande wünscht…”41  After he was uncovered as the true author, Kotzebue offered a series of half-

hearted public apologies that still tried to blame others. Ultimately, he was never able to fully emerge 

from the tarnishing his name took as a result of the pasquinade.42 While Kotzebue experienced no 

legal punishment for the affair his drama unleashed, both his own reputation and that of the satiric 

enterprise as a whole were tarnished.  

*** 

The disrepute into which this most extreme exemplar of satire brought the entire field is 

evident in the writings of key authors in the decade after the Bahrdt affair. Johann Erich Biester, one 

of the philosophers attacked in the pasquinade, explains in an introduction to a critique of the 

                                                
(1544-1591): “Sollt’ ich aber darum ein Unflat seyn, weil wir euch und eures gleichen Unfläter, unflätig 
beschreiben? Non sequit, sagt der Abt.” Kotzebue, Doctor Bahrdt, 9.  

40 For more on the hunt for the author, see: Stock, 26; Erker and Siebers.  

41 Peter Kaeding, August von Kotzebue. Auch ein deutsches Dichterleben (Berlin (Ost): Unionverlag, 1985), 114. 

42 This disrepute plagued him for a long time: In the 1801 comedy Das Epigramm, Kotzebue includes a 
character named August, a “Bube” who “durch seinen Hang zur Satyre bey aller Welt verhaßt wurde…” 
August von Kotzebue, Epigramm: ein Lustspiel (Leipzig: Kummer, 1801), 9.  
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work’s authors that “eine Sammlung, welche der Literatur Dienste leisten will” must not only 

contain “Proben der Deutschen Vernunft und Wohldenkenheit,” but also “Ausbrüche der 

Unvernunft und Schlechtigkeit…”43 Biester’s two dichotomies, “Vernunft” and “Unvernunft” 

alongside “Wohldenkenheit” and “Schlechtigkeit” point toward the two registers on which authors 

attacked not only Doctor Bahrdt mit der eisernen Stirn, but satire in general in the 1790s. There is not 

only the typical Enlightenment opposition between “Vernunft” and “Unvernunft,” but an 

emotional, moral, and aesthetic register at work in the other pair. Where “Wohldenkenheit” evokes 

good will or even the capacity to think well on the part of the author, “Schlechtigkeit” gestures 

toward authors who may not have good intentions or who cannot think well. Biester indicates in his 

essay that Doctor Bahrdt is an example of “Unvernunft” and “Schlechtigkeit,” making it thus bad art.  

The two charges of unreason and “badness” were typical of authors critiquing satire at the time, as 

we shall now see in Herder and Schiller.    

Echoing such sentiments in a dialogue between two purported “cousins,” “Kritik und 

Satyre,”44 the philosopher Herder allowed Kritik to lambast Satyre for masquerading as a judge of the 

world: “Tadlerin also bist du, Spötterin, Höhnerin, nicht Richter.”45 Kotzebue’s own attacks, designed to 

look very much like critical judgements, were in reality little more than Spott, Tadel, and Hohn. 

Herder’s Kritik asks a series of questions that one could also ask of Kotzebue’s Doctor Bahrdt. After 

Satyre mentions that she uses both “Verstand” and “Wahrheit” in her judgments, Kritik asks if these 

were given to be used publicly, wonders how the satirist can know whether that which “du verkehrte 

Denkart, Torheit, Unziemenheit nennest, es auch sei?” Kritik demands to know how Satyre can discern 

                                                
43 Johann Erich Biester, “August von Kotzebue und Heinrich Matthias Marard,” Berlinische Monatsschrift 19 
(June 1792): 604. Cited in: Erker and Siebers, “Das Bahrdt-Pasquill.” 926. 

44 Herder’s dialogue is more thoroughly covered in the introduction of this dissertation.  

45 Herder, “Kritik und Satyre. Ein Gespräch,” 731. 
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when vice stops and idiocy begins; when idiocy becomes vice. This ambivalence — all too apparent 

in Kotzebue’s dishonest attacks — can neither “fromme” nor “bessre” its audience: “Es reizt und 

bringt auf; Rache bewirkts, nicht Besserung.”46 The entirety of the affair recounted above, from 

Zimmermann’s first public attacks on the enlighteners through Bahrdt’s Mit dem Herrn 

Zimmermann[…] deutschgesprochen on to Doctor Bahrdt mit der eisernen Stirn, seems liable to fail the test of 

Kritik’s questions here. Essentially, Herder has accused the satiric enterprise of overstepping its 

bounds and betraying its moral task by engaging in a dubious blurring of the lines of truth in the 

service of attacks that do not lead to any sort of moral improvement, simply providing the impetus 

for further, more damaging attacks. 

Going far beyond Biester’s dichotomies and Herder’s misgivings, there appeared in 1795 a 

dismissal of satire that eschewed even the moral shortcomings of particular satires and goes on to 

effectively banish the satiric mode from the realm of high art entirely. This refutation comes from 

the same author who saw satire’s usefulness as a component of the moral institution of the theater a 

decade earlier, Schiller. The praise heaped on satire in “Was kann eine gute stehende Schaubühne 

eigentlich wirken?” is gone from his musings on the subject in Über naive und sentimentalische Dichtung. 

Here, we see a markedly different assessment of the satiric attack. According to Schiller, satire can 

either be “strafende,” intended to punish as in the case of Kotzebue’s Rufmord, or “scherzhafte,” 

intended just to laugh about something. From there, Schiller establishes very clear limits on what a 

satire can accomplish as art: 

Streng genommen verträgt zwar der Zweck des Dichters weder den Ton der Strafe noch den der 
Belustigung. Jener ist zu Ernst für das Spiel, was die Poesie immer seyn soll; dieser ist zu frivol für 
den Ernst, der allem poetischen Spiele zum Grund liegen soll. Moralische Widersprüche interessiren 

                                                
46 Ibid. 
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nothwendig unser Herz; und rauben also dem Gemüth seine Freyheit; und doch soll aus poetischen 
Rührungen alles eigentliche Interesse, d.h. alle Beziehung  auf ein Bedürfniß verbannt seyn.47   

Here, Schiller subjects satire to a different criterion from that which animated his earlier praise. No 

longer is it enough to educate or morally improve, but true art must be something that allows a 

person to keep their freedom. This is a reference to autonomous art — art which has a 

purposiveness in and of itself without having any purpose outside of the sphere of aesthetic 

enjoyment48 — and it has ill portents for the categorization of satire as a genuine art form. As 

discussed in this quote, such autonomy is so important in Schiller’s aesthetic program that questions 

as to the capacity of an artwork to morally improve those who view it become irrelevant: art is 

complete in itself; dabbling in morality creates a relationship of material interest and dependency 

that erodes this autonomy. To borrow Jonathan M. Hess’s words on the subject, “insisting that there 

is something called art that has its purpose solely in itself, in its inner completion as art […] 

demarcates a realm distinct from the instrumental mode of public discourse.”49 Relegated to a mode 

of thought with its own rules and imperatives, art is removed from the functional, societal sphere in 

which satire must inevitably find a home.  

 Schiller does leave the most marginal of spaces for satire within the pantheon of high art. If 

a satire is to be “strafende,” then it only “erlangt poetische Freyheit, indem sie ins Erhabene 

übergeht;” if the satire is “lachende,” it receives “poetischen Gehalt, indem sie ihren Gegenstand mit 

Schönheit behandelt.” By demanding that satire — art with a material purpose — venture into the 

liminal spaces of the sublime or the beautiful in order to remain poetic, Schiller sets a standard that, 

                                                
47 Friedrich Schiller, “Über naive und sentimentalische Dichtung,” in Schillers Werke 8, Frankfurt am Main: 
Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1992, 740-741. 

48 The standard here is Kant’s description of an artwork possessing “Zweckmäßigkeit […] ohne Vorstellung 
eines Zweckes.” Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft, 155. 

49 Jonathan M. Hess, Reconstituting the Body Politic: Enlightenment, Public Culture and the Invention of Aesthetic 
Autonomy, Kritik (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1999), 52. Emphasis in original.  
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by his own definitions, proves impossible. For Schiller, both the sublime and the beautiful initiate a 

profoundly personal reflective process;50 they are both centered on perceptual shifts in the observer 

that, in their removal from the everyday, render the very point of satire — to attack, demean, and 

impeach the character of its target — superfluous. This sort of attack, according to Schiller, relies on 

a dangerous, unreasonable “material interest” in that it moves us emotionally: 

 Dieses materielle Interesse ist es, was der gemeine Satiriker ins Spiel bringt, und weil es ihm auf 
diesem Wege gar nicht fehl schlägt, uns in Affekt zu versetzen, so glaubt er unser Herz in seiner 
Gewalt zu haben und im Pathetischen Meister zu sein. Aber jedes Pathos aus dieser Quelle ist der 
Dichtkunst unwürdig, die uns nur durch Ideen rühren und nur durch die Vernunft zu unserm 
Herzen den Weg nehmen darf. 51  

 By thusly excommunicating satires like Doctor Bahrdt mit der eisernen Stirn from the realm of poetic 

possibility, Schiller closes a door on the material, social benefit satire offers, a benefit derived 

precisely from its recourse to affective as opposed to rational means.  

Not all critiques of “gemeine” satires were so dismissive. After an initial, derisive exposition 

in “Kritik und Satyre” that essentially recapitulates Schiller’s argument against satire, Herder offers a 

different course that seeks a middle ground. Herder tries to retain the functional benefit of satire 

within the realm of high art by proposing a shift in mode. After Satyre goes through a lengthy 

retelling of how she came to reject her previous forms — she no longer likes either “Karikatur-

Mimik” or  “die böse Kunst — parodieren,”52 she introduces Kritik to her father, the Greek poet 

                                                
50 For Schiller, both the sublime and the beautiful are processes divorced from social reality in that they are 
fundamentally cognitive processes. On the idea of the sublime, Schiller writes: “Erhaben nennen wir ein 
Objekt, bei dessen Vorstellung unsre sinnliche Natur ihre Schranken, unsre vernünftige Natur aber ihre […] 
Freiheit von Schranken fühlt…” Friedrich Schiller, “Vom Erhabenen,” in Theoretische Schriften, ed. Rolf-Peter 
Janz et al., vol. 8, Friedrich Schiller Werke und Briefe in zwölf Bänden (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher 
Klassiker Verlag, 1992), 395. Similarly, he writes of the beautiful that “der unausbleibliche Effekt des Schönen 
ist Freiheit von Leidenschaften.” Friedrich Schiller, “Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen, in einer 
Reihe von Briefen,” in Theoretische Schriften, ed. Rolf-Peter Janz et al., vol. 8, Friedrich Schiller Werke und 
Briefe in zwölf Bänden (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1992), 642.  

51 Schiller, “Über naive und sentimentalische Dichtung,” 741. 

52 Herder, “Kritik und Satyre. Ein Gespräch,” 734, 735. 
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Sophron, who gave her a new name. “Ironie nanntest du mich, Vater, im edeln Sinne der Griechen. 

‚Ich müsse keine Gattung,‘ sagtest du, ‚sondern nur eine Art oder Figur ausmachen wollen.‘ Seit ich zu 

diesem bescheidnen Selbsterkenntnis gebracht war, habe ich alle meine Bemühungen dahin 

geordnet.“53 Alluding to the major aesthetic trends of the 1790s, Herder’s allegorical conversation 

ends with Ironie, as she is now called, giving up her whip and getting a new set of tools: a helmet that 

makes her invisible and Cupid’s arrows. Kritik sends Ironie on her way with a word of 

encouragement: “Lebe wohl[…] Die Welt hat deiner nötig, bringe mir bald von deinen 

Verrichtungen Nachricht.” This transformation of satire into irony connotes a move from simple 

attack toward some sort of ennobling process, the application of a light touch in order to make the 

object of attack a partner in their own improvement: something the world very much needs.  

In their reactions to to “gemeine” or “niedrige” satires like Doctor Bahrdt mit der eisernen Stirn, 

aesthetic theorists came up with innovative ways to overcome perceived deficiencies in the satiric 

mode, these being either its unreasonableness (Biester, Herder) or its incompatibility with the newly 

expounded principles of autonomous art (Schiller). These misgivings did not, however, succeed in 

eradicating the genre or producing something altogether new. As Herder perceived, the aesthetic 

result of these reactions was, in some sense, the birth (or re-birth) of irony as a more nuanced means 

to achieve ends similar to a satiric mode that was morally, rationally, and aesthetically compromised.  

1.2 Tieck’s Kater: The Intrusion of Fantastic Irony, or, Aestheticizing Functionality 

The shift Herder describes in “Kritik und Satyre” from satire to irony is a description of the 

aesthetic direction taken by the Jena Romantics in their formative moment in the late 1790s. A very 

important link in the morphological shift from blunt satire toward more nuanced irony is readily 

apparent in Ludwig Tieck’s Der gestiefelte Kater. This drama was written in 1797, right at that crucial 
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juncture after the conclusion of the Bahrdt affair, in the middle of the debates about what to do with 

satire in an era of ostensibly autonomous art. Like any taxonomic missing link,  Der gestiefelte Kater 

displays traits both of that early form — satire — and the later form, irony. These two sides of 

Tieck’s Janus-faced drama are neatly contained within the two plays that form the work, which is 

itself a drama about the performance of a drama depicting a tomcat in boots helping his owner 

become a rich and powerful man.  

Even a description of the drama as rudimentary as that just given, of a cat in boots and a 

drama about the performance of a drama, evidences the underlying importance of irony both for 

Tieck’s work and for the early theories of the Jena Romantics; for it was not just an alternative to 

satire, irony was for the Romantics a means by which to revolutionize individuals. As Peter L. 

Oesterreich writes, the Romantics saw in irony the start of a process of “Potenzierung durch [...] 

Infinitisierung”: “Die Ironie steigert sich […] von der bloßen Redewendung zur existenziellen und 

darüber hinausgehend sogar bis zur universalontologischen Grundfigur.”54 Irony is, in this 

conception, a tool to reach the outermost bounds of the human condition. In his essay “Über die 

Unverständlichkeit,” Friedrich Schlegel advocates ironizing everything in order to effect a change in 

the hearts and minds of readers, beginning a sort of inner revolution.55 Irony is thus fundamental to 

the proclaimed mission of the Romantic movement. Beyond any comic effects, irony can begin a 

                                                
54 Peter L. Oesterreich, Spielarten der Selbsterfindung. Die Kunst des romantischen Philosophierens bei Fichte, F. Schlegel 
und Schelling (Berlin ; New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2011), 49. 

55 This inner revolution is often described in terms of the artist, as Ingrid Strohschneider-Kohrs writes in her 
seminal Die Romantische Ironie in Theorie und Gestaltung. Irony, according to Strohschneider-Kohrs, “erscheint 
[…] in einem Umkreis von Gedanken, in denen Schlegel einige Kennzeichen des Sokratischen Geistes und 
zugleich damit eine eigenartige Möglichkeit künstlerischen Ausdrucks zu bestimmen versucht. Schlegel 
spricht […] von den besonderen inneren Bedingungen, die die Ironie als philosophische Haltung und als 
künstlerisches Vermögen kennzeichnen.” Ingrid Strohschneider-Kohrs, Die romantische Ironie in Theorie und 
Gestaltung (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 1977), 15. For a concise description of the different aspects of the Romantic 
revolution, see: Ludwig Pesch, Die romantische Rebellion in der modernen Literatur und Kunst (München: C.H. Beck, 
1962), 8–9. 
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change in consciousness, especially “wenn man nicht wieder aus der Ironie herauskommen kann, [...] 

wenn die Ironie Manier wird, und so den Dichter gleichsam wieder ironirt; wenn man [...] nun wider 

Willen Ironie machen muß, [...] wenn die Ironie wild wird, und sich gar nicht mehr regieren läßt.“56 

Irony functions here essentially as what I term the debasing of thought,57 the constant shifting of 

perspective such that the precise contours of our world begin to blur or become baseless; in this 

blurring, a sort of potentializing, anarchic power can be won, either for the artist or for the 

individual more generally.58 This ironic debasing of an otherwise perceptually rigid world feeds 

directly into Schlegel’s insistence on the importance of Unverständlichkeit: “ist denn die 

Unverständlichkeit etwas so durchaus Verwerfliches und Schlechtes? Mich dünkt das Heil der 

Familien und der Nationen beruhet auf ihr...“59 Ironic debasement leads toward an acceptance of 

Unverständlichkeit as a means not just to encounter strange new realities through that which we do not 

necessarily understand, but to revivify a stagnant art world. This happens through drama, as 

Theodor in Tieck’s Phantasus says, because the theater and the world itself have a lot in common60: 

                                                
56 Friedrich von Schlegel, “Über die Unverständlichkeit,” in Werke in zwei Bänden, edited by Wolfgang Hecht. 
II: 207. 

57 The typical term here is “potenzieren” or potentializing, but, given that the primary interest of this study is 
on the negative aspects of this aesthetic function, “debasement” seems a more fitting term for the function in 
this context. 

58 It is pivotal to note that this revolutionary potential is not necessarily universalizable, but restricted to the 
individual psyches of a cultural elite. This romanticized (or we might say ironized) avant-garde would then 
form the foundation of a new society.  

59 Ibid., 208. 

60 For a thorough account of the Romantic view of the world as theater, see: Lothar Pikulik, Erzähltes 
Welttheater: die Welt als Schauspiel in der Romantik (Paderborn: Mentis, 2010). 
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“doch kann man wohl nicht leicht übers Theater scherzen, ohne zugleich über die Welt zu scherzen, 

denn beides fließt, vorzüglich in unseren Tagen, sehr in einander.”61 

 Seizing on the peculiar relationship between theater and world at the time, Der gestiefelte Kater 

is emblematic of the Romantic drive to debase thought, to potentialize or revolutionize cognition 

through irony and, thereby, to revitalize the theater and the world. As Lothar Pikulik writes, this 

drama is driven by a “verwirrenden, anarchischen Geist der Phantasie.”62 This fantasy is the means 

by which to revitalize the theater and potentialize individuals, as well as the end toward which this 

means tends. Furthermore, fantasy is both that which ought to arise in the viewer and the way to get 

that viewer to fantasize by example. This is all possible because of the way in which the drama 

revolutionizes the stage. Incorporated into the world of the drama, the stage, the apparatus of the 

dramaturgical moment, becomes a gateway to the fantasticated existence the Romantics sought to 

instantiate.  

 Der gestiefelte Kater’s posits a fantasticated existence made possible through the stage that relies 

on two interrelated processes: the satiric attacks of the work’s Rahmendrama, and the ironic 

fantasizing of the Binnendrama.63 The satire functions to clear the ground of its detested object, 

working as a propaedeutic for the second, ironic phase of the drama. On the scorched earth left in 

the wake of the drama’s satire, irony steps in, transporting the entire dramatic world to a different 

plane of existence through debasing or potentializing. In this altered state, fixed meanings break 

                                                
61 Ludwig Tieck, Schriften in zwölf Bänden, ed. Manfred Frank, 1. Aufl, vol. 6 (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher 
Klassiker Verlag, 1985), 489. 

62 Pikulik, Erzähltes Welttheater, 50. 

63 I borrow these terms from narratological work on the novella, wherein Binnen- and Rahmenerzählungen are 
thought of in conjunction with one another. This is a more specific way of addressing the Romantic trope of 
the “Spiel im Spiel” that emphasizes the interrelatedness of the outer- and inner-dramas to one another.  
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down and a vibrant, multivalent form of being can be articulated. This is, in its purest form, the 

Romantic re-vision of the potentialities of the theater.  

*** 

The exterior drama about the performance is essentially a satire of the theatrical practices of 

the 1790s. As such, it incorporates many of the criticisms Romantic authors had of the reigning 

dramatists of the day, chief among them August von Kotzebue.64 This attack happens primarily 

through the mouthpieces of the critics of the Rahmendrama, who are then themselves subjected to 

exactly this kind of ridicule. Through these satiric attacks, the play clears the stage of fixed meaning 

systems, debases it so that it might become a means by which to initiate the Potenzieren of viewers.65  

The play opens with a discussion of the forthcoming performance by the critics Fischer, 

Müller, Schlosser, and Bötticher (the latter a play on Carl August Böttiger, one of the few theatrical 

reviewers who held Kotzebue in esteem). Here, the Kater’s claws come out against an empty-headed, 

                                                
64 Alfred Edwin Lussky, Tieck’s Romantic Irony. With Special Emphasis Upon the Influence of Cervantes, Sterne, and 
Goethe (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1932), 215. 

65 A great irony of this Romantic perspective on the potential of the stage to enlighten its audience members 
was of course that most Romantic comedies were never staged during the lifetime of their authors. 
Brentano’s Ponce de Leon, often hailed as a great example of Romantic comedy, was submitted to Goethe and 
Schiller as part of a prize competition and rejected as unstageable. See here: Frederick Burwick, Illusion and the 
Drama: Critical Theory of the Enlightenment and Romantic Era (University Park, Pa: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1991), 294. As Brentano writes about the play: “Ich verlangte nur Göthens Urtheil und Rath für die 
Zukunft. Ich erhielt ihn.” See here: Brentano, Sämtliche Werke und Briefe, ed. Jürgen Behrens, Wolfgang 
Frühwald, and Detlev Lüders, vol. XII (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1982), 930. We should consider here Der 
gestiefelte Kater itself, which Stefan Scherer describes as “von allen romantischen Komödien […] am besten für 
die Bühne geeignet." Stefan Scherer, Witzige Spielgemälde: Tieck und das Drama der Romantik, Quellen und 
Forschungen zur Literatur- und Kulturgeschichte, 26 (260) (Berlin: W. De Gruyter, 2003), 315. The drama’s 
first performance, however, came almost fifty years after its conception, and even then, it did not go well. As 
reported by a reprint from Berlin’s Köllnische Zeitung in M.G. Saphir’s Der Humorist, there were quite a few 
problems with the production: “Einen Triumph, wie er ihm durch die Darstellung seines ‘gestiefelten Katers’ 
in dem Concertsaale des königlichen Schauspielhauses in Berlin bereitet worden, hat vielleicht noch kein 
deutscher Dichter erlebt. Und doch war dieser Sieg nur eine glänzende Niederlage, doch mußte uns gerade 
diese Aufführung die Ueberzeugung geben, daß sie nicht zur Volkssache werden könne, daß die Komödie der 
Romantik ihr Ziel und ihren Zweck verfehlt habe. Das ist keine ursprüngliche, dem Volksleben entsprossene 
und deshalb für alle Zeiten gedichtete Komik, das ist eine reflektirte, der Sphäre der sogenannten Bildung und 
des Geschmacks angehörende Satyre und ein erkünstelter Humor statt des natürlichen.“ M.G. Saphir (ed.), 
“Tiecks ‘gestiefelter Kater’ auf der Berliner Bühne,” Der Humorist, Mai 1844. 
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self-gratifying critical establishment. After some complaints about the play they are about to see 

being nothing but a “Kindermärchen,” hopes that it will be “ein ordentliches Familiengemälde,” and 

ludicrous fears that the play might be a “Revolutionsstück” designed to bring “Gesinnungen, Winke 

unter die Leute,” the nervous critics learn that the playwright “ist auf dem Theater und hilft den 

Kater anziehen.” Here, the play goes after then-prevalent emphases on naturalism and mimetic style 

in the theater, not simply by exaggerating these emphases, but by placing them in the center of the 

work’s debasing irony.  

The critics wonder how the cat might be dressed, “ob er denn wirkliche Stiefeln trägt?” 

Above all, what comes strongest to the fore is how any mention of a cat onstage makes the critics 

leery: “Wir sind zwar aus Neugier hergekommen, aber wir haben doch Geschmack.” A few critics 

begin to express their dismay with the play before it has even begun. Somebody notices this and 

asks: “Weswegen wird denn gepocht?” The answer: “Den guten Geschmack zu retten.”66 A theater 

attendant asks if he needs to call the police in, whereupon the critics throw a collective tantrum 

about perceived slights against “den guten Geschmack.” Amidst this turmoil, the playwright arrives: 

Der Dichter (hinter dem Theater). Das Stück wird sogleich seinen Anfang nehmen. 

Müller. Kein Stück — wir wollen kein Stück — wir wollen guten Geschmack — 

Alle. Geschmack! Geschmack! 

Der Dichter. Ich bin in Verlegenheit — was meinen Sie, wenn ich fragen darf? 

Schlosser. Geschmack! — Sind Sie ein Dichter, und wissen nicht einmal, was Geschmack ist?  

Der Dichter. Bedenken Sie einen jungen Anfänger —  

Schlosser. Wir wollen nichts vom Anfänger wissen — wir wollen ein ordentliches Stück sehen — 
ein geschmackvolles Stück! 

Der Dichter. Von welcher Sorte? Von welcher Farbe?  

Müller. Familiengeschichten.  

Leutner. Lebensrettungen. 

Fischer. Sittlichkeit und deutsche Gesinnung. 
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Schlosser. Religiös erhebende, wohltuende geheime Gesellschaften!67  

The play here attacks the critics precisely in their definition of “Geschmack,” which they express as 

“Familiengeschichten” and “Lebensrettungen” wherein one might find a superficial “Sittlichkeit und 

deutsche Gesinnung” and “wohltuende geheime Gesellschaften.” These are the hallmarks of the 

popular stage of the day, and are exposed here as a part of the play’s “Philistersatire” and 

“Empfindsamkeitssatire.”68 The playwright defuses the situation by flattering the critics: “Ich weiß, 

daß ein verehrungswürdiges Publikum den Dichter richten muß, daß vor Ihnen keine Appellation 

statt findet, aber ich kenne auch die Gerechtigkeitsliebe eines verehrungswürdigen Publikums, daß es 

mich nicht von einer Bahn zurück schrecken wird, auf welcher ich seiner gütigen Leitung und seiner 

Einsichten so sehr bedarf.”69 This appeal to their help, which he “so sehr bedarf,” disarms the 

critics, who then allow the performance to begin. Their demands for good taste are ironically swept 

away by tasteless pandering on the part of the playwright. 

The most direct assault contained within Der gestiefelte Kater is directed at the critic Bötticher, 

against whom even the other idiotic critics turn. In the original version of the play, Bötticher is 

portrayed as a philistine who can neither complete a thought nor say anything truly profound. He is 

constantly marveling at the human actor he perceives to be behind the “Kater” in the play, which, 

within the drama’s world, is in fact a genuine cat. As we saw above, the Rahmendrama’s audience is 

very skeptical of the Binnendrama’s whole enterprise, but the only character who truly feels their 

wrath is Bötticher, as he continues to marvel at the ‘cat actor’s’ incredible skill. As he luridly 

describes “die unendliche Feinheit, wie der Kater immer seinen Stock hält,” the other audience 
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members turn on him, call him “langweiliger als das Stück” and force him out of the theater: “Er 

ärgert mich immer, da er sich für solchen Kenner hält!”70 In a later revision published as part of the 

broader Phantasus project, Bötticher stays in the theater, but is nonetheless subjected to a witheringly 

ironic caricature. At one point, the critic keeps interrupting the play to give sycophantic comments 

about how good the performance is. His co-viewers find this “recht verdrüßlich” and decide to gag 

him.71 The gag holds until Bötticher is so overcome with enthusiasm for the play that he breaks free 

of his bonds, whereupon the gag flies out of his mouth and hits the cat on the stage, who runs away 

screaming.72 Bötticher’s theoretical praise of the play has ironically undermined its performative 

efficacy.  

The ironies attendant to the Kater’s satiric attack serve to soften the blow by making the 

attack also serve a dramatic purpose, namely the kindling of chaos within the play’s two worlds. 

Irony destabilizes any sort of fixed, positive interpretive mechanism for the characters within both 

levels of the play, enabling a chaotic, potentialized world to unfold. This was acknowledged by 

August Wilhelm Schlegel in his review of the work, where he calls it “eine kecke, mutwillige Posse, 

worin der Dichter sich alle Augenblicke selbst zu unterbrechen und sein eignes Werk zu zerstören 

scheint, um nur desto mehr Spöttereien rechts und links und nach allen Seiten wie leichte Pfeile 

fliegen zu lassen…”73 Indeed, the play’s satiric figures undermine themselves at every moment, 

confusing both themselves and one another in a morass of irony that makes impossible the positing 

of anything other than the prevalence of the play’s destructive confusion. Considered in this way, 

                                                
70 Ludwig Tieck, Der gestiefelte Kater: Kindermärchen in 3 Akten ; mit Zwischenspielen, einem Prologe und Epiloge, ed. 
Helmut Kreuzer (Stuttgart: Reclam, 2001), 46. 

71 Tieck, “Der gestiefelte Kater,” 543–44. 

72 Ibid., 557.  
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the ironized satiric barbs of the Rahmendrama are prefatory operations that begin to tear holes in the 

fabric of time and understanding within the drama. In the ironic form Tieck has given it, satire 

becomes the rift that enables the drama to offer the observer a chance at Potenzieren. 

*** 

 Der gestiefelte Kater makes use of the stage as a potentializing force from the beginning of the 

first act in the interplay between the Rahmen- and Binnendramen. In this interplay, Der gestiefelte Kater 

both normalizes and demonstrates the utility of the debasing irony which runs through the whole 

work. The Binnendrama begins simply, with the main character, Gottlieb, dividing with his two older 

brothers the estate of their deceased father. To Lorenz, the oldest, goes the horse, to the middle 

child Barthel, the ox, and to Gottlieb, the ostensibly least-valuable piece of the estate: the cat. After 

the brothers leave, Hinze the cat turns to Gottlieb and relates, “…ich habe ein ordentliches 

Mitleiden mit Euch.” Hearing the cat speak upsets the critics: “Der Kater spricht? — Was ist denn 

das?” “Unmöglich kann ich da in eine vernünftige Illusion hinein kommen.”74 The Binnendrama 

promptly takes up the problem the critics have identified and does away with it in simple fashion. 

Feeling bad for his owner, Hinze promises to help Gottlieb improve his station; all Gottlieb must do 

is trust him. Gottlieb agrees to trust the cat, and so the cat says that all he now needs before he can 

proceed with improving his owner’s life is some boots: 

Hinze: Nun so tut mir den Gefallen und holt mir sogleich den Schuhmacher, daß er mir ein Paar 
Stiefeln anmesse. 

Gottlieb: Den Schuhmacher? – Stiefeln? 

Hinze: Ihr wundert Euch; aber bei dem, was ich für Euch zu tun gesonnen bin, habe ich so viel zu 
gehn und zu laufen, daß ich notwendig Stiefeln tragen muß. 

[...] 

Gottlieb: Nun, wie du meinst – aber der Schuster wird sich wundern. 

                                                
74 Tieck, “Der gestiefelte Kater,” 498–99. 



 

 56 

Hinze: Gar nicht, man muß nur nicht tun, als wenn es etwas Besondres wäre, daß ich Stiefeln tragen 
will; man gewöhnt sich an alles.75 

Here, Hinze performatively instantiates the Romantic worldview: when he advises Gottlieb to not 

act “als wenn es etwas Besondres wäre, daß ich Stiefeln tragen will,” he is rebutting not just his 

owner’s worries about the shoemaker, but those of the Rahmendrama’s audience. The point of the 

Kater is not to produce “eine vernünftige Illusion,” it is rather the celebration of fantasy as a means 

to achieve a different view of the world. In the Binnedrama, this is accomplished when Gottlieb 

follows the cat’s advice and acts as if it is perfectly ordinary for a cat to wear boots, whereupon the 

shoemaker does not seem to be bothered in the least by what would otherwise be out of the 

ordinary. Irony functions in the Binnendrama as the domestication of strangeness; from irony comes 

the capacity of the stage to invigorate the mind, and of the mind thereby to be itself potentialized. 

 The oscillation between the play’s satiric aspects and its ironic catalyst climaxes at the very 

end of the play when its highest-order caricature comes into contact with Hinze, the agent of irony. 

The caricature is a shapeshifting boogeyman (Popanz) with the telling name “Gesetz.” Gesetz is a 

lord within the Binnendrama, and is exaggeratedly evil. In his first appearance, where he has assumed 

the form of a rhinoceros, a peasant begs for leniency in the repayment of a debt; the Popanz refuses 

and orders that the peasant’s land be sold. As the peasant leaves, Gesetz explains his harshness: “Die 

Leute würden allen Respekt verlieren, wenn man sie nicht so zur Fürcht zwänge.”76 The 

incorporation of blunt Weltsatire, Tieck’s Popanz quickly encounters that which will overcome it, the 

ironic cat. In order to get a palace for Gottlieb so that his master can pretend to be a count, marry a 

princess and have the happy life promised him by the cat, Hinze enters the boogeyman’s hall, 

disguised as an admiring “durchreisender Gelehrter” who wants to see all the fantastic forms the 
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Popanz can assume. Gesetz obliges, turning himself into a lion. Hinze then asks if the boogeyman 

could also turn into small things, such as a mouse. The Popanz does this, whereupon the cat chases 

him down and eats him.  Hinze then declares: “Freiheit und Gleichheit! — Das Gesetz ist 

aufgefressen! Nun wird ja wohl der Tiers état Gottlieb zur Regierung kommen.”77 Figuratively, the 

form of irony has consumed and superseded the satiric parody. With this, the drama is effectively 

finished.  

Tieck’s  play has ironically ended precisely where the most unlikely of the critic’s concerns 

about the drama being a “Revolutionsstück” has been realized. This shows the play is, as Willibald in 

Phantasus contends, “ein Zirkel, […] der in sich selbst zurückkehrt, wo der Leser am Schluß grade 

eben so weit ist, als am Anfange.”78 While the beginning and the end are the same, all that happens 

in between is a debasing, chaotic ride through the potentialities of the human spirit. This ride is a 

demonstration of the principle of Romantic irony as a witty, airy opposition to the tawdry satire of 

Kotzebue and a means to expand drama as a medium for self-reflection and, ultimately, Potenzieren 

through its inverse, debasement.  

1.3 Kotzebue, the Jena Romantics, and the Modulation of Dramatic Satire 

Seldom do circumstances align such that two fundamentally destructive tendencies collide 

with one another, but this is precisely what occurred when Kotzebue, always ready for a petty spat 

with people who mocked him, clashed with the Jena Romantics. Much has been written of the 

sources from which the Romantics sought to produce an alternative to trivial theater, often with 

                                                
77 Ibid., 556.  

78 Tieck, Schriften in zwölf Bänden, 6:564. 
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reference to ancient Greece and Shakespeare.79 Here, we shall look to that which the Romantics 

wrote against in order to outline the destructive element in early Romantic drama as it encountered 

and attempted to conquer the domain of dramatic satire. We are immediately confronted with a 

problem: with its inherent detachment from this world, Romanticism might seem to preclude 

something as worldly as a satire. In this vein, Stefan Scherer writes: 

Als poetisches Spiel hält sich romantische Poesie von der satirischen Vernichtung eines Gegners wie 
von den Niederungen des Realitätsprinzips (den sehr wohl attackierten Beschränktheiten des 
literarischen Betriebs und der politischen Verhältnisse) letztlich entfernt, weil sie selbst keinen 
realitätskompatiblen festen Standpunkt als Voraussetzung der satirischen Kritik zur Verbesserung der 
Welt einzunehmen bereit, ja letztlich dazu auch gar nicht mehr in der Lage ist. Ihr polemisches 
Potential gibt sie damit jedoch nicht preis, so daß sie sich auch nach dem Verhältnis von ‘Poesie und 
Polemik’ am schwebenden Indifferenzpunkt von satirischem Impetus und interesseloser Laune 
bewegt.80 

Scherer asserts that Romantic aesthetics are so disengaged from the world as it is that one cannot 

properly speak of a Romantic satire. While valid in the conceptual framework the Romantics created 

for themselves, this comment still ignores the extreme polemicizing that gave birth to this 

framework. The Romantics did not necessarily articulate an argument for moral improvement (an 

implicit or explicit requirement in most theories of satire, including the one Scherer seems to be 

operating with), but in the field of drama, the Romantics indeed do articulate a sort of positive 

program or “improvement” to be elicited from their destruction of other authors. They seek, as 

Friedrich Schlegel urged of his brother in January 1799, “die Schauspielerey […] zu musiciren”81 or, 

to employ the language used above to describe Der gestiefelte Kater, to potentialize satiric drama through 

                                                
79 See here: Michele Cometa, “Die Theorie des romantischen Dramas bei Friedrich Schlegel,” in Das 
romantische Drama: produktive Synthese zwischen Tradition und Innovation, ed. Uwe Japp, Stefan Scherer, and Claudia 
Stockinger, Untersuchungen zur deutschen Literaturgeschichte, Bd. 103 (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 2000), 21–43. 

80 Scherer, Witzige Spielgemälde, 22–23. 

81 Friedrich von Schlegel. Brief an A.W. Schlegel, Caroline Schelling, 29.01.1799. Digitale Edition der 
Korrespondenz August Wilhelm Schlegels.  
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ironizing or debasing it it. This potentializing is not necessarily in and of itself satiric, but the means 

by which it was to be achieved most certainly was. 

This Romantic attempt to potentialize satiric drama occured through confrontation with 

August von Kotzebue. In its basic scheme, Romantic drama conforms to the strategies Romantics 

followed in their attempts to revolutionize other philosophical and aesthetic forms: heavily criticize 

someone and then produce an alternative. In the course of building their own philosophical and 

aesthetic system, the brothers Friedrich and August Wilhelm Schlegel took to destructive attacks on 

other artists and philosophers in the area around Jena and Weimar.  In 1795, Friedrich Schlegel 

complained to his brother that “Schiller und (Wilhelm von) Humb(oldt) pfuschen viel in der 

Metaph(ysik), aber sie haben den Kant nicht verdaut, und leiden nun an Indigestion und Kolik.”82 

Friedrich’s contempt for a “colicky” Schiller led to the publication of some critical reviews of 

Schiller’s Die Horen, which in 1797 created “großen Ursachen zum Mißvergnügen” between Schiller 

and August Wilhelm, with whom the Classicist had carried on a congenial professional relationship. 

Romantic criticism led to a breakdown of “das gegenseitige Vertrauen” between Schiller and August 

Wilhelm.83 A similar pattern of initial trust dampened by Romantic critiques occurred between 

August Wilhelm and the critic, Carl August Böttiger. After years of cooperation marked by Böttiger 

finding work for him, August Wilhelm severed ties with the critic, writing in the Athenäum that a true 

artist “muß den Wein selber anzapfen, nicht bloß wie ein Böttiger das leere Faß vor sich herrollen, 

                                                
82 Friedrich von Schlegel. Brief an A.W. Schlegel. 17.08.1795. Digitale Edition der Korrespondenz August Wilhelm 
Schlegels.  

83 Friedrich Schiller. Brief an A.W. Schlegel, 01.06.1797. Digitale Edition der Korrespondenz August Wilhelm 
Schlegels.  
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worin so oft die angebliche litterarische Thätigkeit besteht.”84 Instead of rolling “das leere Faß,” 

literary activity ought to be something productive, a tapping and sharing of the “wine.” The 

professional careers of both Schlegel brothers, the heart of the Romantic movement, were built on 

polemics very much derived from real-world circumstances; it is in their relationship to the public 

sphere of the time that Romantics can be seen as satirists.  

Perhaps the most fruitful of these simultaneously destructive and productive Romantic 

encounters with their contemporaries was the one with Kotzebue. The first direct attack on 

Kotzebue came in the Athenäum: “Die Mildthätigkeit is die schmähliche Tugend die es in Romanen 

und Schauspielen immer ausbüßen muß, wenn gemeine Natur zum edlen Karakter erhoben, oder 

gar wie in Kotzebue’s Stücken anderweitige Schlechtigkeit wieder gut gemacht werden soll.”85 

Operating in the language of typical attacks against Kotzebue’s “Unmoral,”86 the Schlegels make 

obvious a difference between transforming “gemeine Natur zum Edlen Karakter” (what they want 

to achieve through literary activity) and what Kotzebue’s dramas allegedly do, rehabilitate 

“Schlechtigkeit” within the world as it exists.  

This dichotomy hearkens to two different ways of viewing art as a polemical tool, the 

“gemeine” method of Kotzebue and the Romantic strategy outlined by the Athenäum. These two 

polemicizations correspond to two different models of political engagement. The first, evident in 

Kotzebue’s Doctor Bahrdt, is essentially what Chantal Mouffe would call an agonistics, the 

confrontation of different ideas or persons on a dialogic plane and their rhetorical contest to 

                                                
84  “Notizen” in: August Wilhelm von Schlegel and Friedrich von Schlegel, Athenäum. Eine Zeitschrift, vol. 2 
(Berlin: Rütten & Loening, 1960), 310. See also: A.W. Schlegel. Brief an Friedrich Schlegel, Mai/Juni 1799. 
Digitale Edition der Korrespondenz August Wilhelm Schlegels.  

85 “Notizen” in: August Wilhelm von Schlegel and Friedrich von Schlegel, Athenäum. Eine Zeitschrift, vol. 1 
(Berlin: Rütten & Loening, 1960), 301. 

86 See here: Stock, 73–111, esp. 74–79, 107–11. 
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establish hegemony within the discursive field.87 While such dominance is also the immediate goal of 

the Romantic dramas we shall see below, there is at the same time a more radical, if more abstract 

ideal of political action at work here. This, as we saw in Tieck’s Kater, is a promethean act of world-

building that seeks to harness the powers of fantasy.  

In what follows, we shall see these two polemicizations as they confronted one another in 

the dramatic field. We shall see Kotzebue target Romantic thinkers, using “der gemeine Verstand” 

to accuse them of being esoteric charlatans with no value for the world around them. We shall also 

see Romantic dramatists attack Kotzebue for catering to the lowest common denominator of his 

audiences, damaging thereby not only the audience by not challenging them, but art itself by failing 

to use it in the service of creating a freer-thinking world. These two camps were not, in spite of all 

the enmity between them, complete opposites. What we will observe in this back-and-forth is not a 

further polarization between the two sides, but rather a modulation whereby Kotzebue himself 

begins building worlds and, ironically, Romantic world-building is employed in the service of the 

petty, partisan functionality of a satire which had supposedly been left behind. Through this 

engagement, Kotzebue becomes more complex and imaginative, and the Romantics, pettier and 

more directly related to this world. The two sides of this conflict were in many ways pivotal both for 

                                                
87 This is essentially the way in which Chantal Mouffe categorizes agonism: “For the agonistic perspective, the 
central category of democratic politics is the category of the ‘adversary’, the opponent with whom one shares 
a common allegiance to the democratic principles of ‘liberty and equality for all’, while disagreeing about their 
interpretation. Adversaries fight against each other because they want their interpretation of the principles to 
become hegemonic, but they do not put into question the legitimacy of their opponent’s right to fight for the 
victory of their position. This confrontation between adversaries is what constitutes the ‘agonistic struggle’ 
that is the very condition of a vibrant democracy.” Chantal Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically, ed. 
Elke Wagner (London ; New York: Verso, 2013), 7. For more on the relationship between the dramatic 
public sphere and the concept of agonism, see: Christopher B. Balme, The Theatrical Public Sphere (Cambridge ; 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 28–31. 
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the development of a sharpened satiric bite in the early nineteenth century and for the refining of 

Romantic comedic craft. By referring to these conflicts, we shall see the oft-overlooked worldliness 

of the Romantic movement and thereby gain purchase on the real-world repercussions of their 

intervention in defense of “aesthetic autonomy.” This plea for a higher purpose for art was a carving 

out of a world within the world (or a Spiel im Spiel) to let art do more important things than it might 

be able to do, were it to remain in the throes of quotidian, Kotzebue-inspired kitsch of the late 

eighteenth century.   

1.3.i Kotzebue’s Der hyperboreeische Esel 

Spurred on by comments like the “anderweitige Schlechtigkeit” ascribed to him in the 

Athenäum (cited above), Kotzebue was fed up around 1800 with authors such as Tieck and the 

Schlegel brothers poking fun at his dramas. He decided to settle the matter once and for all by 

subjecting the ringleaders of Romanticism to a treatment not that different from what he did in 

Doctor Bahrdt. In 1799, another drama came out, this time with Kotzebue’s name on the cover: Der 

hyperboreeische Esel oder die heutige Bildung. This drama premiered at the Leipziger Buchmesse in the fall 

of 1799 and was printed in 1801. Caroline Schelling (then married to August Wilhelm Schlegel) was 

in the audience, and described the scene: “Es hat grossen Lärm im Parterr gegeben pro und contra 

— das pro hat natürlich bey den Leipzigern die Oberhand behalten.” While stimulating for the 

audience, the mayor of Leipzig banned any further performances.88 Caroline’s comment that “das 

pro hat natürlich bey den Leipzigern die Oberhand behalten” indicates not only Kotzebue’s 

popularity and the relative obscurity of the Romantics, but a certain contempt for popularity itself 

— a celebration of obscurity. This celebration of esotericism, which in effect lent the whole 

                                                
88 Bernhard Seuffert, “Einleitung,” in Gustav Wasa, by Clemens Brentano, Deutsche Litteraturdenkmale des 
18. und 19. Jahrhunderts (Stuttgart: Göschen, 1883), iv. 
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movement the status of a mystery cult, is something which Kotzebue seizes upon in his attack on 

the Romantics.  

 In Der hyperboreeische Esel, Kotzebue returns to the same methods he employed in Doctor 

Bahrdt, but, in a change from his earlier anonymity, claims this work, marshalling not just his wit, but 

his popularity (which had grown immensely in the decade since the pasquinade) behind the drama in 

order to quash a relatively unknown group of authors who had been criticizing him. Although the 

Schlegel brothers had begun making a name for themselves through contacts with well-connected 

critics like Böttiger and luminaries like Goethe and Schiller,89 they represented a relatively minor part 

of the literary sphere of the time.90 The drama presents the attempt of a giant (Kotzebue) to crush a 

fly (the Romantics).  

 The stakes of Kotzebue’s “drastisches und philosophisches Lustspiel”91 are clear from the 

beginning. The play opens with a public letter to the Schlegel brothers that lays bare a host of 

problems Kotzebue finds with the Romantics: 

Ihnen, meine günstigen Herren, widme ich diesen Versuch, Ihre Lehren auch in das große Publicum 
zu verbreiten, und sie folglich gemeinnütziger zu machen. Die dramatische Form habe ich gewählt 
aus reiner Freude am sprechen und sprechen lassen. Ich bilde mir ein, ein gutes Drama gemacht zu haben, 
denn es ist drastisch, und Sie selbst sagen: Gute Dramen müssen drastisch seyn.92 

Kotzebue’s faux-conciliatory tone, citing the Schlegel brothers themselves, appears to show him 

extending an olive branch. The innocent pretext of helping out the philosophers drops quickly, and 

                                                
89 See their extensive correspondence with Böttiger, Goethe, and Schiller, esp. in the years 1797-9, cited 
above.  

90 It is something of an irony Kotzebue’s attack granted them a broader inroad to the public consciousness 
than anything they had previously been able to accomplish as a result of their own efforts.  

91Kotzebue, “Der hyperboreeische Esel,” 399. 

92 Ibid., 401-2. NOTE: In this quote, and throughout the text of this play, words which appear in italicized 
type here are quotations taken out of context from either the fragments in the Athenäum or F. Schlegel’s 
Lucinde, reproduced in a larger type-face and with a citation in Kotzebue’s original. 
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the sarcastically laudatory voice begins to relate the story of the conception of the ensuing drama. 

Kotzebue indicates that, during a discussion with a friend, the topic of the Schlegel brothers came 

up. The friend, upon being presented with the Fragmente, declares that, of these fragments, “die 

meisten wären hoher Unsinn, den Niemand, auch Sie [die Brüder Schlegel] nicht einmal 

verstünden.” Upset with his friend’s “Lästermaul,” Kotzebue reports that an idea came to him: 

“…frohlockend rief ich aus, dass es diesen herrlichen Fragmenten nur an einer fasslichern Form 

fehle, um verstanden zu werden;… dass ich mich selbst anheischig mache, sie in dramatischer Form 

so darzustellen, das Jedermann Lust und Freude daran haben solle.“93 Here is where Kotzebue’s 

main charge against the Romantics comes to the fore: on the surface, he says that Romantic 

philosophy lacks a “fasslichern Form” and thus cannot be understood.  

Kotzebue’s assault goes deeper than just saying arcane philosophy is lacking the proper 

form. Presaging many of the criticisms Junges Deutschland would level against the Romantics decades 

later,94 Kotzebue takes this argument about understandability further. He reports that he had to 

leave out some of their “schönen, volltönigen, in der neuesten philosophischen Terminologie 

ausgedrückten Wundergedanken“ because "dasjenige Publikum, für welches ich schreibe — (Sie 

wissen, ich schreibe nur für den großen Haufen)“ would not understand them.95 Kotzebue is 

marshalling the weight of the „gemeines Raissonnieren“96 for which his critics attacked him over and 

                                                
93 Kotzebue, “Der hyperboreeische Esel” 406, 7. 

94 See Heinrich Laube’s remarks on Romanticism, dealt with in Chapter 3 of this work. 

95 Kotzebue, “Der hyperboreeische Esel,” 408. 

96 Goethe, one of Kotzebue’s most bitter rivals, wrote the following line about the author: “Wir litten schon 
durch Kotzebue/ Gemeines Raisonnieren.” Cited in: Stenger, Goethe und August von Kotzebue, 161. 
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over again in a wittily biting counterattack against those who advocated a more esoteric mode of 

thought.97  

It is little stretch of the imagination, then, to suggest that Kotzebue articulates the principles 

from which to build a populist drama that utilizes folksy rationale and scathing wit to attack and 

excise undesirable elements from society. Prefiguring the later aesthetic programs of Junges 

Deutschland with which we will concern ourselves in the later chapters of this book, Kotzebue’s 

demand that the critical purchase of a literary work must be understandable to all is an insistence 

that literature have a clear connection to those for whom it is written. Looking anywhere in 

Kotzebue’s dramatic corpus, one finds figures to whom his broad audience could relate, facing the 

banal problems of domesticity in a way that was both affectively engaging and fundamentally 

understandable.98  It is fitting that, in his negative mode, the most eviscerating attacks are against an 

out-of-touch, elitist idealism.  

Der hyperboreeische Esel dramatizes this attack in highly effective fashion. The play focuses on 

the actions of two brothers, Karl and Hans. Karl, on whose education his mother has spent her 

“letztes Vermögen,” went to university in Jena so that he might be “[e]ine Stütze im Alter” for his 

mother, as his less intelligent brother Hans stays home to tend the fields.99 After having learned “bey 

Fichte die Wissenschaftslehre, bey Schlegel die Aesthetik,” and “bey Schiller die Historie,”100 Karl is to 

                                                
97 To some extent, this mirrors the bifurcation of philosophical thought into “Popularphilosophie” and 
“Kritische Philosophie” which emerged in the 1780s with the publication of Kant’s three critiques. See here: 
Hess, Reconstituting the Body Politic, 131–34. 

98 As Stock writes, Kotzebue’s ability to bring up an affective response in his audiences was nigh unparalleled: 
”Während sie ihr spontanes Empfinden hinriß, sei es zum Weinen oder zum Lachen, waren sie dem Stadium 
der Unschuld doch schonso weit entwachsen, daß sie gleichzeitig ein schlechtes Gewissen hatten wie bei 
einem verbotenen Vergnügen.” Stock, 165. 

99 Kotzebue,  “Der hyperboreeische Esel,” 418.  

100 Ibid., 420. 
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return, marry Malchen, the daughter of a local baron, and get a job in the local government to secure 

the family’s financial future. Something, however, has gone awry in Karl’s education. Frau von Berg, 

Karl’s mother, remarks that “[s]eine Briefe […] sind hochtönend, aber kalt.” This has has to do with 

the sort of education Karl received: 

Baron. Das kommt Dir nur so vor, weil wir die neue Sprache nicht verstehn. 

Fr. von Berg. Mit mir sollte er, wie vormals, vom Herzen zum Herzen reden.  

Malchen. Mit mir auch. 

Baron. Kinder, andere Zeiten, andere Sitten. Jetzt herrscht die Vernunft! Die kritische Vernunft!101 

Karl returns home shortly after this exchange and proceeds to ruin the family’s plans for future 

security. When the student arrives, nearly every word out of his mouth is an out-of-context quote 

from either the fragments in the Schlegel brothers’ Athenäum or Friedrich Schlegel’s Lucinde, 

reproduced in the text in bold lettering and accompanied by a footnoted citation. His family is 

shocked by the nonsense spewing from his mouth: 

Karl. Ich selbst bin Gott. 

Mutter. Weh mir! […] 

Karl. Jeder gute Mensch wird immer mehr und mehr Gott. Gott werden, Mensch seyn, sich bilden, sind Ausdrücke, 
die Einerlei bedeuten. 

Mutter. Was ist das! Ich fürchte, er mögte gar keinen Gott glauben, und er glaubt deren Millionen! 

Karl. Wenn jedes unendliche Individuum Gott ist, so giebts so viele Götter, als Ideale. 

Mutter. Hin ist sein Christentum!102 

This technique, a refined version of his methodology in Doctor Bahrdt, is Kotzebue’s forte, and here it 

serves exactly the intended purpose: to punctiliously demonstrate the alleged ridiculousness inherent 

to the Romantics’ attempts to potentialize thought. This passage avers Romantic idealism to be an 

                                                
101 Ibid., 418-9. 

102 Ibid., 429. NOTE: Kotzebue’s text switches between “Frau von Berg” and “Mutter” as designations for 
the same character.  
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extreme (and even dangerous) philosophy that represents a break with the social and moral 

traditions of the Germans of the time.  

The drama’s main point is further sharpened when Karl has his first encounter with the 

baron. Here, his communicative inefficacy starts to threaten his future: 

Baron. Nun Vetter? Deine Mutter scheint nicht recht mit Dir zufrieden. 

Karl. Sie hat ihre Begriffe noch aus der Alterthümlichkeit.  
Baron. Das sind nicht immer die schlechtesten. Aber freylich, du bist ein Genie. 

[…] 

Karl. Der Mensch ist eine ernsthafte Bestie. 

Baron. Eine Bestie? Schäme dich…  

[…]  

Karl. Die Narrheit ist bloß dadurch von der Tollheit verschieden, daß sie willkührlich ist wie die Dummheit. 

Baron. Also ist Deine Narrheit willkührlich? Gut, so lasse ich Dich einsperren. […] rede, was hast 
Du denn eigentlich studiert? 

Karl. Göthes rein poetische Poesie, denn sie ist die vollständigste Poesie der Poesie. 

Baron. Gott helfe mir! Du bist der vollständigste Narr aller Narren! Höre, Vetter! Noch will ich 
mich moderiren — 

Karl. Moderantismus ist Geist der kastrirten Illiberalität. …103 

Kotzebue portrays Karl, an “ideal” student of the Romantics, as the inverse of a useful member of 

society; the baron’s threat to institutionalize him is the voice of common reason excising that which 

has no place in Kotzebue’s world. As a dutiful student who apparently can do nothing but parrot 

Fichte, Schlegel, and Schiller, Karl only causes problems. The baron quickly decides that, if his 

daughter Malchen cannot talk sense into him, he will abandon his support for their marriage.  

This final gambit to save Karl from himself also fails. After Malchen says that she would 

prefer Hans’s “ehrliches Gemüth” to Karl’s “hohe kritische Aufklärung,” the student, still unable to 

speak in anything other than phrases from his teachers, asserts that “Gemüth ist die Poesie der erhabenen 

Vernunft.” With this, Malchen loses faith in Karl’s “hohe Albernheit,” and decides that she will no 

                                                
103 Kotzebue, “Der hyperboreeische Esel,” 436–40. 
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longer respond to what he says.104 Karl’s inability to speak in anything other than fragmentary 

citations of the Romantics has both communicative and legal repercussions: not unlike the 

appearance of Luther to bring home the point in Doctor Bahrdt, the prince in Der hyperboreeische Esel 

eventually sends Karl, “der größte moralische Vagabund, der mir jemals vorgekommen ist,” to an 

insane asylum.105  This, then, is what Kotzebue warns might happen should pretentious, esoteric 

Romantic philosophy ever make its way into “das große Publicum.”106 

Where Karl’s appearance in the drama is disastrous, the actions and utterances of his 

brother, Hans, yield quite different results. From the outset, Hans complains “daß ich nur ein 

simpler Mensch bin.” Accordingly, his ambitions to either find a job or marry Malchen, with whom 

he is in love,  would seem to be unattainable: he knows how to hunt, but in the forestry department 

“[a]lle Dienste sind besetzt;” in spite of his love for Malchen, “der Klügste muß die Beste haben,” 

and so she must go to Karl.107 Against the seeming impossibility of his dreams, serendipity 

intervenes: while on the hunt, the prince is attacked by a wild boar, and “[f]lugs springt unser Hans 

vor, zuckt sein Waidmesser, stellt sich dem erboßten Thier entgegen, und läßt es anlaufen, wie man 

eine Lerche spießt.”108 This act of bravery earns him the prince’s recognition, who appoints him 

Oberforstmeister. With a steady job, he has thus saved his family and is able to marry Malchen. The 

obvious moral of the story: the simple morality and common sense of an uneducated person is more 

                                                
104 Ibid., 451-2.  

105 Ibid., 463, 466. 

106 Ibid., 399. 

107 Ibid., 423-4, 426. 

108 Ibid., 453. 
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useful than the esoteric mysteries of Romanticism, and will get an individual much further in this 

life. 

Kotzebue’s defense of his own quotidian view of the world is an affirmation of that which 

already exists, rather than the construction of something new. There is thus a fundamental 

conservatism109 in his writing. He believes in the preservation and celebration of life as it is, not as it 

might be, the affirmation of that which is present in and thus peculiar to society as it then was. His 

attack on Romanticism is in its essential parts a defense of then-prevalent societal trends and moods 

against what he casts here as a dangerously useless interloper in the form of Romantic philosophy. 

This defensive, excising posture is fundamentally an expression of literary agonism, Kotzebue’s 

attempt to maintain hegemony within the literary sphere of his time. But his attempt to crush a fly 

quickly backfired. What came back at him from the Romantic side would prompt a distinct change 

in his work wherein his “gemeiner Verstand” is transported to increasingly fantastic worlds.   

1.3.ii Romantic Responses: Brentano’s Gustav Wasa and A.W. Schlegel’s Ehrenpforte 

Kotzebue’s broadside was quickly followed by two romantic responses, one from the young 

aspiring poet, Clemens Brentano, and the other from August Wilhelm Schlegel. In both responses, 

we shall see in the first instance an engagement on the agonistic, dialogic plane where Kotzebue 

sought to do away with them. This initial engagement with the same methods Kotzebue employed 

quickly expands into something altogether different: the ironizing of this agonistic dramatic plane, its 

essential transformation into a site of Romantic Potenzieren, or, to quote Friedrich Schlegel, an 

example of what happens “wenn die Ironie wild wird.”110 In their responses to Kotzebue’s Esel, 

                                                
109 It is this kind of conservatism which brought Kotzebue afoul not just of the Romantics, but also of 
nascent German nationalists. See here: George S. Williamson, “What Killed August von Kotzebue? The 
Temptations of Virtue and the Political Theology of German Nationalism, 1789–1819,” The Journal of Modern 
History 72, no. 4 (December 2000): 890–943. 

110 Friedrich Schlegel, “Über die Unverständlichkeit,” 207.  
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Brentano and Schlegel seize the opportunity to attempt the transubstantiation of the satiric form; in 

their quest to transform all art forms to fit with their aesthetic program, even satire must change 

from quotidian polemic into a medium whereby the human spirit can be unchained. We shall see in 

both Brentano’s Gustav Wasa (1800) and Schlegel’s Ehrenpforte und Triumpfbogen für den 

Theaterpräsidenten von Kotzebue bey seiner gehofften Rückkehr ins Vaterland (1800) literary incorporations of 

the “offenen Kampf des ‘Athenäums’ gegen die Utilitarisierung und Trivialisierung der Literatur als 

Ware.”111 For Brentano, this fight comes to the fore both as a dialogic, polemical agonism against 

Kotzebue and as a radical creativity which fantasticates the mimetic bounds of the satiric mode, 

yielding through fantasy an ironizing of the dramatic form. For Schlegel, we also see an agonistic 

engagement with Kotzebue, but an altogether different means of breaking satire on the altar of 

fantasy-filled irony. As opposed to the citational and dramaturgically experimental maneuvers of 

Brentano’s Gustav Wasa,  the Ehrenpforte breaks with a purely confrontational, agonistic mode by 

embedding its dramatic component within a broader poetic milieu, potentializing its message 

through formal diversification.  

Brentano’s Gustav Wasa is, like Tieck’s Der gestiefelte Kater, an attempt within the diegetic112 

realm of a Theaterstück to transform the medium. The negative, polemical element of his drama 

(attacking Kotzebue) is done in such a way as to showcase the potential of the Romantic school to 

radically re-envision dramatic art. Stefan Scherer writes that a common theme among early Romantic 

dramas is the use of parabasis to interrupt the plot, to confuse “die identifaktorische 

Aufmerksamkeit” of the audience and thereby to free “das Wunderbare”  as the 

                                                
111 Michael Gross, Ästhetik und Öffentlichkeit: die Publizistik der Weimarer Klassik, Germanistiche Texte und 
Studien, Bd. 45 (Hildesheim ; New York: Olms-Weidmann, 1994), 417. 

112 “Diegetic” is a term more often found in film studies, but which fulfills essentially the same purpose here, 
i.e. to indicate something happening within the portrayed world.  
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“selbstverständlichen Bestandteil der theatralischen Darstellung” 113 and create a “sich 

freisetzende[…] Schöpfungsgeschichte romantischer Poesie…”114  In its use of parabasis and the 

breaking of diegetic bounds (“sich freisetzende[…] Schöpfungsgeschichte”), Gustav Wasa is an 

attempt to create Romantic drama.  In the eyes of most, Brentano’s attempt was a failure. According 

to Frederick Burwick, Brentano was “so adept in mimicking the style of Puss-in-Boots that Tieck 

thought himself a target of the devastating parody.”115 There were also some formal deficiencies: as 

Uwe Japp writes, the play “ist eines der unregelmäßigsten Dramen der Weltliteratur.”116 Adding to 

this that, unlike Tieck’s Kater, the Schlegel brothers did not find the drama very funny117 and that, 

unlike either  Der hyperboreeische Esel or Gustav Wasa (the Kotzebue play from which Brentano’s drama 

takes its name), this drama was not (and, unlike the Kater, could not be) performed, the young 

Romantic’s attempt must be considered, at best, an attempt, and at that a failed one, to revolutionize 

dramatic production in the tradition heralded by Tieck. In spite of these shortcomings,  Gustav Wasa 

demonstrates in principle the drive of the Romantics to refashion satiric drama and shows us in 

stark relief the sorts of shifts Romantic theorists sought to bring to bear on dramaturgy. Unlike 

Tieck’s careful attention to stageability and his line-toeing between different literary forms (drama, 

prose, poetry), Brentano combines these genres in ways that destabilize the boundaries of the 

artwork and disregard questions of stageability entirely. 

                                                
113 Scherer, Witzige Spielgemälde, 29. 

114 Ibid., 496. 

115 Burwick, 293. 

116 Uwe Japp, Die Komödie der Romantik: Typologie und Überblick, Untersuchungen zur deutschen 
Literaturgeschichte, Bd. 100 (Tübingen: M. Niemeyer, 1999), 47. 

117 See here the letter from Dorothea Veit to Friedrich Schleiermacher, were she calls the play “herzlich 
dumm und toll.” Clemens Brentano, Dichter über ihre Dichtungen, ed. Werner Vordtriede and Gabriele 
Bartenschlager (München: Heimeran, 1970), 88–89. 
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Gustav Wasa starts right where Kotzebue’s Der hyperboreeische Esel leaves off, and quickly 

descends into a surreal dream where the Romantic vision of art is pitted against the triviality of 

Kotzebue’s ilk. Here, Brentano’s basic mode of attack maintains the sorts of polemics Kotzebue 

engaged in in both Doctor Bahrdt and Der hyperboreeische Esel, but the means of exposition are radically 

different, presenting a magical world from which to hurl attacks. On its surface, the hallmarks of 

literary satire are obvious: the work begins with the words “Pagina 58 des Hyperboreischen Esels 

und so weiter,” marking itself as a continuation of Kotzebue’s Esel. The plot nominally follows the 

characters in Der hyperboreeische Esel as they ride a “Wurst” to Weimar to go see a performance of “die 

Komödie[…], die unser aller Vater, der Herr von Kotzebue, sehr schnell erfunden hat,” Kotzebue’s 

Gustav Wasa. In a first shot at Kotzebue, Hans worries that he will not be able to comprehend the 

play: “Ich werde mein möglichstes thun, die Komödie zu verstehen,” to which the Fürst replies, “Sie 

werden das sehr leicht, […] denn der Herr von Kotzebue hat das Stück zu Ihrem Vermählungsfest 

gedichtet, und den Helden […] ganz nach Ihnen gebildet.”118 Hans, with the simple morality and the 

“gemeiner Verstand” given him by Kotzebue, should of course be able to understand a drama 

written for and modeled after him. Almost immediately, the continuities with Kotzebue’s work stop 

and the “irregularities” mentioned by Japp come to the fore.  

The chaotic nature of the drama roars forth as the action moves to a library, where some 

philosophers are having a discussion. As the ancient Romans Seneca, Tertullian and Ovid all 

complain about the state of modern theater under Kotzebue’s spell, any pretension the work might 

have to offering a simulacrum of reality disappears. Offended by what the philosophers are saying,  

several of Kotzebue’s plays chime in, defending themselves in terms that more accurately depict 

romantic critiques of Kotzebue’s ill effect on drama: “Je mehr der Pöbel sich in dem Pöbel spiegelt, 

                                                
118 Brentano, “Gustav Wasa,” 1, 4. 
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je größer wird der Pöbel.”119 The play then descends further into chaos, with all sorts of other 

inanimate objects being allowed to speak; as Japp writes, a peculiarity of Brentano’s “besteht darin, 

Dinge (Bücher, Waldhörner, Lampen, Spinnräder etc.) reden zu lassen.”120 These animated 

inanimate characters, including Schiller’s Lied von der Glocke,121 are all deployed to attack Kotzebue 

for his simplistic view of the world and his plebeian dramas. Among the curios of Romantic 

comedy, Brentano’s Gustav Wasa stands out for its supreme creativity in the cast of characters, 

attempting thereby to instantiate what Scherer called the drama’s “sich freisetzende[…] 

Schöpfungsgeschichte romantischer Poesie.”122 Ultimately, what this attempt reveals is not an 

overemphasis on “the witty polemics of satire,” but, as Burwick writes, an overemphasis on formal 

play that ultimately both blunts the satire’s efficacy and becomes so complicated that the work falls 

back in on itself. 123 Brentano’s Gustav Wasa is not a drama, it is a Romantic game which succeeds in 

its debasing of mimetic drama and simultaneous bacchanalian creation of a new, chaotic world. 

Ultimately, however, the work remains problematic: its preoccupation with hyperbolic, fantasticating 

creativity alienates it too far from polemic to remain satire and, as we saw in its Romantic reception, 

too far even from intended audiences to effectively advertise the Romantic mode as an alternative.   

A more consequential response to Kotzebue came from one of the Esel’s targets, August 

Wilhelm Schlegel. Schlegel’s Ehrenpforte und Triumpfbogen für den Theaterpräsidenten von Kotzebue bey seiner 

gehofften Rückkehr ins Vaterland (1800) was more consequential both because of how it was received 
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122 Scherer, 496. 

123 Burwick, Illusion and the Drama, 293.  
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by contemporaries and because of its more effective play with form. Where Brentano created a work 

that through its chaotic form ironically validates most of the charges Kotzebue made against the 

Romantics, Schlegel demonstrates a more or less viable Romantic alternative to trivial literature, a 

genuine “Ironie der Ironie” that potentializes the dramatic form through a prodigious combinatory 

act of literary creation. 

As Roger Paulin writes, the Ehrenpforte “showed what he [Schlegel] could do, and all in a 

comic vein: sonnets, ballads, romances, epigrams[…] One senses his urge to display versatility and 

[…] virtuosity.”124 The work displays an incredible breadth of forms, all marshalled in the service of 

attacking Kotzebue. The work begins with ten “burlesken” sonnets, then moves through “eine 

Menge” of epigrams into a “Catalogue raisonée von Kotzebue’s Schauspielen” that attacks the moral 

standpoints in Kotzebue’s plays. The document ends with a “Festgesang Deutscher 

Schauspielerinnen bey Kotzebue’s Rückkehr,” an ode, a Romanze, a poem entitled “Kotzebues 

Reisebeschreibung” and an “Abschied” whose penultimate line is “O wärst du nie gebohren!”125 

Tucked in the middle of these poems is a drama, “Kotzebue’s Rettung oder der tugendhafte 

Verbannte. Ein empfindsam-romantisches Schauspiel.”  

The Ehrenpforte begins with a “Vorbericht des Herausgebers” that inverts Kotzebue’s open 

letter to the Schlegel brothers by mockingly praising Kotzebue’s “Heil und Ruhm,” which reaches 

“bis zu den Sternen.”  The document positions itself as a compendium of works praising Kotzebue. 

Claiming that “die folgenden Gedichte  […] durch einen Zufall in meine Hände gekommen sind,” 

the “Verfasser” quickly discredits the fawning tone of the initial lines by bringing up the collection’s 

failings, most vigorously in relation to the drama it contains: “Eine Menge Dinge sind angelegt, die 
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ohne Folge bleiben, die Wahrscheinlichkeit wird häufig verletzt […] ; sogar zu der geschmacklosen 

Erfindung sprechender Namen, wie Böttiger und Falk, hat der Verfasser sein Zuflucht 

genommen.”126 The inversion of Kotzebue’s criticism in Der hyperboreeische Esel becomes quite clear 

when we consider the terms in which the “Verfasser” here is attacking the drama. By calling out the 

drama for lacking in logical cohesion and for frequently injuring “die Wahrscheinlichkeit,” Schlegel 

is, not unlike the charlatan critics in Tieck’s Kater, parodying a whole school of mimetic dramatists, 

among whom Kotzebue was “one of the worst perpetrators…”127 On the one hand, the 

“Vorbericht” highlights what Schlegel perceived to be the stupidity of overemphasizing realistic 

situations in the hopes of pursuing an audience with the sort of “gemeiner Verstand” Kotzebue 

often mirrored in his dramas. On the other, the Ehrenpforte as a whole implicitly re-elevates to a 

privileged position the Unverständlichkeit for which the Schlegel brothers had been attacked by 

Kotzebue. 

The sorts of ironic inversions evident in the “Vorbericht” continue throughout the work and 

form the basis of Schlegel’s attempt to re-envision satire. As an aesthetic mode with a certain 

indelible relationship to an assumed reality, satire in the hands of August Wilhelm Schlegel turns into 

an “Ironie der Ironie.” The Ehrenpforte continually debases its depictions at the moment of their 

creation, thereby playing with the material task of satire and in some sense offering literary proof of 

the efficacy of the Romantic poetics of irony. If the goal of the Romantic polemics with Kotzebue 

                                                
126 Schlegel, Ehrenpforte, iii, vi.  

127 Gloria Flaherty, “Empathy and Distance: German Romantic Theories of Acting Reconsidered,” in 
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was to demonstrate the poetic value of their aesthetic conceptions, then it is here, in Schlegel’s reply 

to Kotzebue, that we see the zenith of the productive capacity of Jena Romanticism.128  

The drama at the center of the Ehrenpforte opens with a more effective borrowing of 

Kotzebue’s dramatic production than Brentano’s recourse to talking books, one that rests on a 

constantly shifting ironic locus and the use of characters from Kotzebue’s plays. La Peyrouse, a 

French explorer and the subject of one of Kotzebue’s plays, is looking for the dramatist, and has 

landed right in the middle of “Das Deutsche Theater,” as a nearby prompter explains to him. It is 

here that the attack on Kotzebue for what his dramas have allegedly done to German theater comes 

to the fore. This begins with the setting: 

La Peyrouse. Aber wie heißt denn der Ort? 

Soufleur. Das Deutsche Theater.  

La Peyrouse. Ah ha, das Deutsche Theater. Seht, ich konnte nicht klug daraus werden, weil Dinge 
aus den verschiedensten Erdstrichen dicht bey einander stehn: hier der Peruanische Sonnentempel, 
dort die Kamtschadalischen Jurten, hier Brodbaum und Palme, dort Disteln und Rennthiermoos.  

Soufleur. Einfältiger Mensch! darin besteht ja eben das Deutsche Theater.  

La Peyrouse. Gut, ich bin also auf dem Deutschen Theater. Wie komme ich nun wieder in die 
wirkliche Welt hinaus? 

Soufleur. Immer verkehrter! Du hast hier die Wirklichkeit viel wirklicher als draußen: die 
Häuslichkeit häuslicher, die Oekonomie ökonomischer, die Biederkeit biederer, und die Deutschheit 
deutscher.129 

By equating the German theater with various stage decorations which reached the public through 

Kotzebue’s plays and then having the prompter claim that reality is “viel wirklicher als draußen” in 

the German theater, Schlegel is attacking both Kotzebue’s legendary capacity to conjure up an 

affective response in his audience (making things seem more real than reality) and his 
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129 Schlegel, Ehrenpforte, 23–25. 
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cosmopolitanism, evident in an Incan sun temple and a yurt, a Brodbaum from the tropics and 

Rennthiermoos from Siberia being right next to each other.  

 Having learned that his “father,” Kotzebue, has been banished to Siberia by the Russian tsar, 

La Peyrouse takes it upon himself to assemble a coalition of Kotzebue’s other “children,” the heroes 

from other plays, to rescue the playwright. The explorer quickly comes across a problem: most of 

them are dead or too incapacitated to participate in such a venture. The drama then plays both on 

the titles of Kotzebue’s plays and the common assumption of his immorality as La Peyrouse learns 

that “die edle Lüge” of one character was “der Anfang einer unseligen Verstandesverwirrung” which 

eventually led to the character bashing his head in against a wall.130 The explorer tries to find Rolla, 

“den Feldherrn der Peruaner” to lead his army, but “der ist todt.”131 La Peyrouse then asks about 

“die ehrwürdigen Priester, die heiligen Jungfrauen der Sonne,” and learns that the Incan sun temple 

had been turned into “ein Erziehungs-Institut” “mit den Fortschritten der Aufklärung und 

Vernunft.” After Cora, one of the priestesses, married a Spaniard, the whole religious order came 

crashing down: “Die übrigen Sonnenjungfrauen […] wünschten Cora’s Beyspiel zu folgen […] Sie 

thaten alle nichts Böses, sie beleidigten alle die Götter nicht, sie waren alle unschuldig, aber ehe man 

sich’s versah, trugen sie die Unschuld nicht mehr im Herzen, sondern unter dem Herzen.” Having 

given up their chastity, the virginal priestesses ruined their religious system, and so now instead of 

mighty conduits of the sun-god, all La Peyrouse can hope for is “Eine Procession der Jungfrauen 

mit ihren sämtlichen Kindern,” which “wird gewiß für unsern Kotzebue bey dem Monarchen etwas 

auswirken.”132 Satisfied with this coalition, La Peyrouse heads out to speak to the tsar. 
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 Here, the setting changes to Siberia for the second act, where Kotzebue himself appears as a 

character and is roundly denounced both intellectually and morally. The playwright has found 

gainful employment in exile, teaching German to the daughter of a local chieftain. Puseltusel, as the 

daughter is called, is a study in immorality, fascinated on hearing that in Kotzebue’s works “die 

Mädchen den Männern nachlaufen.” Kotzebue is enamored by the young beauty, and wants to run 

away with her, but cannot figure out how to do so. This leads to the first German lesson, where 

Puseltusel asks how to say “Das Hintertheil bewegt sich,” which Kotzebue translates into the 

markedly more profane “der Steiß puppert.”133  In these initial interchanges, the venom with with 

which Schlegel indicts Kotzebue’s idiocy and immorality is readily apparent. 

 This indictment is quickly expanded to include an attack on the effect Kotzebue’s plays have 

on their audiences, demonstrated by Kotzebue himself. In a first swipe that evokes the dancing bear 

in  Heinrich von Kleist’s “Über das Marionettentheater,”134 another exile named Benjowsky has 

Puseltusel perform her “allerliebsten Bärentanz” for Kotzebue, who is so convinced by her acting 

that he forgets she is not, in fact, a bear: 

Kotzebue. Au weh! Au weh! der Bär giebt mir Ohrfeigen mit den Tatzen. Ich gehe durch. 

Benjowsky. Besinn dich, halte Stand, es ist ja Puseltusel und kein wirklicher Bär.  

Kotzebue. Ach — es ist wahr! — Dieß Kunstwerk hatte eine gar zu starke Täuschung in mir 
hervorgebracht.  

As the scene progresses, Kotzebue and Benjowsky both decide to dance along “als Jäger,” and then 

all three head off into a nearby cabin.135 In the first instance, this invokes the same criticism Tieck 

made of naturalist aesthetic criticism in Der gestiefelte Kater (and which, to some degree, Kleist does in 
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“das Marionettentheater”).136 In the second, this interchange demonstrates through Kotzebue 

himself the gullibility of audiences looking for a “verständige Illusion;” Kotzebue himself becomes 

the “Pöbel,” so desperately seeking self-affirmation through plays that mirror back to him that for 

which he is looking that he becomes lost in a deluge of pointless tricks that do nothing to improve 

him and, ironically, shatter his grasp on reality as it is. Enraptured by Puseltusel’s “himmlische 

Naivetät,” the Ehrenpforte’s Kotzebue endeavors to escape with the chieftain’s daughter to China, 

where she will be the star of the “deutsches Theater” he plans to found there after securing passage 

from a trader named Ting-Tong. As he is on the verge of being caught by the Siberian chieftain 

charged with overseeing his exile, Kotzebue is saved by  a deus ex machina in the form of a talking dog 

who runs onto the scene: “Wau wau! Kotzebau! Du bist frey! Der Monarch hat begnadigt. Kannst 

zurückreisen. Die Freu-eude, das Lau-Lau-Laufen — ich gebe den Geist au-au-au-auf. (stirbt.)” “O 

Freude!” Kotzebue exclaims, “Entzücken über meine Befreyung! Mußtet ihr durch den Tod dieses 

meines gefühlvollen Retters verbittert werden[…]?”137 He then drops his plans and returns to the 

“Vaterland,” goes before the tsar and promises to bring “verständigere Personen” into his plays and 

promptly goes back to writing the same sort of “gemeine” plays he always had.138 

If there is any difference between the attack we see here and the assault we saw in Kotzebue, 

it comes from the delivery mechanism and not the intention. Schlegel’s fantastical exposition — 

populating the drama with fictional beings and a talking dog — serves the same purpose as 

Kotzebue’s more mimetic style. The point of Schlegel’s attack is essentially that Kotzebue’s 

simplistic views on morality, propagated through his numerous and essentially interchangeable 
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dramas, has led to a spiritual pauperization of the German people. Over and against this, as Schlegel 

demonstrates with the introduction of the talking dog, there is a more fantastic way of approaching 

the craft of playwriting, one which can take recourse to the imagination in order to criticize in a 

more nuanced way. The juxtaposition of the dog which can actually talk in the diegetic realm and 

Puseltusel, who can just act the part of a bear very well, both of which Kotzebue takes to be reality, 

is an ironizing of the idiocy Schlegel perceives not just in Kotzebue, but also in the theatrical 

audiences and praxis of the time. Kotzebue himself is the target of the greatest ironies in the play: 

having been banished in the drama in part for writing empty-headed plays, the fact that, after his 

release, he goes back to the same sort of thing he had always done is a figurative debasement of the 

debasing displacement suffered upon him (exile). Kotzebue himself becomes an “Ironie der Ironie.”  

Both Brentano and Schlegel demonstrate that the Romantic attempt to transform satire 

functions by recourse to irony. As we have seen, this ironizing happens through the introduction of 

fantastic elements. By relativizing reality through irony, these fantastic elements debase the material 

connection on which satire depends; fantasy potentializes or Romanticizes the satiric mode, while at 

the same time rendering it not quite satire anymore. That Romantic satire is not really satire is not a 

negative aspect; it is rather a function of Romantic artistry’s attempt to use any and all available 

aesthetic modes to unleash the creative potential of the individual, to begin a radical imaginative 

process that transforms the human psyche. By offering an ironic caricature of the playwright, both 

Brentano and Schlegel demonstrate the impossibility of expecting such a transformation from 

Kotzebue’s dramaturgy, Brentano in a wildly creative, Schlegel in a more effective manner.  

1.3.iii Kotzebue’s Die deutschen Kleinstädter and Die Expectorationen 

The polemics between Kotzebue and the Romantics were just getting started with these 

dramas. In 1802, several events transpired that brought Goethe in on the side of the Romantics 

against Kotzebue. Kotzebue had submitted a play, Die deutschen Kleinstädter, to be performed in 
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Weimar. This was a comedy which, instead of the obvious attacks of either Doctor Bahrdt or Der 

hyperboreeische Esel, made use of Jean Paul’s little village of Krähwinkel139 to satirize the mindset of 

many a provincial German town, Weimar included. On the whole, the play reads as an attempt on 

Kotzebue’s part to accept some of the criticisms leveled at him by his detractors and to get more 

imaginative in his playwriting. At a few points, Die deutschen Kleinstädter lightly makes fun of the 

Schlegel brothers. Goethe, the theater-director in Weimar, decided to censor all of these instances 

before allowing it to be performed. This enraged Kotzebue, who then tried and failed to organize a 

little festival in Schiller’s honor, attempting to stir up conflict between the two titans of Weimar 

classicism. Goethe took the row a step further by actively helping to improve and stage plays by the 

Schlegel brothers, the tragedies Alarcos and Ion.140 The affair reached its zenith in 1803, when 

Kotzebue founded Der Freimüthige, a newspaper whose sole purpose was, to quote Rainer Schmitz, 

“eine lebhafte Guerilla gegen die Weimarer, an der Spitze Goethe, und gegen die Schlegel zu 

führen…”141 Beyond these publishing endeavors, Kotzebue also returned to the most effective tool 

in his literary arsenal, writing another drama whose authorship he fervently denied: 1803’s Die 

Expectorationen. We can surmise that the return to anonymity comes mostly from the work’s return to 

merciless Rufmord, the consequences of which Kotzebue knew all-too-well. 

Mocking the Romantics, Die Expectorationen proclaims itself to be both “ein Kunstwerk und 

zugleich ein Vorspiel zum Alarcos,” the play by Friedrich Schlegel which, with Goethe’s help, was 

being staged in 1803.142 In this short Vorspiel, Kotzebue’s wrath knows no end. The first scene 
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begins with “GÖTHE DER GROSSE” as he sits “auf einem bequemen Throne, die Hände über 

den Bauch gefaltet,” pondering some paintings on the wall. As opposed to Kotzebue’s other satiric 

plays, everything is written in rhymed, metered verse, which the playwright uses to great comedic 

effect. In his opening monologue, the character Göthe declares:  

Ich bin doch ein erstaunlich großer Mann! 
In meinem Hause zweifelt keiner daran. 
Daß ich der größte Dichter auf Erden sey, 
Ist nun einmal meine Liebhaberey, 
Und dazu halt’ ich mir ein paar Jungen, 
Daß es mir täglich wird vorgesungen, 
Die bekommen zum süßen Lohn 
Meine allerhöchste Protection, 
[…] 
Dürfen von Kunst wie die Elstern schwatzen, 
Vor Eigenliebe wie Frösche zerplatzen, 
Dürfen an Wielands Ruhme nagen, 
Wie ein paar ausgehungerte Ratzen, 
Dürfen dem Voltaire Schnippgen schlagen 
Und den Euripides zerkratzen…143 

Göthe proclaims himself the greatest poet on earth, and keeps “ein paar Jungen” to feed his own 

self-aggrandizement. These young men, described as “Elstern” and “Frösche,” as debasers of 

Wieland and Voltaire, promptly enter the hall as “A.W. SCHLEGEL DER WÜTENDE” and “FR. 

SCHLEGEL DER RASENDE.” They hail their master: “Du reine poetische Poesie,/ Du Poesie 

der Poesie./ Hier naht dein getreues Vieh./ Dem deine Hoheit Schutz verlieh.” Göthe welcomes the 

brothers, remarks that the two must be quite thirsty, and so offers them a drink: he expectorates on 

the floor, and the Schlegels “gerathen sich in die Haare, weil ein Jeder das Gespuckte zuerst 

auflecken will.”144 Even compared with the barbs in Der hyperboreische Esel, this is a new level of 

venom which only gets more inventive. 
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 The creative, fantasy-filled height of Kotzebue’s satiric vitriol unveils itself moments later in 

the Vorspiel. After the travelers have refreshed themselves with Göthe’s expectorations, the lord of 

the house offers them a meal:  

Jetzt aber hab’ ich eine Tracht 
Der leckersten Schlüsseln euch zugedacht. 
Und will euch dermassen tractiren, 
Daß ihr euch sollt gesättigt verspüren. 
Seht, aufgetragen wird soeben: 
Ein gebratener Wieland den Anfang macht, 
Ein gestopfter Böttiger steht daneben, 
Ein Haché von Kotzebue gehört zur zweiten Tracht… 
[…] 
Ihr, fremden Ruhmes gedungene Mörder, 
Nehmt Platz, ich bitte, langet zu! 
Beliebt euch etwa ein Stückgen Herder? 
Oder eine Portion von Kotzebu? 
Eßt nach Gefallen mit frischer Semmel, 
Oder tunkt den Brocken in eigen Gift, 
Den man stets bey euch, ihr Neidhämmel, 
Im Bläsgen unter der Zunge trift.145 

This is the most scathing attack on either Goethe or the Schlegel brothers that ever reached the light 

of day in their lifetimes. Eventually, Göthe falls asleep to dreams of being crowned the pope and 

begins snoring, which August Schlegel dutifully begins to transcribe as “reine musicalische Musik” 

and “Musik der Musik.”146 Here we see Kotzebue engaging in a sort of fantastication that would 

appear to be a concession to Romantic methods of production, but the fantastication is one not that 

different from Doctor Bahrdt. As opposed to a “romanticizing” of satiric production, Kotzebue 

merely doubles down on the direct, petty attack which is his hallmark. He had, in a sense, tried his 

hand at world-building with Die deutschen Kleinstädter, been rebuffed, and taken his revenge by 

escalating his satiric attacks to allegations of metaphorical cannibalism.  

*** 

                                                
145 Ibid., 209. Emphasis in original.  

146 Kotzebue, “Die Expectorationen,” 207, 209, 223. 
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The back-and-forth between Kotzebue and his many detractors led neither to the demise of 

the sort of drama he produced nor to its yielding of primacy on the stage of the day to a more 

“enlightening” kind of artwork. The only event which definitively ended the success of Kotzebue’s 

pen was his assassination by the nationalist Karl Ludwig Sand in 1819. In the feud between 1799 and 

1803, we see no clear victory of one side over the other, but we do see cause to reconsider the 

specific conditions under which Romantic idealism articulated irony as a critical vehicle alongside 

more pointed satire. 

The crucible in which Romantic comedy was founded was not purely a consideration of 

Shakespearean or Greek ideals: it was a concerted attempt to drive out the sort of theater most 

people watched at the time, a drama most popularly manifested in Kotzebue. This indicates the 

polemical nature of these works, a nature all-too-easily forgotten when considering them. Anyone 

wishing to know the origins of Romantic comedy must not only read the theoretical treatises of the 

Schlegel brothers, they must also read what they wrote against, namely, Kotzebue.  

As this section has demonstrated, the Romantic attempt to use comedic drama to trigger the 

metaphysical Potenzieren of an observer was intimately, if inversely, related to a Kotzebuean comedic 

drama with a much more profane purpose: to make fun of something in such a way that anybody 

with a cursory knowledge of the object would understand the attack and be able to join in. Neither 

of these polemicizations could supplant the other; rather, in their confrontation, the two forms were 

sharpened, modulated by one another. Romantic artists were able to cut their teeth on satire, a form 

which, as Scherer pointed out above, would seem outside of their aesthetic purview, and Kotzebue 

could continue to rally the scourge of satire to the same purpose it had always been there.  

1.4 Conclusion 

What happened to satire in the years around 1800? The back-and-forth between Kotzebue 

and his Romantic enemies brought with it a slight fantastication of the formal expression of satire, 
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most evident in the wildly imaginative expressions of Romantic comedy. This was not, however, a 

replacement of satire with irony, as the continued prevalence of direct attack even by Kotzebue’s 

enemies demonstrates. There is an essential function within satire — the destructive ridicule of a 

specific object — which cannot be replicated through irony. While this refutational character of 

satire might be modulated, made more fanciful through the introduction of talking books, talking 

dogs, or the mixing of fictitious and real people into the action of a drama, while satire could, in a 

word, be ironized, it could not be supplanted. No replacement of the satiric scourge with the ironic 

“leichte Pfeile” occurs, for this implies a functional transmogrification that excludes the very point 

of satire: a direct assault through literature. This direct assault is of course related to and indeed 

based on a non-literary polemical critique of an individual, but, in being expressed through literature, 

takes on a broader purview, generating archetypical, generalizable attacks by referencing persons, 

places, or things which, in literature, are subsumed into a larger discursive framework that allows for 

a ridiculing attack that burns everything in its path.  

What then to make of all of the aesthetic attempts to supplant satire with something more 

aesthetically palatable? We can consider these less as earnest attempts to remake art in line with 

abstract principles and more as rhetorical moves in a very personal, often petty debate between 

representatives of different practical schools. The story of this chapter is a story about why the 

aesthetic programs articulated against Kotzebue were not discoveries of universal aesthetic truths, 

but were in fact specific responses articulated under specific circumstances. Neither Schiller, nor 

Herder, nor Tieck, nor Brentano, nor Schlegel, nor any of Kotzebue’s other enemies could articulate 

an aesthetic program that could compete with Kotzebue’s on the dramatic stage of the day, much 

less one that could supplant it in terms of contemporary popularity.  

What we have seen is that those authors (Goethe, Schiller, Tieck, Friedrich and August 

Wilhelm Schlegel, Herder) who form the core of the canon during the classical period of German 
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letters were unsuccessful in their attempts to assert their own aesthetic form in the field of dramatic 

satire. When it comes to literary character assassination, the satiric whip proves itself again and again 

to be of use, even in the hands of those who would replace it with something else.  

While we typically think of the public sphere as a place for reasoned discourse, there was 

also a place therein for Spott: the question was, what form ought ridicule to take? As we have seen, 

this question had two answers: direct, uncompromising satire á la Kotzebue and the indirect, 

potentializing irony pioneered by the Romantics. These two forms are the basic building blocks 

from which a variety of authors, coming from very different political positions, would fashion a 

broad range of satiric works in the first decades of the nineteenth century. While the more populist 

impulse would continue to use satiric caricature in the service of petty attacks, the more 

romanticizing or aestheticizing impulse would diversify and elaborate the ironies of Romantic 

comedy into a type of allegorical comedic production that reached great heights in the Restoration 

period in German literature. As we shall see in the next chapter, this latter, allegorical category 

paradoxically became the primary means of smuggling political content onto the stage when this was 

elsewhere impossible. Persistent as it was, direct satiric attack was both aesthetically and politically 

frowned upon during the Restoration, and would, in most cases, have to wait until the more raucous 

years of the late Vormärz to rear its head again and, as Kotzebue did to the Romantics and Goethe, 

bring its whip out against the ossified and ossifying structures of Vormärz political society.   
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CHAPTER 2. BROADENING HORIZONS: SYMBOLISM AND ENTZAUBERUNG IN 
THE ZAUBERSTÜCK BETWEEN BIEDERMEIER LESEDRAMA AND VIENNESE 

VOLKSTHEATER 
 
Introduction: The Zauberstück in the Restaurationszeit 

 In 1791, an opera debuted in Vienna that gave new life to a comedic genre of great  

import for the ensuing five decades of dramatic production: Die Zauberflöte, brainchild of W.A. 

Mozart and Emanuel Schikaneder. The opera was so popular that it repeated on its original stage 

over two hundred times in the next decade.1 Its influence quickly let itself be known elsewhere, with, 

for example, the massive sets and elaborate costumes required to stage the work finding themselves 

reused in other dramas.2 A revival of the grandeur of the baroque stage,3 this genre was the 

Zauberstück, and its basic mode of conduct was to invent fantastic situations through which to offer 

moral criticism of aspects of society in a manner that would draw in as many people as possible. As 

Martin Nedbal writes of Die Zauberflöte, these fantastic comedies were “less concerned with 

appeasing the ideologues of state-supported national theater than attracting paying audiences from 

                                                
1 Tadeusz Krzeszowiak, Freihaustheater in Wien 1787 - 1801: Wirkungsstätte von W. A. Mozart und E. Schikaneder ; 
Sammlung der Dokumente, 1. Aufl (Wien: Böhlau, 2009), 168.  

2 Tieck pokes fun at this in numerous works, in order, as Peter Branscombe writes, to attack certain 
“meretricious” techniques of the theatrical scene of the time. Peter Branscombe, “The Literary Afterlife of 
the Zauberflöte,” in Words on Music: Essays in Honor of Andrew Porter on the Occasion of His 75th Birthday, ed. David 
Rosen and Claire Brook (Pendragon Press, 2003), 15-18. Ferdinand Raimund’s Mädchen aus der Zauberwelt oder 
der Bauer als Millionair debuted over thirty years later and featured a parrot whose costume was likely to still 
evoke Papageno. Ferdinand Raimund, “Das Mädchen aus der Feenwelt oder Der Bauer als Millionair,” in 
Sämtliche Werke (München: Winkler, 1960), 183.  

3 For more on the “revival” of baroque traditions in the Zauberstück, and Die Zauberflöte’s role in this revival, 
see: Luise Adey Huish, “An Austrian Comic Tradition?,” in The Austrian Comic Tradition: Studies in Honour of 
W.E. Yates, ed. Joh R. P. McKenzie and Lesley Sharpe, Austrian Studies 9 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 1998), esp. 3-9. 
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diverse social backgrounds.”4 Works like Die Zauberflöte helped to inaugurate a roughly forty-year 

heyday for the Zauberstück in the German lands, where the genre dominated both in the form of 

Romantic-inspired Lesedrama and on the Viennese stage.5 In its essential elements, the development 

of the Zauberstück also represents, perhaps somewhat surprisingly, a stage in the evolution of 

German comedy on its way toward becoming the satiric “Angriffswitz”6 with which later liberal 

authors of the Junges Deutschland tradition would seek to effect a change in the sociopolitical makeup 

of German society. The magic of the Zauberstück was about more than escaping the monotony of the 

Restoration.  

 With its appeal to the masses through the tradition of Volkstheater and to the elusive 

“gebildete Leser” through the Lesedramen of late-Romantic and Biedermeier authors, the Zauberstück 

offers the ideal site to observe the later stages of the tandem development of popular, entertaining 

theater and more radical, avant-garde drama such as we saw in the previous chapter. Essentially, the 

Lesedrama variant of the Zauberstück is to the genre reinvigorated by Mozart and Schickaneder as 

A.W. Schlegel’s Ehrenpforte was to Kotzebue’s Der hyperboreeische Esel: an exploration of the didactic 

potential of drama outside of the confines of the merely stageable. Throughout both popular and 

elitist forms, the displacement of political content into a comically symbolic world appears as a 

recurrent operation which has as its function the broadening of horizons. 

                                                
4 Martin Nedbal, Morality and Viennese Opera in the Age of Mozart and Beethoven, Ashgate Interdisciplinary Studies 
in Opera (Abingdon, Oxon ; New York, NY ; Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2017), 84. 

5 Otto Rommel notes that between 1818 and 1829 there was a Zauberstück on the stage of the Theater in der 
Leopoldstadt an average of 165 evenings a year; the average maintained between 1830 and 1839 at an average 
of 151 evenings a year, until falling by roughly sixty-five percent between 1840 and 1846 to fifty-three 
“Zauberspielabende.”Otto Rommel, Die Alt-Wiener Volkskomödie. Ihre Geschichte vom barocken Welt-Theater bis 
zum Tode Nestroys (Wien: Anton Schroll, 1952), 761. 

6 The formulation of an “Angriffswitz” is Heinrich Heine’s, and is dealt with in chapter 3 of this work.  
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The mythic, symbolic forms of the Zauberstück had two primary advantages that are of 

interest to the present study: they were popular and entertaining either as print material or, in the 

Viennese case, on the stage, and enabled the intrusion of political symbolism into the theatrical 

public sphere during the nominally apolitical period of the Restoration (1815-1830). The magic 

worlds of the Zauberstück offered a replacement for serious political discourse when it was not 

welcome either in the journalistic public sphere or in dramas closer to the actual life of the early 

nineteenth century. Symbolism in these magic worlds functions more or less, as Jonathan Hess 

writes of the Schillerian aesthetic project as a whole, as “the substitute for the political emancipation” 

that was supposed to happen through art.7 Instead of genuine debate, the Zauberstück offers ridicule of 

its immediate social context from the safety of its ethereal diegetic realm. 

The two forms of the Zauberstück, as Lesedrama and as Volkstheater, both had the didactic 

function of broadening and policing the sociocultural boundaries of their audience. As such, they 

operate within and as mechanisms of the public sphere of the time, offering different “horizons of 

experience” that correspond to the differing social positions of the intended audience.8 By dint of its 

more restricted readership, the Lesedrama could afford to take more risks in its portrayal of social ills 

than the Volkstheater and thus became fertile ground for the radicalization of comedic praxis, a 

process which proceeded apace from the 1820s to the 1840s. On the other hand, the Volkstheater 

was such an important feature within the Viennese cultural landscape that its message, even if more 

limited than the Lesedrama, could reach many more people. Thus, the Volkstheater presented the 

                                                
7 Jonathan M. Hess, Reconstituting the Body Politic: Enlightenment, Public Culture and the Invention of Aesthetic 
Autonomy, Kritik (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1999), 79. Emphasis in original.  

8 The term “Erfahrungshorizont” is Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge’s. Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge, 
“Öffentlichkeit und Erfahrung. Zur Organisationsanalyse von bürgerlicher und proletarischer Öffentlichkeit,” 
in Der unterschätzte Mensch: gemeinsame Philosophie in zwei Bänden, Originalausg., 1. Aufl, vol. 1 (Frankfurt am 
Main: Zweitausendeins, 2001), 341. For more on the public sphere, see the introduction of this work. 
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opportunity for a more democratic, if less edgy, form of aesthetic education than the Lesedrama. 

Throughout these shifts, whether between educated Lesedrama and democratizing Volkstheater, or 

from the Zauberstück to later, less fantastic works, the same magic formula prevails: a symbolic 

comedy functions by presenting a broken caricature of some real-world referent and flaying it 

through ridicule. Around 1840, as we shall see in the next chapters, around the same time that the 

Zauberstück began to wane in popularity, authors started to merge these literary and democratic 

concerns, giving the comedic allegory nurtured in fables a new, more directly relevant home in 

theatrical situations taken from everyday life.  

To explore this broadening of horizons, we will look to two different iterations of the 

Zauberstück and the parallel transformations of moral messaging that occurred therein. The first 

iteration deals with the Lesedrama tradition which spanned from works such as Lessing’s Nathan der 

Weise (“ein dramatisches Gedicht in fünf Aufzügen”) through its more magical transformation with 

the early Romantic dramas of Ludwig Tieck and Clemens Brentano and on into late- and post-

Romantic drama. As these early works were dealt with in the previous chapter, we look here only at 

the late- and post-Romantic phase, where works by authors Joseph von Eichendorff (Krieg den 

Philistern, 1823),9 August von Platen (Die verhängnisvolle Gabel, 1826),10 and Christian Dietrich Grabbe 

(Scherz, Satire, Ironie und tiefere Bedeutung, 1827)11 all point to an evolution of the didactic task of the 

Zauberstück from moralizing, i.e. pointing out and ridiculing certain societal attitudes and tropes to 

force an improvement in the overall ethical makeup of society, toward what we can think of as de-

                                                
9 Joseph von Eichendorff, “Krieg den Philistern,” in Werke in sechs Bänden, ed. Hartwig Schultz and Wolfgang 
Frühwald, vol. IV (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1988), 27–128. 

10 August von Platen, “Die verhängnisvolle Gabel,” in Sämtliche Werke, ed. Max Koch and Erich Petzet, vol. X 
(Hildesheim ; New York: Georg Olms Verlag, 1969), 7–87. 

11 Christian Dietrich Grabbe, “Scherz, Satire, Ironie und tiefere Bedeutung,” in Werke und Briefe, ed. Alfred 
Bergmann, vol. I (Emsdetten: Lechte, 1960), 209–73. 
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moralizing, a method that maintains the structure of moralizing drama (ridicule), but ultimately has 

as its goal not moral improvement, but a pessimistic, even nihilistic refutation of morality as such. 

Much the same shift from reformist moralizing to nihilistic de-moralizing occurred in Viennese 

Volkstheater, as we shall see in the transition from the early king of the Zauberstück, Ferdinand 

Raimund (Das Mädchen aus der Feenwelt oder Der Bauer als Millionär, 1826;12 Der Alpenkönig und der 

Menschenfeind, 1828),13 through the popular, more prosaic dramatist Charlotte Birch-Pfeiffer (Die 

Walpurgisnacht, 1830),14 and on to the executioner of the genre of fairytale theater, Johann Nestroy 

(Der böse Geist Lumpazivagabundus oder Das liederliche Kleeblatt, 1833).15 In its shift away from the 

Zauberstück both in its moralizing disposition and in its formal, magic elements, Nestroy’s ridiculing 

parody-into-oblivion of the Zauberstück stands at the beginning of a more realistic theatrical practice 

that had enormous portents for the social-critical drama of the 1830s and 1840s, a subject to which 

we shall turn in more detail in the ensuing chapters of this dissertation.  

In its comedic vein, the Zauberstück maintained an edifying function through the use of 

symbolic characters and situations that laid bare contradictions between life as it ought to be lived, 

life as it could be lived, and life as such in the decades after the fall of Napoleon. The question of 

how life ought to be lived hearkens to the traditional role of a satire as “der höchste Censor” that 

pulls “alles Anstoßerregende des öffentlichen Lebens vor seinen Richterstuhl und geißelte es mit 

                                                
12 Ferdinand Raimund, “Das Mädchen aus der Feenwelt oder Der Bauer als Millionair,” in Sämtliche Werke 
(München: Winkler, 1960), 133–204. 

13 Ferdinand Raimund, “Der Alpenkönig und der Menschenfeind,” in Sämtliche Werke (München: Winkler, 
1960), 327–411. 

14 Charlotte Birch-Pfeiffer, “Die Walpurgisnacht. Dramatisches Volksmärchen in Vier Acten,” Sophie Digital 
Library, January 1, 1863, https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sophiedrama/1. 

15 Johann Nestroy, “Der böse Geist Lumpazivagabundus oder Das liederliche Kleeblatt,” in Nestroys Werke, 
ed. Paul Reimann, vol. I (Berlin und Weimar: Aufbau, 1969). 
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seinem scharfen Witz.”16 The question of how life could be lived is something different, and indicates 

the intrusion of ideology into the symbolism of the Zauberstück. Whether this ideology is 

Eichendorff’s moody Romanticism, Raimund’s evangelizing morality, Platen’s formalist classicism, 

Birch-Pfeiffer’s restorative conservatism, Grabbe’s nihilism, or Nestroy’s obliterating wit, the 

presence of a broader Weltanschauung in these dramas indicates a shift in the use of artistic forms 

toward concrete political ends, even if these ends (as in the case of Grabbe and, arguably, Nestroy) 

are purely destructive.  

The fairytale genre of the Zauberstück, nominally dissociated from the world of politics and 

inequality by its alterity, simply uses that alterity either to more fully develop the implications of a 

particular ideology in a world not tethered by the limits of reality, or to highlight the limits of that 

reality in the domain of the aesthetic. In either case, the operative principle remains ridicule, and its 

weapon is exaggeration, a formal technique quite amenable to dramatic worlds populated by fairies, 

ghosts, and demons. As we shall see, across both genres the potency of these dramas’ symbolic 

alterities expands in correlation to the extent to which the symbolism collapses on itself and refers 

back to the world to which it ostensibly poses a counterpoint. Existing to provide refuge to ideas 

excised from real-world social and political discussion through moral and legal strictures, the fairy-

tale world’s ultimate mission – an expansion of the horizons of the discursively possible – can only 

be accomplished when it succeeds in returning to the world from which it was alienated. This is the 

parabola of satiric attack.  

2.1 Displacing Discontent in the Lesedrama 

In a wide-ranging work on the interplay between allegory and ideology, renowned literary 

theorist Fredric Jameson turns our attention to Goethe’s Faust II. In reading Goethe’s dramatic 

                                                
16 Oskar Greulich, Platens Litteratur-Komödien. Eine litterar-historische Untersuchung (Bern: Schmid und Frencke, 
1901), 19. 
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opus, Jameson notes that a “relatively unnamed and unrecognized” genre seems to “play its invisible 

part” in the overall structure of the work:  

… that is what I call the reading play […] I have here in mind a specific hybrid that attempted to make 
its way among a literate bourgeois public, in rivalry with the descriptive freedom of the novel[…], yet 
longing desperately to maintain the immediacy of drama, as though it could magically transform its 
readership of one into that living audience which the Germans at least, from Lessing to Goethe 
himself, took as an analogon of the nation as such, ‘le people á venir’ (the nation to be).17 

He emphasizes that he is “not referring to the bad or unwieldy imitations of Elizabethan drama that 

flourished among the Romantic poets,”18 indicating that Goethe’s Faust as a Lesedrama does 

something unique. In fact, Jameson’s definition of the reading play as a “specific hybrid” meant for 

the educated class as a place where individual readers could “magically transform” into the “living 

audience” that was analogous with “the nation as such” was a phenomenon readily accepted at the 

time, not a Goethean innovation.  

` The positing of such transformative power to a Lesedrama was endemic precisely to the 

group that Jameson is “not referring,” the Romantics and their successors, most particularly in their 

fantasy-filled Zauberstücke. Faust II is a masterpiece of the Zauberstück tradition, but it is very much a 

part of that tradition. In his assessment of the work, Jameson writes that “the reading play may be 

said to relate to the development of ‘special effects’ in cinema.” These special effects – demons, 

fairies, fire, lightning, ornamental processions (as in the Walpurgisnacht scene) and massed ensembles 

on stage, while bearing similarity to later cinematic techniques, were, as we shall see, all part and 

parcel of the dramaturgical renaissance ushered in by Die Zauberflöte (Goethe himself was such an 

admirer of this tradition that he began writing a sequel, Der Zauberflöte zweiter Theil). In short, the 

“special effects” on display in Faust were endemic to the German theatrical tradition of the day, and 

                                                
17 Fredric Jameson, Allegory and Ideology (London : New York: Verso, 2019), 297. 

18 Ibid.  
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their push beyond the bounds of technical feasibility on stage was also nothing particularly out of 

the ordinary. 

Aside from these formal similarities, there is an important functional analogue between 

Goethe’s reading play and the broader Zauberstück tradition. In his most encompassing definition of 

the reading play, Jameson writes:  

The normal transpositions of description [in a novel] are here subverted by the pretext of some 
hallucinatory immediacy […] This inner eye posited by the reading play does not look (let alone 
read). It is passed through, and the reading of such works at its most intense approximates a drugged 
state, a pharmacological trance.19  

Jameson’s operative terms here – “hallucinatory immediacy,” “drugged state,” “pharmacological 

trance” – are remarkably akin to the way scholars have discussed Romantic Lesedrama. To name just 

one scholar, Stefan Scherer writes: “Mit Lenz gesprochen verwandelt sich das Drama der Romantik 

in ein Schauspiel der Einbildungskraft,” using the “Verfahrenslogik des Traums” to find a home “in 

der szenischen Reproduktion dessen […], was sich die bewegte Phantasietätigkeit erschafft” or to 

present “eine zweite – poetische und geistige – Natur in szenischer Unmittelbarkeit.”20 As Scherer 

indicates (and as can be confirmed in too many other studies to count), there is a consistent dream-

like quality of the Lesedrama. Present in the three cousins of Faust from the comedic Zauberstück 

genre to which we now turn, this attribute lies at the root of the genre’s ability to imagine new 

worlds full of symbolic paradigms. 

The Zauberstück was a medium that, according to nineteenth-century theorist Hermann 

Hettner, had a special place in the dramatic arts of the Restoration period. The Zauberstück was a site 

where dramatic authors could create and play with symbolic paradigms, the only place with a 

                                                
19 Ibid., 297-8.  

20 Stefan Scherer, Witzige Spielgemälde: Tieck und das Drama der Romantik, Quellen und Forschungen zur 
Literatur- und Kulturgeschichte, 26 (260) (Berlin: W. De Gruyter, 2003), 52, 169, 113, 105. Emphasis added. 
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“Möglichkeit des freien Humors” where “die Volkslust” could be delighted.21 It was one of the 

preferred operative modes within the Romantic and post-Romantic Lesedrama tradition, so named 

because works of this type were mainly for a reading audience. Hettner’s examples here are Tieck’s 

Der gestiefelte Kater (1797) and Prinz Zerbino (1799), as well August Graf von Platen’s Die verhängnisvolle 

Gabel(1826) and Der romantische Oedipus (1828). While Hettner identifies these works as something 

special, he notes a problem: “was sind diese Dichtungen alle so genial und für den gebildeten 

Kenner so hinreißend; aber in’s Volks sind sie nicht gedrungen, die Bretter haben sie niemals 

überschritten.”22 As Hettner suggests, this species of bourgeois drama was for the most part 

contained during the lives of its authors to the printed word and never saw the stage. Nonetheless, 

authors such as Lothar Pikulik23 and Scherer24 have explicated the intimate relationship between the 

Romantic view of the world as theater and the importance of fantastic elements within that 

paradigm to expand the horizons of human experience.  

We will consider three Zauberstücke from the Lesedrama tradition: Joseph von Eichendorff’s 

Krieg den Philistern (1822), August von Platen’s Die verhängnisvolle Gabel (1826), and Christian Dietrich 

Grabbe’s Scherz, Satire, Ironie und tiefere Bedeutung (1827). In their essential elements, these works 

demonstrate both the advantages and the limitations of drama intended for the educated middle-

class (bürgerliches Schauspiel) and so might be considered symptomatic of the genre. Intended for an 

educated audience, these dramas were places to probe different aspects of middle-class and 

                                                
21 Hermann Hettner, Das moderne Drama: Ästhetische Untersuchungen (Braunschweig: Druck und Verlag von 
Friedrich Vieweg und Sohn, 1852), 164–65. 

22 Hettner, 161–62. This is true for most of the works he mentions here; Tieck’s Kater had been performed in 
the 1840s, albeit to a lukewarm popular reception. For more on Tieck, see Chapter 1 of this work. 

23 Lothar Pikulik, Erzähltes Welttheater: die Welt als Schauspiel in der Romantik (Paderborn: Mentis, 2010). 

24 Scherer, Witzige Spielgemälde. 
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aristocratic life. In part due to the heritage of Romantic comedy, which according to Manfred 

Schmeling was “a construct played out not on the stage […] but in criticism and aesthetics,”25 these 

plays were properly middle-class not only due to their content, but because they were intended not 

to be performed, but to be read and occupy thus more or less the same position as that highest of 

Romantic (and middle-class) artforms, the novel.26 Written as plays, these works constitute a zenith 

in the practice of aesthetic education, connoting here the use of artistic material both to entertain 

and to prompt the Schillerian notion of free play27 in the viewer.  

Outside of what Jameson refers to as their “hallucinatory” effects, dramas that were written 

and not staged had the capacity to deal with more complex moral issues than their staged cousins. 

We can get at this advantageous position of the Lesedrama from the way Schiller describes his 

seminal work, Die Räuber, in the unprinted Vorrede to the first edition. After assuring the reader that 

“dieses Schauspiel niemals das Bürgerrecht auf dem Schauplatz bekommen wird” and that it is thus 

intended to be read and not staged, Schiller asserts that “die Dramatische [sic] Methode” has “einen 

vorzüglichen Wert” “vor allen Gattungen der rührenden und unterrichtenden Poesie”:  

Da sie uns ihre Welt gleichsam gegenwärtig stellt, und uns die Leidenschaften und geheimsten 
Bewegungen des Herzens in eigenen Äußerungen der Personen schildert, so wird sie auch gegen die 

                                                
25 Manfred Schmeling, “‘Theater in the Theater’ and ‘World Theater’: Play Thematics and the Breakthrough 
of Romantic Drama,” in Romantic Drama, ed. Gerald Ernest Paul Gillespie, A Comparative History of 
Literatures in European Languages, v. 9 (Amsterdam ; Philadelphia: J. Benjamins Pub. Co, 1994), 35–36. 

26 Jürgen Brummack writes of how “die Komödie durch Überanstrengung ihrer Form dazu tendiert, aus 
einem Bühnenstück zu einem ‘romantischen Buch’ zu werden.” Jürgen Brummack, “Narrenfiguren in der 
dramatischen Literatur der Romantik,” in Das romantische Drama: produktive Synthese zwischen Tradition und 
Innovation, ed. Uwe Japp, Stefan Scherer, and Claudia Stockinger, Untersuchungen zur deutschen 
Literaturgeschichte, Bd. 103 (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 2000), 47. For more on the Romantic disassociation of 
drama from actual performance in a theater, see:  Scherer, Witzige Spielgemälde, 49–74, esp. 53–55. 

27 The concept of free play is dealt with in detail in the introduction to this dissertation. 
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beschreibende Dichtkunst um so mächtiger würken, als die lebendige Anschauung kräftiger ist, denn 
die historische Kenntnis.28 

Schiller contests here that the immediacy of the dramatic form allows for it to have a stronger effect 

(“mächtiger würken”) than other types of literature, thus enabling a more direct connection with the 

reader, who can then ponder moral and social problems.  

In the printed Vorrede (where he is much more considerate of his audience than in the 

unprinted version),29 Schiller gives an explanation for why he does not think this play should be 

staged: he claims that his drama is an assault on “das Laster,” which “wird hier mitsamt seinem 

ganzen inneren Räderwerk entfaltet,” but worries that “der Pöbel” will not properly grasp the work’s 

moral message. “Zu kurzsichtig, mein Ganzes auszureichen, zu kleingeistlich, mein Großes zu 

begreifen, zu boshaft, mein Gutes wissen zu wollen, wird er, fürcht‘ ich, […] vielleicht eine Apologie 

des Lasters, das ich stürze, darin zu finden meinen…”30 Essentially, Schiller limits the scope of the 

stage to interrogate complex moral situations for fear that “der Pöbel” will not understand these 

interrogations and could come away thinking that the portrayed vice is actually a virtue. From all of 

this, we can discern that Schiller acknowledged that risky Lesedramen had a more limited potential 

audience, but could deal with more dangerous subject matter than staged works. And so it was that 

the Lesedrama became the essential, if sheltered, genre for critically ridiculing literature in the early 

nineteenth century. 

                                                
28 Friedrich Schiller, Werke und Briefe in zwölf Bänden, ed. Klaus Harro Hilzinger, vol. 2 (Frankfurt am Main: 
Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1988), 161. Emphasis in original. 

29 In the unprinted Vorrede, Schiller defines “der Pöbel” as a group of people “worunter ich […] nicht die 
Mistpantscher allein, sondern auch und noch vielmehr manchen Federhut, und manchen Tressenrock, und 
manchen weißen Kragen zu zählen Ursache habe.” Ibid., 163. Such an attack on the upper levels of society 
(“Federhut,” “Tressenrock,” “weißen Kragen”) disappears in the printed version, whereby Schiller seeks to 
lessen the radicality of his otherwise radical first success.  

30 Ibid., 16, 18. Emphasis in original.  
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2.2 The Zauberstück Reading Play 

The following assessment of Eichendorff, Platen, and Grabbe follows the three texts as they 

approach the task of societal renewal through ridicule. Formally, all three texts ridicule in roughly 

the same way, making use of stock characters, generically-determined declamatory tropes, and 

recurrent symbolic paradigms. Despite sharing a similar mode of ridicule, these dramas’ witticisms 

operate toward different ends. In Krieg den Philistern, Eichendorff revives the old Romantic trope of a 

“verkehrte Welt” in an epic battle between empty-headed “poets” and utilitarian “philistines,” two 

degenerate and foolish groups that, according to Eichendorff, have not simply missed the point of 

their liberal and nationalist ideals (the poets) or underestimated the limitations of instrumental 

reason (the philistines), but have also failed to truly understand life itself. In Platen, the brunt of Die 

verhängnisvolle Gabel’s ridicule is directed against what he considered to be sub-par poetics, but outside 

of this generic task the work attacks in a similar vein the materialist concerns and spiritual poverty of 

the 1820s, even going so far as to attack the political conditions of his day. All of this is recapitulated 

in Grabbe, with the notable exception that, where Eichendorff and Platen both posit some sort of 

alternative (or at least hope for one), the only conclusion for which the outcome of Scherz, Satire 

leaves any room is that the whole world is awful, and any attempt to change it is pointless.  

Nothing heretofore mentioned about these texts is particularly fantastical. Each, however, 

has plenty of Zauber in the form of a fantastic being that intrudes into the dramatic world. In 

Eichendorff, this is a giant; in Platen, a ghost; in Grabbe, the devil. In these figures, the dramas 

incorporate their most outlandish claims and give form to their most potent symbols, evincing 

thereby the tendency of the Zauberstück to offer up to the world increasingly brazen and all-

encompassing barrages of ridicule. In the following, we shall look briefly at each of these dramas, 

focusing on settings, certain character types, situations, and, finally, their magic beings. Thereby, we 

shall see how authors played with the hallucinatory dream-state of the Lesedrama and its inherent 
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distancing effects toward a variety of ends. Whether Eichendorff’s Romantic Verkehrung of the 

world to make interesting points about literary malaise, Platen’s classicist ruination of that malaise to 

hint at a possible freedom, or Grabbe’s nihilistic declaration of war against all of society, each of 

these authors makes use of ridicule in such a way as to expand the boundaries of the discursively 

possible. In their specific differences, the parabolic distancing act attendant to ridicule takes on 

different forms corresponding to their authors’ particular approaches to renewal through Lesedrama. 

2.2.i Eichendorff 

 Joseph Freiherr von Eichendorff has been considered one of “die letzten Ritter der 

Romantik.” 31 A scion of “einem altadligen Geschlecht,” “von Geburt katholisch” and influenced by 

“die extremsten Reaktionäre derr Romantik, Görres und Friedrich Schlegel,” Georg Lukács states 

that Eichendorff seems be of “dem reinsten Typus des feudalen Romantikers.”32 Eichendorff’s Krieg 

den Philistern (1822) is a defense of Romantic poetry by means of an attack against both 

“philistinism”33 and the kitschy “Ritteromantik”34 of the 1820s. Early published reviews were nearly 

universal in their positive evaluation: “Technische Vollendung bei übersprudelndem Humor und 

dabei doch kein überflüssiges Wort […] Er schont indessen Niemanden, wie es dem echten Humor 

geziemt.” Another reviewer insists that the work “bekundet einen Dichter, der, wie wenige, schon in 

                                                
31 Hartwig Schultz, “Die letzten Ritter der Romantik. Ludwig Tieck, Joseph von Eichendorff und Bettine von 
Arnim.,” in Philosophie und Literatur im Vormärz: der Streit um die Romantik (1820-1854), ed. Walter Jaeschke, 
Philosophisch-literarische Streitsachen, Bd. 4 (Hamburg: F. Meiner, 1995), 153. 

32 Georg Lukács, Deutsche Realisten des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts (Bern: A. Francke Ag. Verlag, 1951), 49.  

33 As E.V.K. Brill writes, the philistine is “the essentially stupid man with a superficial culture that he insists 
on showing off.” E.V.K. Brill, “The Philistine Concept in German Literature,” European Studies Review 7, no. 1 
(January 1977): 77–78. 

34 For a nineteenth-century critique of “Unterhaltungsliteratur” (of which the knightly novel was an essential 
part) and its alleged deleterious effects, see: Johann Wilhelm Appell, Die Ritter-, Räuber- und Schauerromantik: 
Zur Geschichte der deutschen Unterhaltungs-Literatur (Leipzig: W. Engelmann, 1859). Appel calls the knightly novel 
a “Krebschaden des deutschen Lebens,” a “Romanseuche,” and an “Entartung und Verwilderung unserer 
Belletristik.” Ibid., 4,5,7. 
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der Jugend das bunte Treiben der Welt bis in die tiefsten Tiefen verfolgt hat.” In spite of the 

positive words, this reviewer worries about whether or not it will be a popular success for reasons 

similar to those that gave Schiller doubts about Die Räuber: “Ob der Werth dieses dramatischen 

Märchens schon heut von allen Seiten erkannt werden dürfte, ist zweifelhaft, da es oft nöthig ist, 

über ein ironisches Product, um es unserm Publicum verständlich zu machen, die Worte zu setzen: 

‘Wird nicht im Ernst genommen!’”35 Eichendorff’s drama was positioned as a high-level treatise on 

literary society meant to be read by members of the higher levels of society. It is nonetheless a 

thorough ridiculing of that society aimed at cleansing it of undesirable elements. 

The satiric Trojan War36 that is Eichendorff’s Krieg den Philistern has one constant criterion 

according to which it ridicules: artificiality. Over the course of a portrayed war between medieval-

enthusiast poets and petit-bourgeois, “enlightened” philistines, the drama’s five Abenteuere identify 

satiric targets by the inherent disjunct between their actions or opinions and the drama’s concept of 

genuine or “natural” behavior. In each case, this artificiality has both a material and an ideological 

component, and the drama ridicules each into oblivion, ultimately ending as the warring armies are 

destroyed by a massive explosion. To illustrate Eichendorff’s ridicule of society, we shall briefly 

recapitulate the end of the drama, which offers two alternatives: a retreat into idyllic nature (and 

thereby salvation), or total destruction resulting from the intrusion of the supernatural. The 

impossibility of either “poets” or “philistines” to consider the former necessitates the latter, and so it 

is in fire and death that Eichendorff’s war ends. 

                                                
35 Hartwig Schultz, “Krieg den Philistern! Zur Aufnahme,” in Dramen, by Joseph von Eichendorff, ed. 
Hartwig Schultz and Wolfgang Frühwald, 1. Aufl, vol. IV, Werke in sechs Bänden (Frankfurt am Main: 
Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1988), 798, 802. 

36 Eichendorff’s comedy plays out in an unnamed land, but offers an Illiad-like situation. The play starts in a 
ship crossing a desert, loaded with poets bearing medieval names like “Godofred” as they set off to attack the 
walled city of the “Philistines” and bring beauty to the world. Eichendorff, “Krieg den Philistern,” 29–30. 
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The fourth Abenteuer of the drama opens on an idyllic setting into which some characters 

fleeing the war have stumbled. This is the first, never-realized resolution the drama offers. A 

shepherd and a hunter are busy singing to a woman, Angela, hoping that she will choose one of 

them as her lover. The bucolic courtship ritual is interrupted as a messenger fleeing from the war 

passes through. Scorned by his romantic interest and believing himself betrayed by a friend, the 

messenger sees the idyll and refuses to acknowledge it as a potential way out of his war-weary world: 

Bote tritt auf:  Durch die starrende Wildniß, begrenzt von der  
Wieg’ und dem Sarge, 
Ebnen mit göttlicher Huld Liebe und Freundschaft  
den Pfad.  
wild auflachend:  
Ha, ha! Gelogen, Poet unter Deiner Pinien Gesäusel! 
Ha! Liebe und Freundschaft – Lina und Pastinak! 
Es war ein schöner Traum! –37 

The messenger’s encounter with idyllic nature offers him a chance out of the war and the inherent 

nonsensicality of the world he inhabits. Instead of being able to realize this,  disenchantment with 

other people forces him to dismiss it all as “gelogen” and “ein schöner Traum” (he thinks he was 

spurned by Lina, of the “poetic” camp and his friend Pastinak, a recent convert from the philistines). 

The messenger’s friend Pastinak, an aristocratic philistine, has a more practical criticism of the idyll 

as he arrives, looking for the messenger: “Verteufelter Marsch! Ihr  habt keine Wegepolizei hier im 

Lande, nichts als Steine und Wasserfälle […] die Blumen wachsen einem überall zwischen die Beine, 

daß man sich bei jedem Schritte verwickelt und zu keiner vernünftigen Meditation kommen kann.”38 

Accompanied by a Kritikus and a Minnesänger, a court fool (who we later learn is the Doppelgänger of 

the play’s author)39 arrives shortly after the messenger’s friend departs, seeking to bring the errant 

                                                
37 Ibid., 94 

38 Ibid., 95.  

39 Ibid., 128. 
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characters back into the play. Even this Romantic meta-character40 fails to see the beauty of the idyll, 

insisting instead on the importance of the plot: “Wenn sie uns hier erschlagen,/ Was wird das 

Publikum und der Verfasser sagen!”41 All of the characters involved in the main plot of the drama 

are blind to nature, and this blindness leads to their mutual downfalls. 

The other resolution, a clash between artifice and the supernatural, is the blunt and 

inevitable end of the drama after none of the characters recognize the majesty of the nature into 

which they have stumbled. The philistine messenger, followed by Pastinak and the representatives of 

the poetic camp – a court fool, a literary critic, and a Minnesänger – each elect to run into the 

Sagenwald in spite of a warning from the idyllic Angela: “Um Gott, geht nicht dort hin! Ein Riese 

wohnt/ In diesem Forst, zwar Freundlich uns gesinnt, / Als seinen Stammverwandten, doch mit 

Fremden/ Gar unverträglich, wild und übellaunisch!”42 The giant’s name, Grobianus, indicates the 

crude fate awaiting any who disturb his slumber. After the errant characters have chased one another 

through the woods for awhile, they notice “ein schlechtgehalt’ner, strupp’ger Bart” and “zwei große 

entsetzliche Augen dort im Grase!”43  

The giant awakens, and asks the “Zwerglein” if they are bringing “einen Gruß/ Aus 

Teutoburg? Wohl gar von Chriemhilden?” The assembled characters tell the giant that the time of 

“Teutoburg” and “Chriemhilden” (the time of a febrile Ritterromantik) is over. The philistine Pastinak 

proclaims a time of “Aufklärung” and “Toleranz” and  the fool states that the giant’s “Schmerz” 

about the passing of the medieval period is “ganz gerecht.” Here, the two sides are trying to win the 

                                                
40 For more on the Romantic tradition of the fool, see here: Brummack, “Narrenfiguren in der dramatischen 
Literatur der Romantik.” 

41 Eichendorff, “Krieg den Philistern,” 97, 105 

42 Ibid. 95 

43 Ibid., 111.  
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giant over to their cause: Pastinak says that he and the messenger  are a “von den Poetischen 

belagerte und verfolgte Unschuld. Wir begeben uns mit kindlichem Vertrauen unter Dero hohen 

Schutz… flehen um geneigten Beistand für unsre Stadt gegen das Belagerungscorps der Poetischen.” 

The poetic Kritikus asks the giant to “vergönn’, daß ich des Falschen Rede kreuze,” calls the 

philistines “Schlangen,” and asks for the giant to join their side. Unable to choose, the giant decides 

to leave and put “alles wieder auf teuton’schen Fuß!” He has decided to kill everyone, which 

succeeds at the end of the fifth and final adventure: “Der Riese Grobianus haut Philister und 

Poetische ohne Unterschied nieder, und streift mit dem Schwerte die Eisentür des Pulverturms. Es 

gibt Funken, der Turm fliegt mit ungeheurem Krach in die Luft und begräbt die Stadt, den Riesen 

und beide Heere unter seinen Trümmern.”44  

As Stefan Scherer writes, the conflict between the philistines and the poets has resulted from 

(and produced!) a “zur Phrase herabgesunkene Nachahmung” of a passed period of genius, leading 

every “wahrhaft poetische Regung” to be “sogleich zerstört,”45 especially in the play’s fiery ending, 

which itself works as an ironic hyperbole of the sorts of excesses Eichendorff has ridiculed among 

his “poets.” In a way killing itself as it kills off its warring parties, the satire thus becomes an elegy of 

itself and its own time, a reflection on the devolved state of the literary world and the difficulties 

involved in attempting a reconstruction during what is typically referred to as a time of epigones.46 

Because of this self-referentially elegiac character, it remains a fundamentally Romantic project. Its 

reliance on irony both keeps the mood light (“Was allen gefallen muß, ist, daß der Witz und Humor 

                                                
44 Ibid., 112-114, 127.  

45 Scherer, 593.  

46 For more on the period between 1815 and 1848 as an “Übergangsperiode,” see: Helmut Bock, “Vom Ende 
der ‘klassischen Kunstperiode.’ Wiedersprüche und Streitsachen einer Übergangsgesellschaft.,” in Philosophie 
und Literatur im Vormärz: der Streit um die Romantik (1820-1854), ed. Walter Jaeschke, Philosophisch-literarische 
Streitsachen, Bd. 4 (Hamburg: F. Meiner, 1995), 41–66.  
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nirgends bitter wird”)47 and allows the work to evade any one specific interpretive framework.48 

Obvious only is what the giant Grobianus does symbolically: provide a crude ending to the conflict 

carried out by caricatures of the German literary scene.  

2.2.ii Platen 

A similar attack on artificiality pervades August Graf von Platen’s Die verhängnisvolle Gabel 

(1826). Also the product of an old noble family, Platen has been described “als engagierter Kämpfer 

gegen eine romantische Formauflösung, gegen eine literarische Verflachung.”49 However, where 

Eichendorff avails himself of Romantic strategies (“Formauflösung”) to effect a ridicule of the 

current state of the literary world (its “Verflachung”), Platen turns to antiquity50 in much more brunt 

fashion. As Reinhart Meyer notes, Platen was very proud of his comedy, thinking that he had 

ushered in a new era in German literature in a play about a man who murders his family with a 

“fateful fork” and eventually kills himself, ridding the world of a “mördrische Geschlecht” and 

thereby giving a gruesome happy ending. As a part of this new era, Platen saw fit to satirically do 

away with the old, ridiculing in turn Kotzebue, Grillparzer, Rousseau, Spinoza, Goethe, Schiller, 

Joachim Heinrich Campe, Mozart, and Shakespeare.51 An early reviewer in the Morgenblatt für gebildete 

Stände warns that the play, like Eichendorff’s Krieg, “gehört zu den gelehrten Lustspielen, d.h. zu 

                                                
47 Schultz, “Krieg den Philistern! Zur Aufnahme,” 803. 

48 For more on Romantic irony, see Chapter 1 of this work.  

49 Hans-Joachim Teuchert, August Graf von Platen in Deutschland: zur Rezeption eines umstrittenen Autors, 
Abhandlungen zur Kunst-, Musik- und Literaturwissenschaft, Bd. 284 (Bonn: Bouvier Verlag H. Grundmann, 
1980), 20. Teuchert 20 

50 As Oskar Greulich notes, Platen’s comedies were conscious attempts to revivify the theatrical style of the 
Greek poet Aristophanes. See here: Greulich, Platens Litteratur-Komödien, 11ff. 

51 Reinhart Meyer, “Komödien,” in Zwischen Restauration und Revolution 1815-1848, ed. Gert Sautermeister and 
Ulrich Schmid, vol. 5, Hansers Sozialgeschichte der deutschen Literatur vom 16. Jahrhundert bis zur 
Gegenwart (München: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1998), 421. 
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denen, welche höhere Bildung und Belesenheit voraussetzen […] und […] nicht vor dem 

gemischten Publikum aufgeführt werden sollen.”52 Platen seeks with the play’s rarified form and 

content (“welche höhere Bildung und Belesenheit voraussetzen”) to produce a high-brow comedy 

that, he hopes, will revivify the theater and, ultimately, German society.  

A jab at “Schicksalstragödien,” Platen’s comedy of a fateful fork takes place in Arcadia, 

famous in the arts as a pastoral paradise. Platen’s selection of this idyllic setting is in stark contrast to 

the plot, which revolves around secrets, lies, and murder. In effect, Die verhängnisvolle Gabel is a 

dramatized version of Guercino’s Et in Arcadia ego, where even death comes to paradise.53 The plot 

revolves around a treasure buried below a dog kennel at the home of the shepherd Mopsus. As 

opposed to the dozens of characters in Krieg den Philistern, the Gabel has just seven. For our purposes, 

we shall focus only on three: Mopsus, a shepherd; Schmuhl, a traveling Jew, alchemist, and 

dinnerware thief; and Salome, the ghost of one of Mopsus’ ancestors. An ancient treasure is buried 

in an iron crate in Mopsus’ yard, and the shepherd kills his wife and twelve children so that he can 

purchase himself a “Rittergut” on the “Vorgebirge der guten Hoffnung.”54 He is guided by the 

ghost, joined in his flight by Schmuhl (who tries to steal the treasure himself), and chased by a 

                                                
52 Anonymous, “Lustspiele,” Morgenblatt für gebildete Stände: Literatur-Blatt, no. 292 (May 12, 1826): 385. 

53 The phrase “Auch ich in Arkadien” was brought to public attention by the motto in Goethe’s Italienische 
Reise. For the significance of the term in connection to Goethe, see: Thomas Zabka, “Arkadien,” in Goethe-
Handbuch: in vier Bänden, ed. Bernd Witte, vol. 4 (Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler, 1996), 79–80. For more on the theme 
of death in Arcadia, see: Bruno Damiani and Barbara Mujica, Et in Arcadia Ego : Essays on Death in the Pastoral 
Novel (Lanham, MD : University Press of America, 1990). Ultimately, we could consider Platen’s selection of 
Arcadia for a setting to essentially pre-empt Goethe’s portrayal of Arcadia in Faust II as a “Glückzustand” 
that ultimately is not enough in and of itself. See: Petra Maisak, Arkadien: Genese und Typologie einer idyllischen 
Wunschwelt (Frankfurt am Main ; Bern: Lang, 1981), 218.   

54 The allusion to the Cape of Good Hope refers not just to the south of Africa, but more figuratively to a 
faraway place onto which the shepherd can project his dreams of material security. It is this latter valence 
which receives the bulk of the text’s reference. Phyllis claims Mopsus’ desire for a Gut there is the result of 
“Ideen” “die man fixe nennt.” Platen, “Die verhängnisvolle Gabel,” 11. There is a certain level of irony here, 
as the shepherd’s dreams of a good life take place not in the traditional paradise of Arcadia, but in a colonial 
setting.  
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sheriff and his deputy across the land before eventually killing himself. At the end of the play, we 

learn that the only treasure which lies in the crate was a psychological one that caused every member 

of Mopsus’ family to die: that is the prize won by the end of the play. 

As the socialist literary critic Franz Mehring wrote, Die Verhängnisvolle Gabel can be seen as 

“eine feurige Kriegeserklärung gegen […] das schauerliche Elend der deutschen Zustände.”55 The 

drama’s manner of doing so is by identifying political and social reality within the play as 

impediments or even destroyers of beauty. This Kriegserklärung is most obviously articulated by the 

drama’s most dynamic character, Schmuhl, who aside from reproducing a number of anti-Semitic 

stereotypes as he drives the plot and orchestrates the drama’s intrigue, also functions as the chorus. 

He steals the Mopsus family’s dinnerware for his alchemical experiments, leaving behind only a 

single, fateful fork. During one the parabases, Schmuhl apologizes for the crass nature of the play: 

“[n]ur ein freies Volk ist würdig eines Aristophanes,” continuing: “Zwar der Dichter freut sich eines 

großgesinnten Königs Gunst, / Doch Europas Seufzer steigen um ihn her als Nebeldunst! / Da der 

Sonnenstrahl der Freiheit seine Tage nicht erhellt,/ Gebt er, statt des Weltenbildes, nur ein Bild des 

Bilds der Welt.” In the most clearly political line of the drama, Prince Metternich is derided as “ein 

sterbliches Wesen.”56 As Horst Denkler notes, such mortality means that Metternich “ebenso 

untergehen muß wie die seiner Epoche verbundene Literatur.”57 Ultimately, the drama follows a 

similar path to Eichendorff’s Krieg den Philistern in attacking the social and philosophical 

“philistinism” of his time, positing that a better, freer future might be possible if only the right 

                                                
55 Mehring, 345. 

56 Platen, 70, 66. 

57 Horst Denkler, Restauration und Revolution: Politische Tendenzen im deutschen Drama zwischen Wiener Kongress und 
Märzrevolution (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1973), 222. 
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people and the right form were found. Such a people and such a form are produced in the drama 

primarily through the excision of people and forms not amenable to the renewal Platen seeks. 

Salome, the ghost in the drama, is its most potent symbol of the drama’s program of renewal 

through excision. The spirit offers a bloody declaration of war through a carefully-planned intrigue 

that vanquishes the work’s most selfish individual, her descendant Mopsus.58 We first hear of the 

ghost as the Jew/Alchemist/Chorus Schmuhl relates how he heard of the treasure. The ghost tells 

him: “ ‘Du vergeudest die Zeit durch Goldmacherei, statt wirkliche Schätze zu heben! / In Arkadien 

liegt ein beträchtliches Geld drei Schuh tief unter der Erde; / […] Doch hüte dich auch vor dem 

tückischen Schatz, weil ihm unsühnbare Blutschuld / anhaftet…’”59 After sending Schmuhl to 

Arcadia to try and recover the treasure, Salome appears to the shepherd Mopsus and strongly hints 

that it would be okay were he to murder his family with a fork so he can have the treasure to 

himself:  

Mopsus. Was kann ich dir tun? 

Salome. Viel, viel, wenn du willst; doch halt’ ich das Beste geheim noch... 

Mopsus. Nein, sprich, was ich soll? 

Salome. Was wolltest du denn mit der Gabel beginnen, o Mopsus? 

Mopsus. Ich wollte damit auch Kinder und Weib dort unter die Sterne versetzen; Doch tadelst du 
das, so … 

Salome. Geniere dich nicht! Tu, was der Instinkt dir bietet! … 

Mopsus. Doch, wenn du befiehlst… 

Salome. O nein! Wie gesagt, ich billige deine Begierden.60  

                                                
58 Mopsus’ wife describes him like this: “Wie ertrug ich so lang, was dieser Gemahl / Auf’s Herz mir gelegt? 
In der Brautnacht schon, / Als schnarchend ich lag, schor frech mir der Wicht / Das Gelocke vom Kopf, / 
Und verkauft’s …” Platen, 42. 

59 Ibid., 17-18. 

60 Ibid., 52-3. 
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 With the tacit approval of the ghost, Mopsus acts on his “Begierde,” murdering his wife and twelve 

children with the one fateful fork that Schmuhl did not steal. The iron box holding the treasure is his 

and his alone. Eventually, Mopsus disguises himself as “eine englische Lady” and runs away with 

Schmuhl (who hopes to steal the treasure), stopping along the way at an inn “Zur goldenen Gabel.” 

Here, he discovers the sheriff. The lawman had himself run away after being suspected of the 

murder, taking the bloody fork with him. Mopsus finds the fork and, overcome with guilt, kills 

himself. At this point, the iron box holding the treasure opens and, instead of the riches promised, 

the ghost appears one final time, jubilant: “Ja, gekommen ist die Stunde, diese Brut ist ausgerottet / 

Und ihr seht den Geist erlöset, welcher nun der Bande spottet, / Welcher, da dieß fratzenhafte, 

mördrische Geschlecht bezwungen, / Seinen Fittich stolz erbebet von der Erde Niederungen…”61 

With this, we learn that the riches the characters were all willing to lie, cheat, and kill for were 

nothing but a ruse, and that the ultimate “treasure” to be won in the play is the end of a 

“fratzenhafte, mördrische Geschlecht.”  

*** 

Ultimately, Platen gives a “Bild des Bildes der Welt” that offers only the tiniest sliver of hope 

for a better future. This hope, however, justifies the drastic manner in which his play develops. Here, 

the key is in Salome, the character who has driven the plot to its most violent excesses. We learn 

early on in the drama that she has been condemned to the afterlife of a haunting ghost because of an 

old transgression: the “unsühnbahre Blutschuld” associated with the buried treasure comes from 

something Salome did by accident. As she and her her husband were sitting at the table, she 

suddenly screamed and terrified her husband, who “erschrak und stach sich die Gabel in Schlund, da 

                                                
61 Ibid., 80. 
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er just Kartoffelsalat aß.”62 To rectify her past, she has orchestrated Mopsus’ murder-suicide, 

bringing an end to her bloodline and ridding the world of a particular type of evil.  

In its broadest contours, this act of a spirit cleansing the world of aberrant or undesirous 

elements is precisely the sort of spiritual revolution for which Platen received so much positive 

attention from later revolutionaries.63 In the final parabasis, the chorus declares: “D’rum hat der 

Poet euch Deutschland selbst, euch deutsche Zustände geschildert, […] der wahren Komödie 

Sternbild steht im erfreulichen Licht der Erneuerung.”64 Platen’s agitation here, nominally directed 

against the theater, can be read also as a demand for the renewal of public life altogether, and Die 

verhängnisvolle Gabel reads as one attempt to start that process by ridiculing away those parts of the 

body politic that stand in the way of progress. Where Eichendorff used the dreamlike qualities of the 

Lesedrama to ridicule and have fun with the limits of literary life, Platen does the same but goes one 

step further, effecting in his drama through a portrayal of “die Möglichkeit des freien Humors” (as 

Hettner called it) a demand for the “Licht der Erneuerung.”  

2.2.iii Grabbe 

 None of Eichendorff’s ironic light-heartedness or Platen’s optimism for the future remains 

in the work of Christian Dietrich Grabbe. Grabbe is renowned for his “Aggression gegenüber den 

literarischen Erzeugnissen der Restaurationszeit,”65 has been accused of an “anti-religious nihilism” 

                                                
62 Ibid., 18. 

63 As Mehring notes, Platen was the favorite poet of Ferdinand Lassalle, one of the principle architects of 
early German Social Democracy. Mehring also calls him “der erste politsche Dichter der deutschen 
Literatur.” Mehring, 343, 348. For more on Platen’s reception by progressive authors in the decades after his 
death, see: Teuchert, esp. 45-58. 

64 Platen, 84. 

65 David Horton, Grabbe und sein Verhältnis zur Tradition (Detmold: Grabbe-Gesellschaft, 1980), 26–27. 
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and general “frustration with what he considered to be the mediocrity of contemporary society.”66 

The son of a prison guard from the minor principality of Lippe, Grabbe is the poet of 

confrontation, destruction, and doom in the nineteenth century. This mood extends beyond his 

more serious fare such as the tragedy Herzog Theodor von Gothland into his first comedy, Scherz, Satire, 

Ironie und tiefere Bedeutung. Written in 1822 and first published in 1827, the comedy takes place in a 

small, rural setting in Germany obscured by “–,” the ever-lurking Gedankenstrich used by authors to 

admit that something is being omitted from the text.67 The play follows the poet Rattengift as he 

seeks fame and renown in the little duchy, a drunken schoolmaster as he looks to win an honorable 

reputation for himself, a little boy named Gottliebchen as he tries to be a genius, a young baroness 

Liddy as she seeks love, a trio of suitors vying for her hand, and the devil as he causes mayhem.  

Not performed during his life, Grabbe’s comedy met with a lukewarm reception from 

readers. The first published review from January 19, 1828, contends that Grabbe was “nicht 

berufen” to be a comic playwright, but that this was “ein immer noch beachtungswerthes Resultat.” 

The review continues, stating that the piece has “eine gewisse Art des Scherzes, die sich zunächst 

durch groteske Übertreibung des Ausdrucks”  in common with a “berliner Typus” inaugurated by 

Heine in the Reisebilder.68A later reviewer contends that this is a “freie[…] Komödie” wherein “das 

negative Prinzip in seiner ironischen Einwirkung auf die Menschheit” is portrayed “mit sprudelndem 

                                                
66 Katy Heady, Literature and Censorship in Restoration Germany: Repression and Rhetoric, Studies in German 
Literature, Linguistics, and Culture (Rochester, N.Y: Camden House, 2009), 22. 

67 The most notorious of these uses of the Gedankenstrich is most likely Heine’s chapter on “die deutschen 
Zensoren” in the Reisebilder. Heinrich Heine, Werke, ed. Karl Wolfgang Becker, Säkularausgabe, vol. V (Berlin: 
Akademie, 1970), 116.  

68 Alfred Bergmann, ed., Grabbes Werke in der zeitgenössischen Kritik, vol. I (Detmold: Grabbe-Gesellschaft, 
1958), 33, 35. 
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Humor und beißendem Spott.”69 Another complains about the “Plumpheit” of the work,70 and yet 

another declares the drama to be “eine Art von Kriegszug.”71  None of these critiques are wrong, for 

it is “a particular type of jest” full of “grotesque hyperbole” that establishes its freedom through a 

ruthlessly “negative principle” that, while not free of “ungainliness,” is nonetheless a sort of 

“military campaign” against the whole of society.  

Grabbe wages this campaign against all echelons of the human community. Instead of being 

sensible leaders of society, the nobles are all (with one exception) selfish and materialistic. The 

drama’s potentates are chiefly centered around Liddy, a young baroness who is to be married to 

Herr von Wernthal. In their first appearance in the play, Wernthal professes his love for the 

baroness in a typical fashion: “Liddy, wie können Sie mir diese Hand, die ich voller Sehnsucht an 

meine Lippen drücken, so lange verweigern?” As he continues his compliment, Liddy’s uncle 

interrupts and offers Wernthal “eine Prise” of tobacco, and so the suitor interrupts himself to snort 

the stimulant.72 As Katy Heady notes, Grabbe’s usually pointed attacks on different social classes are 

here somewhat blunted, as “the negative portrayal of aristocracy could readily be perceived as a 

violation” of censorship laws that forbade attacks on the order of society.73 Nonetheless, aristocrats 

can be seen insulting commoners,74 haggling over the sale of a bride,75 agreeing to senselessly murder 

                                                
69 Ibid., 51. 

70 Ibid., 59. 

71 Ibid., 86. 

72 Grabbe, Werke und Briefe I, 222-223. 

73 Heady, 63.  

74 Grabbe, Werke und Briefe I, 222-223. 

75 Ibid., 236-238. 
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or maim thirteen people, and conspiring to kidnap a woman.76 The only aristocrat not portrayed 

entirely negatively is Liddy, the prize being haggled over by the noblemen and, as Olaf Kutzmutz 

writes, “die wohl am wenigsten satirisch gebrochene Figur des Lustspiels.”77 As Hans-Georg Werner 

writes, “Nichts und niemandem wird die destruierende Macht des Lachens erspart.”78 The misdeeds 

of the nobility are merely the highest-order instantiations of Grabbe’s refutation of the whole world.  

From his name and reputation, the most wicked character of the drama ought to be its 

fantastic being, the devil. As Roy Cowen writes, Grabbe’s devil “is driven by a desire to scoff at or 

destroy the prevailing order. In this work, […]the order he destroys is an artificial and unstable one 

built on hypocrisy, avarice, egotism, and ignorance.”79 The great irony here is that the devil uses 

precisely the mechanisms by which the diegetic world functions —lies, greed, etc.— to try and 

destroy it, being little more than a better liar and a greedier person than most of the mortals he 

encounters.80 We might thus speak not of the devil trying to “destroy the prevailing world order,” 

but of using the principles on which this order is founded to help it destroy itself. Through his 

exaggerated mirroring of trends already present in the drama’s mortals,81 the devil comes to stand in 

                                                
76 Ibid., 235-6. 

77 Olaf Kutzmutz, Grabbe: Klassiker Ex Negativo (Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 1995), 50. 

78 Hans-Georg Werner, “Komik des Niedrigen. Zu Grabbe’s ‘Scherz, Satire, Ironie und tiefere Bedeutung,’” 
in Grabbe und die Dramatiker seiner Zeit: Beiträge zum II. Internationalen Grabbe-Symposium 1989, ed. Detlev Kopp 
and Michael Vogt (Tübingen: M. Niemeyer, 1990), 148. 

79 Ibid., 122.  

80 Because of the devil’s similarity with the humans he encounters, Werner writes of an “Entdiabolisierung 
des Teufels” that “läßt das Weltganze schäbig erscheinen. Denn wenn schon das personifizierte Böse bloß 
eine miese Menschennatur hat […], was soll von dem Rest zu erwarten sein?” Werner, 142.   

81 The first reviewer of the play states that the devil “in seinem Charakter zu wenig bestimmt und zu wenig 
hervorgehoben ist.” Bergmann, Grabbes Werke in der zeitgenössischen Kritik, I:38. Over and against this, it seems 
that the devil’s particular importance to the drama lies precisely in his ability to be relatively unremarkable in 
the society he has intruded. 
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not just for an “Opposition gegen jeden Idealismus,”82 but also for an ontological sickness in the 

play’s world; his task in the work is to advance this sickness and allow it to kill the world. This 

sickness is the market economy, and its symptom is transactional thinking. 

  The most obvious way for the devil to help the world toward its demise is to ruin the life of 

its most innocent character, the young baroness, Liddy, by marrying her off to a Freiherr with a 

“sprechender Name,” Mordax.83 The Freiherr’s first line in the play indicates his debauched nature 

in a manner not dissimilar to Lessing’s Prince in Emilia Galotti:84 “Die Liddy ist ein prächtiges Tier 

und behagt mich superbe! Sie hat, soviel ich von außen sehen kann, ein paar Zitzen, wie kein König! 

Ich will sie heiraten oder totstechen!”85 Myriad forms of social interaction are shown to be broken; 

instead of furthering the cohesion of the world, interactions between characters simply advance the 

drama’s steady message of decay in interpersonal relations due to greed. This decay is primarily 

evinced in transactional scenes, where bartering for one’s own personal gain is driven to ludicrous 

ends. In essence, exchange, the basis of modern market-based societies, becomes the root of evil in 

the drama. The devil, having seen Mordax express his obscene wishes, steps in and offers to get her 

                                                
82 Georg-Michael Schulz, “Der ‘Äther.’ Oder: ‘der Dampf [...]aus der Garküch hier.’ Christian Dietrich 
Grabbes und Georg Büchners Lustspiele,” in Innovation des Dramas im Vormärz: Grabbe und Büchner, ed. Lothar 
Ehrlich and Detlev Kopp, Vormärz-Studien, XXXVIII (Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 2016), 122. 

83 Beyond the invocations of the German “Mord” and “Axt” in the name, “mordax” is also a Latin term 
meaning “beißend” or “beißig.” Immanuel Johann Gerhard Scheller, Latein-Deutsch und Deutsch-Latein: 
Handlexicon, vornehmlich für Schulen (Göttingen, 1807), 93. I thank Ian McLean of the Carolina-Duke German 
program for this reference.  

84 Compare here: Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Werke in fünf Bänden, ed. Karl Balser and Thomas Höhle, vol. I 
(Weimar: Volksverlag, 1963), 229–30. The parallels with Emilia Galotti abound. As she is about to be captured, 
Liddy pulls out a Haarnadel with which to kill herself “[e]he ein einziger dieser Bösewichter auch nur meine 
Hand berührt”, much as Emilia does at the end of Lessing’s work. See: Grabbe, Werke und Briefe I, 269 and 
Lessing, 303. 

85 Grabbe, Werke und Briefe I, 235.  
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for him “auf Bedingungen.” The conditions are that the Freiherr must let his oldest son study 

philosophy and he must murder thirteen tailor’s apprentices. This latter condition is too much: 

Freiherr. Hast du mich zum Narren, Schurke? Was sind das für wahnsinnige Forderungen? 
Dreizehn Schneidergesellenermorden! Weswegen denn grade die Schneidergesellen? 

Teufel. Weil es die unschuldigsten sind. 

Freiherr. Ja so! – Doch dreizehn! Welche Menge! Nein, sieben will ich zur Not abkappen, aber auch 
keinen einzigen drüber.  

Teufel beleidigt. Meinen Sie, ich ließe mit mir handeln, wie ein Jude? Er will gehen. 

Freiherr hält ihn zurück. Hören Sie, Herr, ich will neun – elf – ja zwölf umbringen; nur den 
dreizehnten erlassen Sie mir! Das wäre über die grade Zahl hinaus! 

Teufel. Gut, damit bin ich zufrieden, wenn Sie nämlich dem dreizehnten doch wenigstens einige 
Rippen zerbrechen wollen. 

Freiherr. Nu, auf die paar lausigen Rippen soll es mir nicht ankommen …86   

The devil’s transactional mischief continues apace. After securing a “purchaser” in Mordax, he must 

convince Liddy’s intended, Herr von Wernthal, to give her up. As Wernthal appears, we see that this 

should be relatively easy: he is 12,000 Reichstaler in debt. The devil approaches him and asks him, 

“Was soll ich Ihnen für Ihre Braut bezahlen?” After haggling over the monetary value of her 

different attributes, the final sale price for Wernthal to leave Liddy is just short of 20,000 

Reichstaler.87 Having arranged the sale, the devil goes about delivering the baroness to Mordax. 

 Satan is not the only master of transactions in the drama; in this, he is paralleled and 

overshadowed by the schoolmaster, who ultimately defeats the demon. Shortly after convincing a 

peasant to get his healthy teeth pulled so as to not lose out on a “Profitchen,” 88 the schoolmaster 

sees another profit to be made: catching the devil. Hearing reports that the demon is in the area, the 

teacher hatches a plan with the local blacksmith who discovered the demon: “Was meint Ihr, wenn 

                                                
86 Ibid., 235-236. 

87 Ibid., 236-238. 

88  Ibid., 248-249. 
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wir den Herrn Urian einfingen, ihn in einen Käfig sperrten, mit ihm auf Messen und Jahrmärkten 

herumzogen, ihn für eine Seeejungfer, oder um den Anschlagszettel noch auffallender zu machen, 

für eine Seewitwe ausgäben, und uns den Titel zweier Professoren der Seejungferei beilegten?” This 

entices the blacksmith, who responds, “Wir würden steinreiche Leute!” They build a cage, hide it in 

the woods, and place some condoms89 in it to bait the demon.90 As the trap is set, the schoolmaster 

goes off to the side, and in comes the devil, “schnüffelnd”:91 

Schulmeister. Ha, da ist er schon! Wie es ihm in die Nase sticht! 

Teufel. Ich rieche hier zweierlei! Links etwas Unzüchtiges, Kinderverhinderndes, – Rechts etwas 
Versoffenes, sich mit Kindern Beschäftigendes. 

Schulmeister. Schwerenot, das ist doch keine Anspielung auf mich? 

Teufel indem er auf die Kodons zugeht. Das Unzüchtige zieht mich gewaltig an, sich nach dem Schulmeister 
wendend, aber auch das Versoffene kirrt mich nicht minder, – stehenbleibend, wenn ich nur wüßte, 
welches von beiden das Inmoralischste wäre! Er schnüffelt stärker.  

Schulmeister in großer Angst. Alle Henker, mein Gewissen! 

Teufel. Ich habs heraus: das Versoffene, sich mit Kindern Beschäftigende zu meiner Rechten ist das 
Schlimmste, und das Unzüchtige, Kinderverhindernde zu meiner Linken ist, damit verglichen, die 
wahre Unschuld! Er eilt auf den Schulmeister zu.92  

As the devil reaches for the suddenly terrified teacher, the drunk picks up a piece of a chair from the 

church that he had broken in a drunken reverie the night before, and uses this to scare the demon 

away. The devil, not wanting a fight, goes for the condoms, and is trapped in the cage.93 To put the 

action here into crudely transactional terms, the schoolmaster knew his target customer, and, 

                                                
89 In the published version from 1827, the condoms are replaced with “den Casanova und Althings 
gesammelte Schriften.” See: Grabbe, Werke und Briefe I, 585-6. For more on the changes to the text due to 
censorship, see: Heady, 51-68, esp. 53-61.   

90 Ibid., 253-254. 

91 The devil’s dog-like characteristics from here to the end of the play seem to be a play on the Goethean 
embodiment of the demonic within a dog in Faust. For more on the relationship between the devil and dogs, 
see: Barbara Allen Woods, The Devil in Dog Form: A Partial Type-Index of Devil Legends., University of California 
Publications. Folklore Studies ; 11 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1959). 

92 Grabbe, Werke und Briefe I, 265-6. 

93 Ibid.  
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thinking that the immorality of the condoms would be irresistible, used these to try and capture the 

demon. Forgetting that he himself was immoral (as a drunk dealing with children), he must thus 

make use of force, and succeeds in capturing his target audience. After having captured the devil, the 

schoolmaster’s plans for a traveling show are interrupted by the devil’s grandmother, who demands 

that the schoolmaster release her kin. The schoolmaster obliges, but only on the condition that the 

devil “gib Pfötchen.” The schoolmaster treats the devil liked a caged animal, giving us thus the 

image of a nascent disciplining state that will release its criminals once they have shown they can 

behave.94 In this disciplining function, the schoolmaster becomes more than a device to “project” 

the author’s “life experiences” into the drama,95 succeeding instead in embodying a perversion of 

“[d]en aufklärerischen Versuch, gesellschaftlichen Fortschritt nach dem Maßstab der Vernunft in 

allen Lebensbereichen zu erzielen.”96 The schoolmaster defeats the devil by being meaner and wilier 

than even the prince of darkness.  

In his success, the schoolmaster gives form to the dishearteningly negative message of 

Grabbe’s Lustspiel. As opposed to the fantastic or distant worlds of Eichendorff or Platen, Scherz, 

Satire takes place somewhere in Germany, and the master of the drama’s magical force —the 

transaction— is a human being, not the devil. We are left asking: where is there distance like we saw 

in the previous dramas? The distance occurs precisely in the act of ridicule. By offering an ever-so-

slightly fantasticated, yet nonetheless quite exaggerated caricature of real-world situations, Grabbe’s 

drama lays bear the negativity with which Eichendorff played and Platen cleared the ground for 

                                                
94 The classic account of the disciplining state is: Foucault, Michel, Discipline and Punish.  

95 Dwight A. Klett, “The Autobiographical and Critical Function of the ‘Schulmeister’ in Christian Dietrich 
Grabbe’s Scherz, Satire, Ironie Und Tiefere Bedeutung,” Essays in Literature 16, no. 1 (Spring 1989): 142. 

96 Kutzmutz, Grabbe, 46. 
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something new. Instead of any such playfulness, Grabbe’s nihilistic drama cuts down not only 

certain aspects of the world, but its very essence. 

*** 

 We have seen in our discussion of the Lesedrama three different uses of its dream-like or 

“hallucinatory” characteristics toward concrete ends achieved through ridicule. For Eichendorff, this 

was poking fun at different literary and social trends and advancing an aloof, ironic stance toward 

cultural production that, in its ambivalence toward the other major trends, might offer space for a 

sort of aesthetic freedom. In Platen, the whole drama about a fateful fork and the frightfully bad 

state of the German theater was consciously used as a cipher to demand a freer society (“Nur ein 

freies Volk ist eines Aristophanes würdig”). Grabbe dismisses both of these out of hand, offering 

the affective inversion of light-hearted Eichendorff in a nihilistic parable about the impossibility of 

“good” action in a world where everyone is pursuing selfish interests. These Lesedramen are more 

politically intense than what we are about to see from the tradition of the Volkstheater, but their 

educated audience base renders them rarified. We turn now to see what could be done in a genre 

with its hand on the pulse of the people at the heart of early-nineteenth century German culture.  

2.3 Localizing Disruption in the Volkstheater: Zauberstück and Zauberposse 

 In 1851, the Swiss author Gottfried Keller wrote to his friend Hermann Hettner, looking 

back on the comedies of the past thirty years. Like most other authors who discussed the stage at 

the time, Keller sees plenty of problems: in his view, the deaths of Goethe, Schiller, and Tieck (who 

was still alive, albeit inactive at the time of Keller’s writing) brought about “den riesenschnellen 

Verfall der alten Welt” of the theater. In spite of the gloomy situation, Keller nonetheless sees a 

“künftige politische Komödie” that will arise from the tradition of the Lokalposse.97 The most potent 

                                                
97 Gottfried Keller, “Ein Brief über das Drama,” in Theorie des bürgerlichen Realismus: eine Textsammlung, ed. 
Gerhard Plumpe (Stuttgart: Reclam, 2009), 272. 



 

 123 

location for the tradition of the localized farcical comedy was Vienna.98 Inspired by the success of 

Kotzebue’s Die deutschen Kleinstädter, Viennese playwrights quickly took Kotzebue’s generalized 

assault on small-town German life and specialized it to the conditions of the Habsburg capital, 

building on a strong tradition of local ridicule. The early practitioners here were authors such as 

Adolph Bäuerle and Carl Meisl, both of whom achieved enormous success by poking fun at the 

peculiarities of life in Vienna.99  In spite of its local referentiality, Keller writes, the Lokalposse is 

promising as the site of political comedy because it offered “die freie Willkür in der Ökonomie” and 

made possible “die Allegorisierung politischer und moralischer Begriffe.”100 Keller indicates the 

capacity of these plays to create entirely new worlds through “freie Willkür in der Ökonomie,” 

fabricating novel social situations through the imagination of their authors and thereby laying the 

ground for his second point, the production of political and moral allegories with which to criticize 

the unmentioned referent, German (or Viennese) society in the early nineteenth century.  

Ultimately, the displacement Keller writes about in the Lokalposse was endemic to one sort of 

farce above all: the Zauberposse, where the creative potential of romanticizing symbolism was 

unleashed before a broad audience. The Zauberposse itself is the devolution of a less parodistic genre, 

the Zauberstück or Zaubermärchen that was brought to its zenith by the ever-more extravagant 

Ferdinand Raimund. In the Zauberstück, day-to-day middle-class issues of Viennese society (greed, 

materialism, vice in general) were transported to a host of exotic lands, both profane (India) and 

                                                
98 The standard work on Viennese Volkstheater is still Rommel, Die Alt-Wiener Volkskomödie. 

99 One of Bäuerle’s earliest smash-hits was Die Bürger in Wien, an anti-French farce that had lasting success. 
For more on the connection between Raimund and earlier Volkstheater, see: Ian F. Roe, “Strategies of 
Comedy in Raimunds ‘Der Alpenkönig Und Der Menschenfeind’: Tradition and Innovation,” The Modern 
Language Review 105, no. 3 (2010): 763. Meisl’s Die Aloe im Garten zu Krähwinkel is a veiled ridicule of Viennese 
self-importance.  For a very brief history of the transfer of the “Krähwinkliade” from Kotzebue to Vienna, 
see: Eda O’Shiel de Sagarra, “Krähwinkel, Imperial Village: An Episode in the Viennese Popular Theatre,” 
German Life and Letters 23, no. 4 (1970): 310–15.  

100 Keller, “Ein Brief über das Drama,” 273. 



 

 124 

fantastic (the realm of fairies and gods). From this safe distance, Raimund could moralize about the 

problems of his own society, acting thereby as a sort of disciplining agent for bourgeois virtue in the 

post-Napoleonic period. Horst Denkler complicates this picture, writing that Raimund “spiegelte die 

geltenden Herrschaftsstrukturen mit Hilfe phantastischer Zauber- und Geistesapparate, die weniger 

die Existenz gerechter Regierung als die Hoffnung auf sie bezeugen.”101 Nominally comedies 

because of their happy endings, Raimund’s works were quite often more serious than they were 

humorous,102 offering, as Denkler indicates, an ideal version of the dull Biedermeier period.  

Such celebrations of the positive aspects of the social order of the time are particularly 

obvious in a Zauberstück by nineteenth century Germany’s most popular female playwright, Charlotte 

Birch-Pfeiffer. First performed at the Theater an der Wien in 1830, Birch-Pfeiffer’s Die 

Walpurgisnacht highlights and de-mystifies the conservative principle of the Zauberstück by replacing 

the key role of fairy-tale beings with earthly potentates. As opposed to a spirit world setting human 

affairs right, it is to dukes and princes that the task of righting the wrongs of the world falls, making 

thus explicit the genre’s tacit celebration of the Metternichean order.   

This romanticizing ideation, however innocent in its conception and no matter its 

conduciveness to an upholding of the status quo, contained in nuce the element with which to mount 

a questioning of precisely those virtues the Zauberstück sought to uphold. The fantastic exaggeration 

and the brutish simplicity of the genre’s moral universe made it well-positioned for parody. Just such 

a travestying was undertaken by the executioner of the Zauberstück genre, Johann Nestroy. Nestroy 

                                                
101 Denkler, Restauration und Revolution: Politische Tendenzen im deutschen Drama zwischen Wiener Kongress und 
Märzrevolution, 172–73. 

102 Calvin N. Jones writes that Raimunds Zauberstücke “presented a problem for scholars, critics, and the 
theater-going public: the unusual mixture of serious and comic, fairy-tale and everyday, prose and verse, and 
literary and theatrical elements found in these plays has been difficult to analyze and classify.” Calvin N. 
Jones, Negation and Utopia: The German Volksstück from Raimund to Kroetz, Studies in Modern German Literature, 
vol. 56 (New York: P. Lang, 1993), 37.  
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took the hyperbole of the fairy-tale world and turned it on itself by means of ridicule, collapsing the 

fantasy and highlighting the immediate, actual relevance of the moral problems portrayed in the 

Zauberstück. This flight from fantasy is a triumph of localization, and was attended by a surge in 

moral pessimism that parallels the shift we saw above from Eichendorff to Grabbe in the Lesedrama. 

With the disillusionment of the Zauberstück and the triumph of localized, immediate relevance, the 

Viennese Volksstück evidences an aesthetic transformation that enabled the radically tendential, 

immediately relevant ridicule characteristic of the epoch properly called the Vormärz (1830-1848). 

2.3.i Raimund 

 Born to a poor family, the hypochondriac Raimund was one of the greatest celebrities of the 

nineteenth-century Viennese stage. Prints of his likeness in costume, as well as sheet music to hit 

songs from his works were regularly advertised and sold to the public in the 1820s.103 His popularity 

was such that he was appointed artistic director of the Theater in der Leopoldstadt in 1828, as 

authorities saw an advantage to be won through his preservation of “moralischen und 

staatsbürgerlichen Wertes.”104 As presenter and conservator of a simple, even “naive”105 morality or 

a “historical manifestation of the ideology of accommodation” then-prevalent,106 Raimund evinces a 

“binding” force to “contain” certain unruly societal elements, not unlike the processed discussed by 

                                                
103 See here advertisements in: Anonymous, “Bei Anton Diabelli und Comp.,” Wiener Zeitung, November 25, 
1826; Anonymous, “Ankündigung der Gallerie drolliger und interessanter Scenen, dargestellt auf den Wiener 
Bühnen,” Wiener Theater-Zeitung (Bäuerles Theaterzeitung), September 16, 1826.  

104 Karl Glossy, ed., “Zur Geschichte der Theater Wiens II,” Jahrbuch der Grillparzer-Gesellschaft 26 (1920): 95. 
Raimund eventually left this post, but continued writing and performing with success until he committed 
suicide in 1836, fearful that a recent dog bite had given him rabies. Rommel, Die Alt-Wiener Volkskomödie, 926. 
His later career was quite a turnaround for Raimund: in 1818, he was ordered arrested because an affair he 
was having with an actress became public and because of an “auf der Bühne gemachten Extemporierens” 
“ohne vorläufig eingeholte Bewilligung.” See: Karl Glossy, ed., “Zur Geschichte der Theater Wiens I,” 
Jahrbuch der Grillparzer-Gesellschaft 25 (1915): 241–42. 

105 Jürgen Hein, Ferdinand Raimund (Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler, 1970), 76. 

106 Jones, Negation and Utopia, 58. 
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Eric Downing in relation to Keller’s Der grüne Heinrich.107 Downing notes the irony in “how the 

abnormal and fantastic are put in the service of achieving sober, normative bounds.” In the context 

of realist aesthetics, as Downing elaborates, this irony is somewhat mitigated by the subtly mediated 

nature of these fantastic beings in realism (i.e., they are often not directly represented, but rather 

related through paintings, stories, etc.).108 In Raimund’s fairy-tale worlds, containment is rather more 

immediate on the stage, making up for what it loses in nuance through its obvious communicability 

and, hence, its audience impact. For both the simple morality in his plays and for his connection to 

his audiences, Raimund has often been called a writer of Besserungsstücke, although not of the variety 

where “society corrects the individual,”109 but one where both the individual and society are bettered 

by play’s end. Thus, Raimund’s dramatic production constitutes a figurative “restoration” of societal 

harmony and personal virtue in the post-Napoleonic period. 

 To get an idea of the sorts of moral and aesthetic tropes associated with the restorative 

Zauberstück, we will briefly consider two of Raimund’s plays, Das Mädchen aus der Zauberwelt oder Der 

Bauer als Millionair (1826) and Der Alpenkönig und der Menschenfeind (1828). Like Eichendorff, Platen, or 

Grabbe, Raimund’s plays also attack the materialist mood of the early nineteenth century. Where the 

Lesedrama would seek a way out of this materialism through fantasy, war, and murder, Raimund 

offers a more innocent antidote: marriage and the love of a family.  

                                                
107 Eric Downing, “Binding Magic in Gottfried Keller’s Der Grüne Heinrich,” The Germanic Review: Literature, 
Culture, Theory 90, no. 3 (July 3, 2015): 156–70.  

108 Ibid., 161. 

109 Laurence V. Harding, The Dramatic Art of Ferdinand Raimund and Johann Nestroy. A Critical Study. (The Hague: 
Mouton, 1974), 63. 
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 The fantastic elements we have seen so far in the realm of the reading-play Zauberstück pale 

in comparison with Raimund’s Das Mädchen aus der Zauberwelt oder Der Bauer als Millionair.110 As the 

play begins in a “großer Festsaal, mit magischen Lampen [...] hell beleuchtet,” we learn that 

Lakrimosa, a “mächtige Fee,” has been punished for falling in love with a human, the “Frechheit” of 

which upset the queen of the spirit realm. The ensuing child, Lottchen, has been banned from the 

Feenreich and left in the care a poor peasant named Fortunatus Wurzel. Lakrimosa’s fortunes might 

change if, before her eighteenth birthday, Lottchen eschews material wealth, remains virtuous, stays 

in the forest, and marries poor. This will allow Lakrimosa to see her daughter again and the mortals 

to live happily ever after. Initially, the plan seemed to work, but Lakrimosa spurned the advances of 

another spirit, “der Neid.” This evil spirit lets the peasant Wurzel find an enormous treasure, 

whereupon the mortal moves to the big city and lives a life of vice, refusing to let Lottchen marry 

her beloved, a poor fisher named Karl. This jeopardizes the redemption of the fairy-tale family.111 

Along the way, numerous spirits appear, including the morning, evening, and night, “der Blödsinn, 

die Trägheit und mehrere andere allegorische Personen”112 such as youth, old age, and hate.  

Aided along by these obvious allegories, the immediacy of the play’s moral dimension is 

precisely its strength, or at least was seen as such by reviewers at the time. As the reviewer in Adolph 

Bäuerle’s Allgemeine Theaterzeitung noted after one of the first performances, the symbolism here is 

simple, and that is why it works: “Die Allegorie ist eine Bilderschrift. Ihr Haupterforderniß ist 

Klarheit und Verständlichkeit der Zeichnung.”113 Given the mass audience viewing Raimund’s 

                                                
110 Raimund, “Das Mädchen aus der Feenwelt.” 

111 Ibid., 137-143 

112 Ibid., 134 

113 Anonymous, “Wien. K.K. priv. Theater in der Leopoldstadt.,” Allgemeine Theaterzeitung und Unterhaltungsblatt 
für Freunde der Kunst, Literatur und des geselligen Lebens, December 9, 1826. 
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dramas, symbolic gestures had to be comprehensible to the average viewer. This in turn necessitated 

a bluntness with which the moral order of the Restoration era was upheld.  

 As opposed to the ubiquitous immorality on display in the characters of Eichendorff, Platen, 

and Grabbe, vice in Das Mädchen aus der Feenwelt is centered on a single figure, Wurzel. This is a 

technique by which to make more understandable the play’s moral messaging. The reviewer in the 

Allgemeine Theaterzeitung praises the “tiefe wichtige Lehre für das Leben” that “liegt in der Rolle des 

Fortunatus Wurzel.”114 The former peasant’s first monologue in the play is an ode to his stomach: 

“Was das für ein schönes Bewußtsein ist, einen guten Magen zu haben […] Sackerlot, ich bin der 

fidelste Kerl auf der Welt! […] Jetzt hab ich das Haus gekauft, und jetzt kauf ich mir noch einen 

sauber[en] Weltteil, wo ein kleiner Garten dabei ist, das wird ein Leben werden…”115 Where Wurzel 

has an insatiable appetite for things material, his adopted daughter Lottchen insists on living a 

simple life as “eine niedrige Person.” This upsets Wurzel: “… ich will nichts wissen von der 

Wasserprinzessin. Ist das ein Betragen für ein Haus wie das meinige? Statt daß [sie] ein vampirenes 

Kleid anleget und mit ihren Vatern auf d’ Promanad ging’, bleibt s’ das ganze Jahr zu Haus hocken 

und geht in einem spinatfarben Überrock herum.”116 Here, Wurzel makes an important distinction 

between the high-society “vampirenes Kleid” that he wishes Lottchen to wear and the more 

traditional, low-class “spinatfarben Überrock” that she prefers. Wurzel goes on to display his 

iniquitous credentials by throwing lavish parties and drinking too much, a licentiousness that the 

spirit world punishes in symbolic fashion. One night, Wurzel receives two guests. The first is “die 

Jugend,” who bids him adieu and wishes him well in the next stage of his life. The second is “das 

                                                
114 Ibid. 

115 Raimund, “Das Mädchen aus der Feenwelt,” 149. 

116 Ibid., 150, 149.  
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hohe Alter,” who brings him goiters and gout. Suddenly a miserable old man, Wurzel abandons his 

home and riches: “…hab ich meine Schönheit verloren, so will ich auch nimmer reich sein, ich will 

lieber arm sein und gsund.”117 While not particularly “tief,” the Allgemeine Theaterzeitung reviewer’s 

“wichtige Lehre für das Leben” here is quite obvious: attachment to riches to the detriment of the 

small things in life will lead to spiritual ruin.  

 In stark contrast to her adoptive father, Lottchen is the classic example of moral purity. 

When the household servant, Lorenz, exclaims that she is a millionaire, she retorts:  

Ich will aber keine sein, denn der Schatz, den der Vater gefunden, hat Unglück über unser ganzes 
Haus gebracht. Ach, wo ist die schöne Zeit, wo der Vater so gut mit mir war, wo ich täglich meinen 
Karl sehen durfte, wo noch Schwalben unter unserem Dache nisteten, und keine so hungrigen Raben 
wie jetzt die falschen Freunde meines Vaters! Ach, wo bist du, glückliche Zeit?118 

The drama’s clear denunciation of material greed functions palliatively, encouraging the audience to 

be happy with their lot, reminding the viewer, as the reviewer in the Allgemeine Theaterzeitung does, of 

the “Nichtigkeit und Hinfälligkeit alles Irrdischen [sic].”119 Wurzel denounces her dreams of 

simplicity: “… wenn du dich nicht in meinen Willen fügst und immer vom Wald phantasierst, du 

melancholische Wildenten, […] wie ich dich durchwassern werden, einen Wolchenbruch laß ich auf 

denen Buckel niedergehen, wannst nicht den alten Millioneur heuratst.” Lottchen laments, “Ach, 

was bin ich für eine arme Närrin!” Here, Wurzel offers the most obvious social-critical line of the 

drama: “Just, wenn man eine arme Närrin ist, muß man suchen, auch Millioneurin zu werden, so 

verzeihen einem doch die Leut die Narrheit leichter.”120 Rich people, the drama tells us, are allowed 

to be idiots. Nonetheless, the overwhelming message of Das Mädchen aus der Zauberwelt is to renounce 
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120 Raimund, “Das Mädchen aus der Feenwelt,” 156-7.  



 

 130 

worldly things and focus on the family. Binding people to tradition, the rustic ethos propagated by 

Das Mädchen aus der Zauberwelt constitutes the height of the restorative Zauberstück and is typical of the 

Biedermeier period. 

 However successful it was, the restorative Zauberstück quickly began to show signs of decline, 

evident already in Raimund’s major work from 1828, Der Alpenkönig und der Menschenfeind. The drama 

follows the story of Herr von Rappelkopf, a wealthy, paranoid misanthrope who believes his family 

hates him and his loyal servants are plotting to murder him. As opposed to the ubiquitous 

interference of magic beings in the human world on display in Das Mädchen, Der Alpenkönig only has 

one fairy-tale figure intervene in mortal affairs, Astragalus, the king of the alps. After Rappelkopf has 

run away and bought a hut in the woods where he can be alone, Astragalus appears to him and 

offers a deal: either Rappelkopf lets the Alpenkönig show him how wrong he is about the people 

around him, or he can die then and there. After encountering the spirits of his dead wives, 

Rappelkopf accepts.121 Astragalus transforms Rappelkopf’s outer appearance into that of his 

brother-in-law and takes on that of Rappelkopf himself, and proceeds to show the human how 

wrong he was about his family and the world around him. Realizing the error of his ways, he says to 

his family at the end: “ich bin ein pensionierter Menschenfeind, […] und ich werde meine Tage 

ruhig im Tempel der Erkenntnis verleben.”122 This is essentially the same sort of happy ending one 

expects from a Zauberstück, accompanied by platitudes similar to those on display in Das Mädchen.  

 The moral messaging of the play is not that which chiefly draws our attention here; rather, 

what is of interest is a dialogue printed by Theodor Graf von Heußenstamm (himself a dramatist) as 

a review of the play in the Allgemeine Theaterzeitung on November 8, 1828. The speaking pair in the 
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dialogue avers that Raimund failed to bring about a causal connection between the drama’s first 

scene in the fairy-tale world and the prosaic second scene: “Die moderne Gesinnung, die sich darin 

ausspricht; der Dialog, der ganz unserer Komödie angehört; die Charaktere, die sich in derselben 

Weise ankünden und entwickeln […] finden keinen Leitton, der sie an jene Zauberwelt schließt.”123 

One of the interlocutors summarizes: “Zuförderst sollte die Einführung des Wunderbaren zum 

Theile verfehlt seyn, und das wie und warum beruhte in seiner Stellung […] zur Gesinnungen des 

Stückes […] es könnte wohl gar entbehrt, oder auch zweckmäßiger ersetzt werden.” Basically, 

Heußenstamm is arguing that the magic world does not need to be there, that it actually interferes 

with the viewer’s enjoyment: “Es macht ihm [dem Zuschauer] Lust, in ein keckes, neunzehnte[s] 

Jahrhundert mitten hinein zu treten.”124 This demand for a more immediate connection to the 

nineteenth century, possibly even evicting the spirit world from its place on stage, is one of the 

earliest bells tolling in the end of the Zauberstück. Before looking at that end, though, we look to one 

intermediate stage in the flight from fantasy to more prosaic life. 

2.3.ii Birch-Pfeiffer 

 As should be apparent from the thematic elements described in Raimund’s dramas, the genre 

of the Zauberstück was heavily influenced by melodrama, which often reinforces typical middle-class 

virtues and focuses on the affairs of the family.125 Fittingly, one of the principal German writers of 

melodrama of the nineteenth century (and concomitantly the most successful female dramatist of 

                                                
123 Theodor Graf von Heußenstamm, “Nach Aufführung des Zauberspiels: ‘der Alpenkönig und der 
Menschenfeind,’” Allgemeine Theaterzeitung und Unterhaltungsblatt für Freunde der Kunst, Literatur und des geselligen 
Lebens, November 8, 1828, 538. 

124 Ibid., 540 

125 As Matthew Head writes, a typical understanding of Mozart’s Zauberflöte is as an evolution out of earlier 
melodrama. Matthew Head, “Benevolent Machinery: Techniques of Sympathy in Early German Melodrama,” 
in The Melodramatic Moment: Music and Theatrical Culture, 1790–1820, ed. Katherine G Hambridge and Jonathan 
Hicks (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018), 151. 
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the time), Charlotte Birch-Pfeiffer (1800-1868) also wrote a Zauberstück. Birch-Pfeiffer was derided 

by Hettner as someone who writes “fade[…] Machwerke” and leaves “den ganzen Verlauf der 

dramatischen Handlung” in the hands of “des äußeren Zufalls.”126 Such sentiments have, as Helga 

Kraft notes, long been the basic contours of Birch-Pfeiffer’s critical reception, although this has 

changed somewhat in recent decades.127 Here, we look to Birch-Pfeiffer’s foray into the world of the 

Zauberstück to see how one of the most successful social dramatists of the Vormärz adapted the genre 

to more worldly circumstances. 

First performed at the Theater an der Wien on March 6, 1830 and based on a story by hit-

author Caroline Pichler,128 Birch-Pfeiffer’s Die Walpurgisnacht was a box office hit. In September, 

1830, Bäuerle’s Allgemeine Theaterzeitung reports that the amount of people was “so groß, daß viele 

Schaulustige vor dem Anfang zurückgehen mußte, der beste Beweis, welchen Eindruck die 

Künstlerinn auf unser Publikum hervorgebracht hat […] das Stück gefiel so sehr, daß es in einer 

Woche drey Mahl gegeben wurde, ein Fall, der allerdings hier zu den ungewöhnlichen gehört.”129 

Aside from its popularity, the drama is both emblematic of the Zauberstück tradition and reveals the 

deterioration of its fantastical pretense. While magic spells and beings move the plot, Birch-Pfeiffer’s 

                                                
126 Hettner, Das moderne Drama: Ästhetische Untersuchungen, 111. 

127 Helga Kraft, “Frauen proben den Aufstand: ‘Herma’ und die Amazonendramen ihrer Zeit,” in Vom Salon 
zur Barrikade: Frauen der Heinezeit, ed. Irina Hundt, Heine-Studien (Stuttgart: Metzler, 2002), 205. 

128 Anonymous, “Neuigkeiten. Wien. K.K. priv. Theater in der Leopoldstadt.,” Allgemeine Theaterzeitung und 
Unterhaltungsblatt für Freunde der Kunst, Literatur und des geselligen Lebens, March 18, 1830. Pichler was the central 
figure of the Viennese salon scene at the start of the nineteenth century. For more on Pichler and her 
influence on the public sphere of the time, see: Ritchie Robertson, “The Complexities of Caroline Pichler: 
Conflicting Role Models, Patriotic Commitment, and The Swedes in Prague (1827),” Women in German 
Yearbook 23 (2007): 34–48; Karin Baumgartner, “Valorous Masculinities and Patriotism in the Texts of Early 
Nineteenth-Century German Women Writers,” German Studies Review 31, no. 2 (2008): 325–44; Lucia 
Lauková, “‘Der sterbende Schmetterling lehre dich wahre Frauenliebe’: Präsentationen weiblichen Glücks bei 
Caroline Pichler,” Seminar: A Journal of Germanic Studies 47, no. 2 (May 21, 2011): 190–203. 

129 Anonymous, “Neues aus und um Wien,” Allgemeine Theaterzeitung und Unterhaltungsblatt für Freunde der Kunst, 
Literatur und des geselligen Lebens, September 2, 1830. 
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“dramatisches Volksmärchen” is decidedly less enchanted than Raimund’s dramas and more closely 

associated with an ideation of life as it was in the Austria of the Restoration; it is more prosaic. As 

opposed to the fantastic creatures to be found in most of the Zauberstück tradition, in Die 

Walpurgisnacht, all of the elements are rooted in Christian folklore and superstitions about witches 

(apparent already in the title). As opposed to other dramas in her oeuvre where “social criticism” is 

peppered throughout,130 Birch-Pfeiffer’s Zauberstück is much more a celebration of the virtues of 

Christian, south-German tradition along lines even more apparent than with Raimund.  

Situated in an alpine Austrian village during the Thirty-Years War, the basic plot revolves 

around Gertrud, a woman who lost out in the competition for the heart of a man named Rudolph 

Werner to another woman, Else. Determined to have Rudolph, Gertrud visits an old witch in the 

mountains on Walpurgisnacht, who gives her a magic plant that collects a dew which, when rubbed 

on the face, causes the wearer to take on the appearance of the target person, in this case, Rudolph’s 

wife Else. The witchcraft comes with a warning: “Es wird die That sich an dem Thäter rächen!”131 

Concomitantly, Gertrud enlists the help of a demon who spirits Else away to the far-off duchy of 

Wolfenbüttel. Unfortunately for Gertrud’s machinations, she is not the only figure in the play with a 

hidden identity. At the beginning of the play, none other than the duke of Wolfenbüttel had been 

hiding as a laborer named “Hermann” in the Werner family smithy so as to avoid persecution by 

Imperial forces, and is glad to help his erstwhile protector in any way he can. The duke sends Else 

back home, where she sees the ruin that has fallen upon her home and eventually confronts the 

                                                
130 The standard work here is: Rinske Van Stipriaan Pritchett, The Art of Comedy and Social Critique in Nineteenth-
Century Germany: Charlotte Birch-Pfeiffer (1800-1868), North American Studies in 19th-Century German 
Literature, v. 35 (Oxford ; New York: P. Lang, 2005). As Van Stipriaan Pritchett writes, Birch-Pfeiffer used 
“stage conventions of the comedy, elements that can be traced back to the commedia dell’arte, and new 
techniques, such as the French aesthetic of the historical comedy and the salon play, to explore contemporary 
issues and integrate personal experience.” Ibid., 99.  

131 Birch-Pfeiffer, “Die Walpurgisnacht,” 23. 
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enchantress. At the end of the play, the wall of the house collapses on the interloper, and domestic 

bliss is restored. The old witch on the mountain appears and says “mit fürchtbarer Stimme”: “Sie 

selbst hat gesä’et die verbrechr’ische Saat, / D’rum mußte sie ernten die Früchte der That!” Rudolph 

proclaims “Wir sind gerettet! Gott schütze uns!”132 In its essence, Die Walpurgisnacht repeats the same 

moral tropes that we saw in Raimund: evildoers are punished in fantastic fashion; virtue and truth 

triumph in the end.  

There is, however, one difference in the choice of character in Birch-Pfeiffer’s drama which 

points to the gradual demystification of the Zauberstück genre. Like the vast majority of dramas in the 

nineteenth century, plot development in the Zauberstück often occurs through intrigue, clandestine 

machinations that constitute the “Kernelement der erzählenden und dramatischen Literatur.”133 

Somebody hides something –either a fact or an identity– and thereby allows dramatic action to 

ensue. In a typical Zauberstück, the intriguers have a fantastic nature. In Das Mädchen aus der Feenwelt 

this was a messenger fairy named Ajaxerle, who, like Astragalus in Der Alpenkönig und der 

Menschenfeind, disguises himself as a foreign traveler to interfere in human affairs.134 In Die 

Walpurgisnacht, this holds true for Gertrud, who conceals herself through magic, but not for the other 

hidden identity that allows for a resolution of the plot in favor of the protagonists. This is not a 

fantastic being, but a mortal and royal character, the Duke of Wolfenbüttel.   

                                                
132 Ibid., 62.  

133 Thomas Boyken, “Die Intrige als dramaturgisches Zentrum der Dramen Laubes,” in Heinrich Laube (1806-
1884), Leben und Werk: Bestandsaufnahmen, Facetten, Zusammenhänge, ed. Leszek Dziemianko, Marek Hałub, and 
Matthias Weber, Schlesische Grenzgänger, Band 8 (Leipzig: Leipziger Universitätsverlag, 2016), 147. See here 
also: Peter von Matt, Ästhetik der Hinterlist : zu Theorie und Praxis der Intrigue in der Literatur, Themen ; Bd. 75 
(München: Carl Friedrich von Siemens Stiftung, 2002). 

134 See also Kleist’s Amphytrion, where Jupiter impersonates the title character. Heinrich von Kleist, 
“Amphytrion,” in Sämtliche Werke und Briefe: zweibändige Ausgabe in einem Band, ed. Helmut Sembdner, Vollst. 
Ausg, vol. 1, dtv 12919 (München: Dt. Taschenbuch-Verl, 2001), 245–320.   
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While this is not the first time in dramatic history that a royal hides among people of lesser 

standing,135 the intrusion of this plot device into the realm of the Zauberstück indicates a shift in the 

binding function of the genre. Appearing precisely at the middle point of the genre’s rise and decline 

in popularity,136 the transfer of salvific function from the supernatural to the human level has two 

important effects. The first of these is to associate rescue from social and moral predicaments with 

human, rather than divine authority. Where in Der Alpenkönig, Rappelkopf begins his healing process 

surrounded by the courtesans of the alpine fairy-king, in Die Walpurgisnacht, Else’s path to recovery 

starts at a ducal court. Birch-Pfeiffer explicitly plays on this when Else remarks: “[…] solche Pracht 

und Herrlichkeit ist ja im irdischen Leben gar nicht zu finden! Hier ist wohl das Feenland, von dem 

man mir in meiner Jugend oft erzählt?”137 The duke quickly corrects her: “Kein Feenland umgiebt 

Euch hier – Alles ist Wirklichkeit. Ich bin Herzog Heinrich von Wolfenbüttel, der, als Hermann Euer 

Gesell war, der Euch seine Rettung dankt! Alles, was Ihr hier erlebt ist Wirklichkeit, und nichts ist 

unbegreiflich, als wie Ihr hieher kommen aus Eurer hundert Meilen weiten Heimath…”138 In 

properly identifying her, Heinrich breaks the spell on Else’s mind, allowing her to remember who 

she is, where she comes from, and what was done to her. By assuming the function of savior 

typically reserved for fantastic beings in the Zauberstück, the duke embodies the morally containing 

function of the genre in much more prosaic (and obvious!) fashion than in Raimund. Birch-Pfeiffer 

has successfully localized the moral-didactic message to the earthly realm.  

                                                
135 Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale contains such a hidden identity. For an earlier instance of this in German 
drama, see: Johann Carl Wezel, Der kluge Jakob. Eine komische Oper in 3 Akten (Leipzig: Dyk, 1787). 

136 See above, note 5.  

137 Birch-Pfeiffer, “Die Walpurgisnacht,” 41.  

138 Ibid., 42. 
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The second function embodied in the transfer from fantastic to worldly power is connected 

to the inter-German situation of 1830. Wolfenbüttel is located in northern Germany and was, during 

the Thirty-Years War, a member of the Protestant League. In providing refuge to the duke, Else has 

inadvertently committed an act counter to the interests of Catholic Austria. This light treason was 

not commented on in published reviews of Die Walpurgisnacht, but nonetheless points to a theme 

later taken up by Junges Deutschland: the question of how to justify and even dramaturgically 

demonstrate the possibility of a unification of all German lands.139 While certainly not a call for 

German unification, the mutual aid between Else and the duke gestures toward friendship and 

comity between North- and South Germans in a fashion that extends beyond the princely bonds of 

the German Bund and toward a common German-ness. As will be clear in the latter half of this 

project, Birch-Pfeiffer’s drama planted seeds that in the next decades would grow into the 

foundation of a radical liberal use of the stage to attempt to effect German unification through 

drama. 

In spite of this latter innovation, Die Walpurgisnacht remains within the restrictive moral 

bounds of the typical Zauberstück, offering audiences in simple terms lessons for how to be good, 

religiously observant subjects of the crown that eschew the search for wealth and power beyond that 

accorded to them by their station. The play’s rejection of Gertrud’s familial coup provides in 

miniscule a justification to reject attempts to upend the social fabric of Restoration-era society. 

While containing in embryonic form some of the traits that would later be put to use to fight against 

that system and evincing the weakening of the ‘magic spell’ then dominant in Viennese Volkstheater, 

Birch-Pfeiffer’s Zauberstück gives another example of the enduringly conservative nature of the 

genre. 

                                                
139 This issue is dealt with in more detail in chapters three, four, and five of this work.  
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2.3.iii Nestroy 

The chains of the Zauberstück were ultimately broken three years after Die Walpurgisnacht with 

the debut of Johann Nestroy’s Der böse Geist Lumpazivagabundus oder das liederliche Kleeblatt, a play so 

popular it was repeated twelve times in two weeks,140 and enjoyed its one-hundredth performance at 

the Theater an der Wien in April 1835.141 Like Raimund, Nestroy’s success was based not just on 

writing these plays, but on performing them as well. However, the similarities with Raimund were of 

a formal nature, and disappear in their divergent approaches to the stage. On reading about the new 

play, Raimund is supposed to have said: “‘so einen gemeinen Titel hätt’ ich nicht niederschreiben 

können.’”142 In 1834, the emperor is said to have made “complaints” about the moral impact of the 

universe Nestroy created with Lumpazivagabundus.143 Since his arrival in Vienna, Nestroy had made a 

mockery of the Raimundian Zauberstück, playing the roles of Wurzel from Mädchen aus der Zauberwelt 

and Rappelkopf from Der Alpenkönig “as caricatures, which their creator had by no means 

intended.”144 With Lumpazivagabundus, the first box-office success that he wrote himself and his most 

enduring work, Nestroy applied this principle of caricature to the genre of the Zauberstück as a 

whole. At the same time as they constitute an “ironische Brechung der Gattungsnorm,”145 Nestroy’s 

                                                
140 Cite: der wanderer, 26. April 1833 

141 Otto Basil, Johann Nestroy in Selbstzeugnissen und Bilddokumenten (Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1967), 79. 

142 Cited in: Harding, 18.  

143 Heady, 163. NOTE: While Heady indicates that the emperor complained about the original 
Lumpazivagabundus, comments in Karl Glossy’s collection actually to refer to a performance of 
Lumpazivagabundus’s sequel, Die Familien Zwirn, Knieriem und Leim, debuted in 1834. See: Karl Glossy, ed., “Zur 
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144 Harding, 19.  

145 Jürgen Hein, “Biedermeiers Glück und Ende — Johann Nestroys 'Der böse Geist Lumpazivagabundus",” 
in Deutsche Komödien: vom Barock bis zur Gegenwart, ed. Winfried Freund, Uni-Taschenbücher 1498 (München: 
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“ironisiert[e] Besserungsstücke” constitute, as Denkler writes, an “Abbau der 

Biedermeierideologie.”146 It is with a particular eye to the role of humor in travestying both the genre 

of the Zauberstück and the moral pillars of the Biedermeier system that we will engage with 

Lumpazivagabundus.  

Alois Eder notes that Nestroy might be seen as one of the earliest “realist” dramatists in the 

German tradition, especially for his representations of “Proletarierfiguren” on the stage in the 

1840s.147 Given that the three main characters in Lumpazivagabundus are poor people, we might thus 

push such a “realism” to the very beginning of Nestroy’s career as a dramatist. Of profound interest 

here is that this “realism” is only possible because of the jocular nature of Nestroy’s dramas. This 

humoristic turn adds to the various alterities of the folk Zauberstück that enable criticism of certain 

aspects of society (i.e., magical beings and fantastic places) a powerful ingredient: the distancing 

effect of satiric ridicule. If the Zauberstück provided a safe haven for socio-critical voices by dint of 

its alien relationship to the reality of nineteenth-century society, a ridiculing of this genre constitutes 

a structural parabasis that pushes the interpretive framework of that alien relationship clearly back 

toward the society that birthed it. As we shall see in Lumpazivagabundus, Nestroy’s destruction of the 

moral reasoning of the Zauberstück enabled a ridicule of the reigning moral paradigms of the 

Biedermeier on a much broader scale than previously seen in the Volkstheater.  

Like Das Mädchen aus der Feenwelt, Nestroy’s drama begins with a problem in the spirit world. 

As opposed to a fight between competing factions (as in Mädchen), this spirit world is infected with a 

                                                
146 Denkler, 184. 

147 Alois Eder, “‘Die geistige Kraft der Gemeinheit.’ Zur Sozialgeschichte der Rezeption Nestroys,” in Theater 
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sickness. An evil spirit named Lumpazivagabundus “treibt sich […] im Zauberland herum” and has 

won the hearts of the fairies’ sons: “Sie verabscheuen jetzt jede Beschäftigung, sie spielen, trinken, 

stürzen sich in tolle Liebesabenteuer…” The king of the fairies, Stellaris, commands the evil spirit, 

Lumpazivagabundus, to appear, and the spirit obliges. Stellaris orders the spirit out of the fairy 

kingdom, whereupon Lumpazivagabundus laughs: “Ob ich da bin oder nicht, diese jungen Herren 

bleiben auf alle Fäll meine getreuen Anhänger; denn meine Grundsätze leben in ihnen fort.” The 

king asks the sons if this is true, and one replies: “Wir haben den größten Teil unsers Vermögens 

durchgebracht, ob wir das Restel haben oder nicht, das ist uns gleichviel; darum wollen wir das auch 

noch verjuxen.” Stellaris commands the goddess of good fortune, Fortuna, to replenish the sons’ 

finances, which might bring them back to the “Pfade der Ordnung.” The evil spirit scoffs at this, 

stating that the only force more powerful than his is that of love. At this point two young fairies, 

Hilaris and Brillantine (Fortuna’s daughter), profess their love. Fortuna says that she will allow them 

to marry if she wins a contest in the mortal realm: if three humans already in Lumpazivagabundus’s 

power succeed in returning to a reasonable lifestyle after she showers them with riches, the two may 

wed. Additionally, this will display her power over the spirit of laziness, ban the evil spirit from the 

fairy kingdom for good, and bring the sons back to the “Pfade der Ordnung.” Stellaris modifies the 

agreement: “Gelingt es dir, dem Lumpazivagabundus von den drei lockeren Gesellen auch nur zwei 

zu entreißen, so hast du schon gewonnen, treten hingegen auch nur zwei von ihnen das Glück mit 

Füßen, so hast du verloren.”148 From the beginning, Nestroy’s Lumpazivagabundus portrays not just a 

few maligned individuals, but a structural problem in the realm of the fairies, a generational issue 

that transcends the isolated immoralities that typically form the central problem of the Zauberstück. 

Already in this difference we see a significant expansion of the drama’s socio-critical ambit. The bet 
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at the center of the plot continues to serve as a “containing” mechanism for iniquities, but its 

success is much less certain when the scale of the issue is so much grander. At root, the question the 

play poses is: can a worldview be changed by changing someone’s position in the world? As such, 

the ideological and social issues of the Restoration era are very much the subject of the ridicule the 

play proceeds to unleash.  

The three mortals, on whose success or failure to become upstanding people the fate of the 

fairy world hangs, are all rather debauched. Knieriem, Zwirn, and Leim are unemployed journeymen 

of various guild-professions, heading toward a city to seek their luck. The carpenter Leim, the first 

to speak, complains that the nearby city must not be very nice: “denn wenn s’ g’fällig wär, so wär s’ 

mir auf halbem Weg entgegengekommen.” He complains about the “hard hearts” of the people he 

has encountered on the road. This he blames on the educational situation of people in the 

countryside: “Woher kommt das aber? Weil die Leut keine Bildung haben auf’n Land. Und warum 

haben s’ auf’n Land keine Bildung? Weil sie lauter eichene Möbel haben, drum kennt das Volk keine 

Politur; und wer keine Politur kennt, ist ein Sozius.”149 Lamenting the “unpolished oak” of the 

countryside, the carpenter here flips on its head the traditional Volkststück tendency to valorize rural 

domestic life. He then meets Knieriem and Zwirn, and the three decide to travel the rest of the way 

into the city to do some “fechten” (by which they mean begging) and dancing. They proceed to 

drink and dance in a tavern. Later, as they drunkenly sleep, each has the same dream where the 

number “73 59” appears on a cloud. They awaken, and in comes a man selling lottery tickets. One of 

the available numbers is the one they saw in their collective dream, and so they pool the last of their 
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money together and purchase the ticket. This number is drawn, and the three unemployed 

journeymen split the prize of 100,000 Taler. Fortuna has begun their test.150 

Knieriem, Leim, and Zwirn go their separate ways and each try to find happiness alongside 

their newfound riches. The first, Leim, succeeds, returning to the home of his sweetheart in Vienna 

and marrying her. Zwirn, who has moved to Prague, lives a debauched life and gets swindled out of 

his money by men named Hackauf, Windwachel, and Lüftig. As the three meet in Vienna on the 

one-year anniversary of their good fortune, Knieriem appears and relates that he sat in jail for two 

months and lost all of his money in drunken business ventures. When they arrive at Leim’s house, 

the fortunate carpenter sets out to improve their lives. Immediately, Zwirn tries to be inappropriate 

with one of the housemaids and Knieriem asks for money to go to a brandy bar: “Im Haus 

schmeckt einem der beste Trunk nicht; im Wirtshaus muß man sein, da ist das schlechteste G’säuf 

ein Hautgout.”151 Knieriem is unwilling to be a better person, because he believes the world is about 

to be destroyed by a comet.  

Knieriem’s astrological proclivities are the basis for the play’s most directly political moment. 

During the third act, the journeyman sings a song wherein is declared that “Es ist kein Ordnung 

mehr jetzt in die Stern,” that the sun is “jetzt voll Kapriz,” and that the Milky Way “verliert ihrn 

Glanz.”152 All of this is a veiled demonstration of “die Verlogenheit des geordneten Lebens,” and, 

while “[n]icht unbedingt ein ‘Kampflied gegen das Metternich-Regime,’”153 it is nonetheless a 

denunciation of the state of the world far more intense than anything before witnessed in a Viennese 
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Volksstück. The song was also very popular with audiences. As Heinrich Adami reports, it “machte 

Furore” and caused the audience to give Nestroy (who played Knieriem at the debut) five separate 

ovations.154 The Wiener Zeitschrift reports this to be “die gelungenste Stelle des Stücks,”155 and sheet 

music to the song was advertised for sale in the Wiener Zeitung from 26 April, 1833.156 We can 

consider this approval to be an index of the powerful impact that tongue-in-cheek political 

commentary had on audiences of the time.  

The ambivalence with which the plot ends serves only to further undergird Knieriem’s 

claims of disorder and “Kapriz” at the highest reaches of society. After Leim fails to bring his 

comrades back to a life of virtue, the fairy-king Stellaris appears and, in a rage, sends the pair to “den 

Abgrund, wo der ganze Troß der bösen Geister haust.”157 The stage directions of the printed version 

of the drama indicate here that the audience is to see tableux of Knieriem and Zwirn living quiet, 

happy, and married lives.158 The equation “hell = middle-class domesticity” is the inverse of the 

entire moral universe on which the Zauberstück is built, but more than that, the inversion here gives 

explicit credence to Knieriem’s charges against the forces ruling society. The powers at be sought to 

impose their will on mere mortals, and when these mortal acted in ways they were not supposed to, 

they became the object of their caprice and were “condemned.” Even though Nestroy’s Zauberstück 

does have moral lessons, these are quite the opposite of what the Viennese theater-going public had 

come to expect, which certainly played a part in Nestroy’s extravagant success as a playwright. 
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Nestroy’s edginess certainly explains the critical turn against him. While reviewers of Der böse 

Geist Lumpazivagabundus are careful to confirm that Nestroy’s drama skirts along, but remains within 

the edges of what is morally permissible on the Zauberstück stage,159 critical opinion would soon turn 

against the up-and-coming dramatist. Shortly after his first success, Nestroy would be called “‘kein 

Volksdichter, sondern ein Pöbeldichter;”160 Ignaz Jeittiles labeled him “der Napoleon der 

Gemeinheit” and averred that his plays had “[n]icht ein Funke von Sittlichkeit.”161 Attacks on 

Nestroy were not limited to elements of civil society, but even came from the imperial throne. 

Echoing Schiller’s worries about what the “Pöbel” might think of Die Räuber, the emperor wrote that 

there was a danger that audiences might come away with “verkehrte Begriffe über menschliche und 

bürgerliche Lebensverhältnisse,” and instructed Graf Seldnitzky, the empire’s chief censor, to look 

into the matter.162 Ultimately, Nestroy’s reputation as an immoral playwright grew in lockstep with 

his dramas’ ridicule of the station afforded to the poor, uneducated, and disadvantaged in Habsburg 

society, creating a critical distance with which to counter the structural parabasis of Nestroy’s 

ridicule.  

*** 

What we have just witnessed is a localization from the ethereal realm of Raimund’s plays, 

through Birch-Pfeiffer’s distinctively German celebration of tradition, and on into Nestroy’s 

subversion of that entire tradition in the service of a ridiculing assault of Viennese social conditions. 

From this localized vantage point, Nestroy ridiculed, and he did so on a level comparable to and in 

                                                
159 Adami, “K.k. Theater an der Wien.” 

160 Adolf Glaßbrenner, cited in: Eder, 141. 

161 Cited in: Harding, 22. 

162 Glossy, “Zur Geschichte der Theater Wiens III,” 92–97. 
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some cases more bluntly than what we saw in the Lesedrama tradition. In so doing, he wedded a 

tradition nurtured in mere letters to the living word of the theatrical stage. That he was scorned by 

aesthetic theorists, censors, and emperors alike points to the power of what Nestroy accomplished 

in his localization and radicalization of the ethereal Zauberstück.  

2.4 Conclusion  

 Both in the Lesedrama and in the Viennese Volkstheater we have seen a trend toward more 

encompassing ridicule of society that gains clarity in proportion to the degree to which the 

mechanisms of the magic world become obsolete. Whether in Grabbe, where the devil is bested by a 

more devilish schoolmaster, or in Nestroy, where the fairies’ moral universe can uphold itself only 

by dint of paradox, the true potential of the Zauberstück to broaden horizons by exposing flaws in 

society comes to the fore most clearly when the magic is gone and all that is left are raw 

interpersonal relationships of the most banal sort.  

 To some extent, the Zauberstück offers a sort of aesthetic violence vis-à-vis reality that allows 

for the prosaic world to properly be seen, an exposing of ideologies for what they are (symbolic 

paradigms) that leaves the disjoint between interpretive apparatus and real world quite apparent. In 

the case of the Lesedrama, the destruction of the fairy-tale world corresponded to a heightened 

attentiveness to the limits of ideological attempts to reshape the world. Where in Eichendorff and 

Platen there remained some hope that an aesthetically-inflected worldview could change things for 

the better, Grabbe exposes even this as a study in ludicrousness. The same disenchantment is 

witnessed in the treatment of the ethical universe of the Viennese Volkstheater. Where Raimund and 

Birch-Pfeiffer used the fairy-tale world to offer simple lessons that reinforced the reigning moral 

paradigm of Restoration Vienna, Nestroy turned this on its head and allowed, through ridicule, for a 

questioning of the propriety of that paradigm. The Zauberstück offered a feedback loop through 

which society could be dealt with at a safe distance; when this distance was closed through a sort of 
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ridicule that brought plays’ content back toward prosaic reality, the stakes of the genre and its 

potential as a socio-critical mechanism became far more apparent. 

 The steady devolution of fantastic elements within the Zauberstück renders the genre a 

propaedeutic for later realist practices in the theater. The return to the commonplace is the 

dramaturgical trick that would enable, starting with the dramatists associated with Junges Deutschland, 

a weaponized, politicized theater that, as we saw already in Birch-Pfeiffer and, differently, in 

Nestroy, would be more consciously used to try and transform the pillars of German society in the 

decade before 1848. As we shall see in the coming pages, authors such as Georg Büchner, Karl 

Gutzkow, Heinrich Laube, and Eduard Bauernfeld would seek to create on the stage not only the 

freedom that Germans could not experience in reality, but the very idea of the German nation itself. 

This endeavor was, in the Schillerian phrase, an “aesthetic education,” and it would not have been 

possible had not the fundament been established through the twin forms of the Zauberstück and the 

respective processes of radicalization (or ridicule-ization) which they underwent between 1820 and 

the early 1830s. 
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CHAPTER 3. “EIN LUSTIGER GUERILLAKRIEG.” CENSORSHIP AND COMEDY 
IN THE THE GERMAN VORMÄRZ 

 
Introduction 

 The previous chapters outlined the evolution of German satiric comedy in its aesthetic and 

political functions between the 1790s and the early 1830s. As we saw in Chapter 1, the advent of the 

French Revolution and its attendant radicalization of the public sphere gave new life and new 

meaning to satiric drama. The importance of satire in the revolutionary era led to a debate about its 

position within the broader pantheon of “art,” with dramatists of the Romantic movement resorting 

to fantasticating irony to try and make polemical art noble again after Classicist aesthetics had 

ejected satire from the realm of the beautiful. Alongside these esoteric trends, popular artists such as 

August von Kotzebue continued to employ a crassly attacking satire within an immediately 

understandable dramaturgical apparatus. These were the aesthetic foundations of early nineteenth-

century satire. In Chapter 2, we witnessed the further development of these contrasting aesthetic 

impulses in the work of late idealist dramatists such as Joseph von Eichendorff, August von Platen, 

and Christian Dietrich Grabbe on the one side, and in the populist theatrics of the Viennese 

Volkstheater on the other. In an era of ostensible political reaction and literary quietism, esotericism 

and popular legibility continued to be avenues through which political radicality could maintain 

contact with the public sphere, albeit through varying modes of displacement. In the remainder of 

this work, we shall address the further political radicalization of those aesthetic forms in the late 

1830s and throughout the Vormärz.  

Between 1830 and 1848, there was a war on in the German-speaking lands of central 

Europe. This was not a war fought by armies over who controlled what land, but one waged by 
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writers, policing agents, publishers, and bureaucrats about which words might be publicly permitted. 

This was not an open war, but a hidden one, carried out between agents of the post-Napoleonic 

German Bund on the one side, authors who hoped for a free, united German nation on the other, 

and, in the middle, publishers looking to do business. One of the first historians of German 

censorship, Heinrich Hubert Houben, described the relationship between the satirist Moritz 

Gottlieb Saphir and the Berlin censors as “ein lustiger Guerillakrieg.” Like a game of cat and mouse 

played out in the publication process, Saphir would see how many incendiary slights against the local 

authorities he could fit into his newspapers, and the authorities would censor out as many as they 

could find. 1 As we shall see, Houben’s metaphor for the relationship between censor and censored 

can be meaningfully applied to a much broader phenomenon: the comedies of the literary grouping 

known as Junges Deutschland in the Vormärz.  Together with their authors’ dealings with the censors of 

the German Bund, these comedic dramas constituted a clandestine war of words waged in part by 

means of silliness. 

I use in the following an expansive definition of the group Junges Deutschland.  The grouping 

is usually applied to a select few authors: those named in the infamous ban of 1835 (Heinrich Heine, 

Karl Gutzkow, Heinrich Laube, Theodor Mundt, and Ludolf Wienbarg). Beyond these core names, 

scholars usually include in an assessment of “young” literature in Germany others such as Georg 

Büchner, Robert Prutz, Georg Herwegh, Hofmann von Fallersleben, Anastasius Grün, and 

Ferdinand Freiligrath, to say nothing of the Young Hegelians. To the aforementioned I add the 

Viennese dramatists Eduard Bauernfeld and Johann Nestroy, whose dramas share both formal and 

political affinities with those produced by Junges Deutschland. The primary interest of this and the 

ensuing two chapters is in detailing the dramatic satires of this group, and so the most immanently 

                                                
1 Heinrich Hubert Houben, Der ewige Zensor. Mit einem Nachwort von Claus Richter und Wolfgang Labuhn, ed. Claus 
Richter and Wolfgang Labuhn (Frankfurt am Main: Athenäum Verlag, 1978), 81, 79–82. 
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relevant authors are those who composed theatrical comedies: Büchner, Gutzkow, Laube, and 

Bauernfeld. Johann Nestroy, although the most-studied dramatic satirist of the Vormärz, was dealt 

with in Chapter 2 of this project and so will not be addressed here in further detail. In examining the 

philological history of the “silly guerilla war” in which these authors engaged from the realm of 

dramaturgy, we shall make use of some of their compatriots, especially Heine and Wienbarg, whose 

theoretical development of the concepts of humor and the joke are of immediate relevance. 

To understand these comedies as works of art of a particular type that enabled them to act as 

constituent elements of an alternative public sphere, we must first understand the discursive and 

institutional conditions in which these works were conceived, written, and performed. In looking at 

these conditions, we shall note a ubiquitous martial spirit coming both from censoring agents and 

conspiring playwrights. In this militantly-inflected back and forth, the stakes associated with verbal 

utterance (whether written, spoken, or performed) heighten to such a degree that we can 

meaningfully characterize the conflict between agents of the German Confederation and the literary 

enterprise of Junges Deutschland (the subject of the latter half of this chapter) as a clandestine war of 

words that in its essential features constitutes a literary and domestic continuation of the ideologically-

defined actual wars of the revolutionary and Napoleonic periods. This continuation of conflict was 

domestic because it was an intra-German affair concerned with the future constitutional make-up of a 

longed-for unified German state. The conflict was literary because its most pitched battles and 

extended engagements were not on the streets, but in and between the lines of plays, pamphlets, and 

journal articles, in the correspondence between liberal and radical authors, and in the oft-exaggerated 

musings of Metternichean agents’ reports to the Zentral-Polizeihofstelle in Mainz. After having outlined 

in this chapter the broad discursive and institutional parameters of this conflict, we shall in the 

ensuing two chapters look more closely at two comedic forms and their different permutations of 
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dramatic Befreiungskrieg: attack-drama in the Intrigenstücken of Georg Büchner and Karl Gutzkow, and 

Schlachtdrama in the Charakterstücken of Heinrich Laube and Eduard Bauernfeld.  

3.1 Martial Metaphors: Word and Deed 

The metaphor of a clandestine war abounds in scholarly descriptions of the conflict between 

liberal reform and conservative reaction in the Vormärz.2 This is especially the case in assessments of 

the conflict in its literary and journalistic aspects, where liberals and censors sought to use public 

media to further their own political agenda.3 Academic literature on the Vormärz is riven with 

references to a “perceived […] conspiracy by the subversive academic elite,”4 a “literary civil war”5 

or “political revolutionaries” who “run into” the “loaded guns” of waiting censors;6 authors 

                                                
2 Karl Härter writes that incidents “of political subversion and violence […] were perceived by European 
powers as a ‘wave’ of […] unrest and revolt.” Accordingly, authorities’ response to these incidents “surpassed 
mere military suppression and intervention. Indeed, their responses also extended to the control and 
criminalization of political subversion in domestic sedition and penal laws…” Karl Härter, “Security and 
Transnational Policing of Political Subversion and International Crime in the German Confederation after 
1815,” in Securing Europe after Napoleon, ed. Beatrice de Graaf, Ido de Haan, and Brian Vick, 1st ed. (Cambridge 
University Press, 2019), 199. 

3 Such metaphors are not uncommon, and can be inferred from the frequent comparison between 
Napoleonic censorship of anti-French authors and the later reactionary measures of the Bund around 1819. 
See: Katy Heady, Literature and Censorship in Restoration Germany: Repression and Rhetoric, Studies in German 
Literature, Linguistics, and Culture (Rochester, N.Y: Camden House, 2009), 5–6, 9–19; Dieter Langewiesche, 
Europa zwischen Restauration und Revolution: 1815 - 1849, Oldenbourg-Grundriß der Geschichte 13 (München: 
Oldenbourg, 1985), 59–61. See also: Karen Hagemann, “Literaturmarkt, Zensur und Meinungsmobilisierung. 
Die politische Presse Preußens zur Zeit der Napoleonischen Kriege,” in Agenten der Öffentlichkeit: Theater und 
Medien im frühen 19. Jahrhundert, ed. Meike Wagner, Vormärz-Studien 29 (Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 2014), 
171–96. 

4 Härter, 199. 

5 Günter Oesterle and Ingrid Oesterle, “Der literarische Bürgerkrieg. Gutzkow, Heine, Börne wider Menzel. 
Polemik nach der Kunstperiode und in der Restauration.,” in Demokratisch-revolutionäre Literatur in Deutschland: 
Vormärz, ed. Gerd Mattenklott and Klaus Scherpe (Kronberg: Scriptor, 1974), 151–85. Note: this and all 
other translations are my own except where otherwise indicated.  

6 Peter Stein, “Probleme der literarischen Proklamation des Politischen. Karl Gutzkow im Jahre 1835,” in Das 
Junge Deutschland: Kolloquium zum 150. Jahrestag des Verbots vom 10. Dezember 1835, Düsseldorf, 17.-19. Februar 
1986, ed. Joseph A. Kruse and Bernd Kortländer, Heine-Studien (Hamburg: Hoffmann und Campe, H. 
Heine Verlag, 1987), 147. 



 

 156 

highlight a time of “defensive struggles” and “rearguard battles,”7 a “relentless fight against all 

revolutionary, democratic, and liberal tendencies of the time”8 or a “little censor-war […] waged out 

on the journalistic front.”9  Such characterization of the period has a lot to do with the way thinkers 

at the time described their situation: for censors, styling oneself as a soldier keeping the revolution at 

bay was a way to demonstrate loyalty to the Metternichean system of the German Bund; for liberal 

and radical authors, depicting the struggle for rights as a continuation and transplantation of the 

ideals of the French revolutionary wars into the German context was only natural, and a way to 

rhetorically make up for a lack of effectiveness in their other pursuits of societal reform.  

The use of the rhetoric of war to characterize the conflict between censors and liberal 

authors, essentially a dispute about the proper limits of public speech, is ultimately an expression of 

the stakes associated with speech acts. Foreshadowing the later work of theorists such as J.L. Austen 

and Judith Butler, the Viennese playwright Bauernfeld was one of the earliest to equate words with 

deeds in his infamous Pia desideria eines österreichischen Schriftstellers, a “pious wish” for more reasonable 

application of censorship laws. Writing anonymously in 1842 about how liberal authors in Germany 

had accomplished quite a bit in spite of censorship and the lack of any meaningful pan-German 

progress, Bauernfeld refutes a common critique of literary engagement being “just words” with no 

real effect:  

...wendet mir Jemand ein: mehr gesprochen als gethan – so kann dies nur theilweise gelten. Jeder 
wahre Gedanke ist eine That, und das tüchtige Wort ist ein Handeln oder regt zum Handeln an. 
Indem die Wissenschaft den Gedanken der Reform aufnahm, den sie im deutschen Bewußtsein 

                                                
7 Helmut Koopmann, Das Junge Deutschland: Eine Einführung (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 
1993), 41. 

8 Helga Brandes, Die Zeitschriften des Jungen Deutschland: eine Untersuchung zur literarisch-publizistischen Öffentlichkeit 
im 19. Jahrhundert, Kulturwissenschaftliche Studien zur deutschen Literatur (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 
1991), 25. 

9 Ute Radlik, “Heine in der Zensur der Restaurationsepoche,” in Zur Literatur der Restaurationsepoche 1815-148, 
ed. Jost Hermand and Manfred Windfuhr (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1970), 462. 
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vorfand, hat sie auf eine unberechenbare Weise dazu beigetragen, diesen Gedanken lebendig zu 
erhalten, ja, ihm erst zur lebendigen Existenz zu verhelfen.10 

Bauernfeld’s language here indicates the extraordinary importance afforded to words by the 

strictures placed on printing. Nowhere does this importance become more manifest than in the 

urgency with which words (with which liberal and radical authors sought to “do” quite a bit) were 

quibbled over in debates about the limits of free expression. 

After 1815, the rhetoric of war shifted from the actual warring context of the Napoleonic 

wars to the figurative realm of the German media landscape. Here, contestation of the notions of 

public opinion and free speech came to occupy the same discursive space as that once reserved for 

sentiments about revolution, restoration, and the liberation of Germany from the Napoleonic yoke: 

rhetorically, the war against the French turned into an internecine conflict about the future 

constitution of a still nonexistent German state.  

In the following, we will look at the rhetoric of war within the writings of censoring agents 

collected by Karl Glossy11 and Hans Adler12 and in the literary enterprises of Junges Deutschland. 

Ultimately, this rhetoric points not to exercises of free expression, but of expressions which sought 

either to hinder or further freedom at large. As Christopher Balme has noted, the Vormärz was an 

era in which liberal authors held up the concept of parrhêsia – blunt, frank speech— as an ideal.13 In 

spite of its popularity among reformist groups, the ideal of parrhêsia was nonetheless far removed 

                                                
10 Eduard Bauernfeld, Pia desideria eines österreichischen Schriftstellers (Leipzig: Otto Wigand, 1842), 12. 

11 Karl Glossy, ed., Literarische Geheimberichte aus dem Vormärz, 2 vols. (Wien: Konegen, 1912). 

12 Hans Adler, ed., Literarische Geheimberichte: Protokolle der Metternich-Agenten.  Bd. 1: 1840 - 1843 (Köln: Leske, 
1977); Hans Adler, ed., Literarische Geheimberichte: Protokolle der Metternich-Agenten. Bd. 2: 1844 - 1848 (Köln: 
Leske, 1981). 

13 See here: Christopher B. Balme, “Parrhêsia und Polis. Zur Begründung der Meinungs- und Redefreiheit im 
Vormärz im Spiegel der Antiken-Rezeption,” in Agenten der Öffentlichkeit: Theater und Medien im frühen 19. 
Jahrhundert, ed. Meike Wagner, Vormärz-Studien 29 (Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 2014), 61–74.  



 

 158 

from reality, given the efficacy of the censoring apparatuses of the time. Blunt, genuine speech from 

either censors or the censored is seldom to be found in the Vormärz; in its place is hyperbole which 

pushes the discourse so far as to render the debate on the limits of the public sphere a caricature of 

itself. The disingenuousness of such exaggerations enabled liberal authors to appear more important 

than they in fact were. Through caricature, they created the illusion of political power when they 

otherwise had none; in place of blunt openness was a monolithic exaggeration that hid its authors’ 

relative powerlessness.  

In The Eighteenth Brumaire, Karl Marx famously observed that all great historical facts appear 

twice, “das erste Mal als Tragödie, das zweite Mal als Farce.”14 What we see in the reformist and 

reactionary aspirations of literary partisans and their censors in the Vormärz is the appropriation of 

the conflictual forms of the Napoleonic period in caricatured form:  

Die Tradition aller toten Geschlechter lastet wie ein Alp auf dem Gehirne der Lebenden. [...] 
geradein solchen Epochen revolutionärer Krise beschwören sie ängstlich die Geister der 
Vergangenheit zu ihrem Dienste heraug, entlehnen ihnen Namen, Schlachtparole, Kostüm, unm in 
dieser altehrwürdigen Verkleidung und mit dieser erborgten Sprache die neue Weltgeschichtsszene 
aufzuführen…15 

The “time-honored disguise and borrowed language” of the Vormärz was that of the Napoleonic 

war, transferred from the battlefield to the domestic front. In drawing attention to these rhetorical 

excesses, this study aims not to discredit the liberational aspirations of the period, but to argue that if 

we want to understand such aspirations, we must focus on the means by which thinkers and authors 

sought to realize such dreams. To achieve liberation, they employed language liberated from 

verisimilitude and fully embedded in an elaborate system of hyperbole and caricature. As we shall 

see, this expansion beyond a realistic portrayal of current events or history served a rhetorical 

                                                
14 Karl Marx, “Der achzehnte Brumaire des Louis Napoleon,” in Marx Engels Werke vol. 8 (Berlin (Ost): Dietz 
Verlag, 1960), 115. 

15 Ibid.  
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purpose — to heighten the stakes of verbal conflict — and was the result itself of increasing 

tensions between reformist and reactionary elements. Caricature was a catalyst contributing to the 

mounting conflict of the period.  

3.2 Conceptualizing the Public Sphere as a Battleground in the Early Nineteenth Century 

 The “silly guerilla war” of the Vormärz represents a rhetorical transfer of the discursive 

language of the revolutionary and Napoleonic periods into the realm of the domestic German-

language public sphere. The years following the French Revolution saw notions of violent conflict as 

a means either to promote or hinder social change become ubiquitous among German thinkers.16 

Johann Gottlieb Fichte considered war against the French a means to achieve “transcendental 

freedom,”17 a conflation evinced nowhere more succinctly than in then-prevalent references to the 

Napoleonic wars as “Freiheits-” or “Befreiungskriege.”18 This conflation was present even in 

Prussia, where a cadre of liberal-minded reformers in the Stein government promised a host of new 

constitutional guarantees to its citizens in exchange for participation in the defeat of the French.19  

One of these reformers, the general Neidhardt von Gneisenau, insisted on the connection 

between personal freedoms and freedom from foreign influence. In a memorandum “on the notion 

of a popular uprising” from 1808, Gneisenau noted that the efficacy of the planned but never fully 

                                                
16 Stefani Engelstein and Carl Niekerk point to the ubiquitous conceptualization of violence as something 
instrumental: "Early modernity conceptualized violence... primarily as... a means to achieve a certain goal." 
Stefani Engelstein and Carl Niekerk, “Introduction. Violence, Culture, Aesthetics: Germany 1789-1938,” in 
Contemplating Violence: Critical Studies in Modern German Culture, ed. Stefani Engelstein and Carl Niekerk, 
Amsterdamer Beiträge Zur Neueren Germanistik 79 (Amsterdam ; New York: Rodopi, 2011), 14.  

17 Elisabeth Krimmer, The Representation of War in German Literature: From 1800 to the Present (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 24..  

18 Liberal authors tended to call the wars “Freiheitskriege,” whereas conservatives called them 
“Befreiungskriege.” Karen Hagemann, Revisiting Prussia’s Wars against Napoleon: History, Culture, and Memory, 
2015, 15. 

19 For a concise account of these reforms, see: Elisabeth Fehrenbach, Vom Ancien Régime zum Wiener Kongress, 
Oldenbourg Grundriss der Geschichte, Bd. 12 (München: Oldenbourg, 2001), 109–25. 
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implemented Volksaufstand considered by the Prussian general staff around 1810 depended upon 

political reforms including giving citizens “das Wahlrecht ihrer Obrigkeiten und 

Rechenschaftsforderung von selbigen.”20 These liberal reforms would enliven the German populace 

against the French:  

Hat man die deutsche Nation zu frohen Hoffnungen einer wohltätigen Staatsreform durch 
Proklamation und Tat berechtigt, so ist keinem Zweifel unterworfen, daß nicht ein großer Teil 
derselben für unsere Sache gegen unsere Dränger den Schild erhebe […] Nichts fürchten unsere 
Feinde mehr, nichts entwickelt aber auch die Kraft einer Nation auf eine furchtbarere Weise als 
Volksaufstände.21  

Neither the Volksaufstand nor the promised reforms materialized. This left a sore spot in inner-

German relations that led to a drastic escalation of the rhetoric attendant to discussions of the future 

of German society. The intransigence of the Bund and the increasing stridency of nationalist 

reformers among the Burschenschaften and liberal intellectuals verbally transferred the revolutionary 

wars from the international to the domestic arena. These radicals tried to bring what the Romantic 

philosopher Friedrich Schlegel called “the revolutionary flood, steered by the demon of war”22 into 

the public life of the German lands.  

After the Napoleonic wars, conflict between competing political systems, once fought 

between the armies of nation states, moved to the domestic public sphere. “The lust for conquest” 

so ubiquitous to the revolutionary age, writes Schlegel, “is not limited to attacks against neighboring 

states, but can just as easily be turned inward in order to pull all moral and intellectual power toward 

                                                
20 August Wilhelm Anton Neidhart von Gneisenau, Ausgewählte militärische Schriften, ed. Gerhard Förster and 
Christa Gudzent (Berlin (Ost): Militärverlag der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik, 1984), 118. 

21 Ibid., 118–19. 

22Friedrich Schlegel, “Signatur des Zeitalters,” in Philosophie und Literatur im Vormärz: der Streit um die Romantik 
(1820-1854), ed. Walter Jaeschke, Philosophisch-literarische Streitsachen, Bd. 4 (Hamburg: F. Meiner, 1995), 
25. Trans. JAH. 
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itself.”23 Precisely this was sought by radical nationalists in Germany through such events as the 

Wartburg festival in 1817. These early nationalists believed that they could legitimately use violence 

in their attempts to forge a united – and liberalized – German nation. To name just one example of 

this legitimated violence, the pietistic Burschenschaftler Carl Ludwig Sand saw the cosmopolitan 

playwright August von Kotzebue as “‘a traitor to the fatherland’” who  deserved “‘a sword in the 

guts.’”24 Sand made this wish come true in March of 1819, stabbing the playwright to death in his 

home in Mannheim. In response to Kotzebue’s murder, the Austrian diplomat Friedrich von Gentz 

wrote to Metternich: “Der Haß der revolutionären Rotte gegen Kotzebue war […] mit teuflischer 

Kunst genährt.” Such “diabolic art” was to be found in circulated print material, leading Gentz to 

conclude that “die Einführung der Preßfreiheit” was “ein- und für allemal […] unausführbar und 

abgethan…”25  

As Gentz’s comments intimate, nationalist efforts to revise the post-war order were met with 

dogged resistance by the Metternichean Bund, leading in 1822 to an armed occupation of Jena, the 

birthplace of the Burschenschaft movement, by confederate troops.26 On a less physical level, the Bund 

tried to, in Schlegel’s words, “pull all moral and intellectual power toward itself” by means of the 

infamous Carlsbad decrees. Published on the heels of Kotzebue’s murder in 1819, these decrees 

marked an early highpoint in the Bund’s efforts to stamp out radical, liberal, and nationalist thought 

                                                
23 Ibid., 56. Trans. JAH.  

24 Quoted in: George S. Williamson, “What Killed August von Kotzebue? The Temptations of Virtue and the 
Political Theology of German Nationalism, 1789–1819,” The Journal of Modern History 72, no. 4 (December 
2000): 929.. 

25 Gentz, Friedrich von. Letter to Metternich, 1. April 1819, in: Clemens Wenzel Lothar von Metternich, Aus 
Metternich’s nachgelassenen Papieren, ed. Richard von Metternich, vol. II (Wien, 1881), 220–22.  

26Harald Lönnecker, “‘Unzufriedenheit mit den bestehenden Regierungen unter dem Volke zu verbreiten’. 
Politische Lieder der Burschenschaften aus der Zeit zwischen 1820 und 1850,” Lied und populäre Kultur / 
Song and Popular Culture 48 (2003): 103, https://doi.org/10.2307/4147819. 
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by controlling public and associational life. Prominent among the incumbrances upon the populace 

were the banishment of the Burschenschaft movement and the institution of censorship to prevent, as 

Metternich wrote, “den definitive Umsturz aller bestehenden Institutionen.”27 In a letter to the 

Prussian princess Luise Radziwell, these decrees were termed by the old reformer Gneisenau a 

justifiable self-defense (Notwehr), given the “magnitude” of the political “malady” in the German 

lands.28  

To no small degree, the intensification of censorship in the Bund was “dependent on political 

crises and events;”29 as Meike Wagner writes, it was seen as a tool for the “Aufrechterhaltung der 

Ruhe und Ordnung,”30 just as it was during Napoleonic rule.31 Accordingly, the 1830 July Revolution 

in France and the subsequent disturbances in the lands of the Bund led to further strictures on 

publication, decreed in July of 1832, a little over a month after the nationalist Hambach festival, an 

event far larger than the previous Wartburger Fest. The Bund’s reasoning for the renewed strictures 

is essentially a repetition of those given for the Carlsbad decrees: “In Erwägung der gegenwärtigen 

Zeitverhältnisse und für die Dauer derselben” and “in Gemäßheit der ihr obliegenden 

Verpflichtung, die gemeinsamen Maaßregeln zur Aufrechterhaltung der öffentlichen Ruhe und 

gesetzlichen Ordnung,” the Bundesversammlung reaffirmed a pre-publication censorship on all works 

                                                
27 Metternich, 263.  

28 Gneisenau, 384. 

29 Gabriele B. Clemens, “Zensur, Zensoren und Kommunikationskontrolle als europäische Phänomene: 
Zwischenbilanz und Problemstellung,” in Zensur im Vormärz: Pressefreiheit und Informationskontrolle in Europa, ed. 
Gabriele B. Clemens, Schriften der Siebenpfeiffer-Stiftung 9 (Ostfildern: Thorbecke, 2013), 14. 

30 Meike Wagner, “Agenten der Öffentlichkeit. Einführende Bemerkungen zu Theater und Medien im frühen 
19. Jahrhundert,” in Agenten der Öffentlichkeit: Theater und Medien im frühen 19. Jahrhundert, ed. Meike Wagner, 
Vormärz-Studien 29 (Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 2014), 10. See here also: Jan Lazardzig, “Ruhe oder Stille? 
Anmerkungen zu einer Polizei für das Geräusch,” in Agenten der Öffentlichkeit: Theater und Medien im frühen 19. 
Jahrhundert, ed. Meike Wagner, Vormärz-Studien 29 (Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 2014), 97–116. 

31 See here: Hagemann, “Literaturmarkt, Zensur und Meinungsmobilisierung,” 171–96.  
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under twenty Bogen, a measurement which placed essentially all newspapers and journals as well as 

most other print material under censorship.32 The governments of the Bund saw themselves as the 

upholders of the peace and order of their lands, and resorted to a program of censorship to do so. 

Due to intense pressure from both reformists and reactionaries, the public sphere of the 

time was heavily factionalized; printed opinions ranged from conservatives who more or less aligned 

themselves with the state on into a wide gradation of nationalist, liberal and radical agents.33 In such 

a heightened atmosphere, liberal and radical authors sought to use print media to effect political 

change, often repurposing the rhetoric of war. In the early 1830s, for example, the liberal publicist 

Johann Georg August Wirth called the press “’a sentry standing ready to wake the nation.’”34 As 

Reinhard Rürup writes, radicals such as Georg Büchner saw the time they were living in as eternally 

“’violent,” ergo there must be a violent overthrow of the old system, something which Büchner 

attempted to unleash with the Hessischer Landbote of 1834.35 Along these lines, Arnold Ruge, the 

Young-Hegelian associate of Karl Marx, considered philosophy to be a means to wage war against 

                                                
32 Ernst Ludwig Huber, ed., Dokumente zur deutschen Verfassungsgeschichte, vol. 1 (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 
1961), 120–21. 

33 Wolfram Siemann identifies six primary political tendencies of the time: a restorative conservatism rallied 
around the Karl Ludwig von Haller, a historically-oriented constitutional liberalism around Friedrich 
Christoph Dahlmann that “did not care for modern human rights and French-style constitutions,” a 
parliamentary liberalism aligned closely with the political theorist Karl von Rotteck that sought to give 
political priority to legislative apparatuses, a democratic republicanism represented by Julius Fröbel that 
sought a republican government in Germany, early utopian socialists gathered around Wilhelm Weitling, and 
a conservative political Catholicism represented by Joseph Görres, a former republican who led Catholic 
resistance against protestant Prussia in the Rhineland. Wolfram Siemann, Vom Staatenbund zum Nationalstaat: 
Deutschland 1806-1871, Neue deutsche Geschichte, Bd. 7 (München: Beck, 1995), 235–41.  

34 Quoted in: Frederik Ohles, Germany’s Rude Awakening: Censorship in the Land of the Brothers Grimm (Kent, 
Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1992), 8. 

35 Rürup, 151. 
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the “vorausgesetzte Dogmatik” of the age.36  As Warren Breckman writes, Ruge "... continued to 

find in the enthusiastic sacrifices of the Freiheitskrieg an example of active civic virtue that expressed 

his own ideal of authentic public spirit and political life" up through the 1840s.37 The radical poetry 

of Georg Herwegh was heavily influenced by militaristic terminology.38 Looking at radical 

nationalists, liberal reformers, or early socialists, Metternich deemed them all to be “‘verschiedene 

Waffengattungen eines und desselben Heeres.’”39 On the broadest rhetorical level, the international 

war of ideals of the Napoleonic period did not disappear in 1814, but, as the king of Prussia told 

Metternich in 1819, came to the domestic front: where the fight against Napoleon occurred “im 

offenen Felde,” the “Feind” was now hidden among the German populace: “nun schleicht er 

verlarvt umher.”40 

Viewed either from the reactionary or the radical standpoints, the public sphere was itself 

conceptualized as a battleground wherein different ideological platforms struggled to attain 

hegemony and even the very notion of public opinion became a contested term. Ludwig Börne, a 

prominent theater critic and sometime antagonist of Heinrich Heine, was one of the first liberal 

authors to contest “die öffentliche Meinung” in Germany. Börne was one of the chief advocates of a 

liberal public opinion, referring to it as “eine Volksbewaffnung die unbesiegbar ist, und welcher das 

                                                
36 Quoted in: Horst Denkler, Restauration und Revolution: Politische Tendenzen im deutschen Drama zwischen Wiener 
Kongress und Märzrevolution (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1973), 42.  

37 Warren Breckman, Marx, the Young Hegelians, and the Origins of Radical Social Theory: Dethroning the Self, Modern 
European Philosophy (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 223.  

38 In his “Lied vom Hasse,” Herwegh urges his readers to “fight” “tyranny on earth” without pause, making 
thereby “our hate” “holier… than our love.” Georg Herwegh, Gedichte eines Lebendigen Zweiter Band (Zürich 
und Winterthur: Verlag des Literarischen Comptoirs, 1844), 78.  

39 Quoted in: Hans Adler, “Staatsschutz im Vormärz,” in Literarische Geheimberichte: Protokolle der Metternich-
Agenten.  Bd. 1: 1840 - 1843, ed. Hans Adler (Köln: Leske, 1977), 32–33. 

40 Metternich, Aus Metternich’s nachgelassenen Papieren, II:358. 
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stehende Heer der Regierungsgedanken früher oder später unterliegen muß.”41 Over and against 

this, conservative thinkers of the time such as the theologian Friedrich Ehrenberg saw a problem at 

the root of the liberal principle of public opinion gleaned from reasoned discourse. The people 

cannot govern themselves, Ehrenberg writes,  

weil es aus Individuen besteht, und nie im strengsten Sinne des Wortes eine Einheit ist. […] die 
Intereßen der Individualität, der Familien, der Stände und des Parteygeistes würden sich überall 
suchen geltend zu machen, und statt der gemeinsamen Einsicht und des gemeinsamen Willens würde 
in den meisten Fällen irgend eine mächtige Privat-Meynung, ein überwiegender Privatwille 
durchgesetzt werden, wenn das Volk sich selbst regieren sollte.42  

In order to prevent partiality and individual interest from undermining the unity of the state, 

Ehrenberg implies here that what is needed is a truly public opinion, a "common" will. This, 

according to Ehrenberg, is the monarch: “Der Fürst ist das Selbstbewußtseyn seines Volkes, in welchem 

die verschiedenen Meynungen und Interessen des Volkes sich ausgleichen zu einem gemeinsamen 

Verstande und zu einem wahrhaft gemeinsamen Willen.” In Ehrenberg’s view, only the government 

of the prince functions as the representative of a nation or as the “organ of the general will,” 

because only in the prince are the various contrasting interests of his subjects united.43 These 

competing conceptualizations of what constitutes a common will or a public opinion were used to 

justify both liberal reform tendencies and conservative resistance to change.  

While throughout the Vormärz the levers of power remained in reactionary hands, this did 

not stop a group of liberal authors from trying to subvert that system by means of clandestine 

                                                
41 Ludwig Börne, Sämtliche Schriften, vol. 1 (Düsseldorf: Melzer, 1977), 822. 

42 Friedrich Ehrenberg, Das Volk und seine Fürsten, Volkswesen und Volkssinn (Leipzig: Fleischer, 1815), 35–36. 
Emphasis added.  

43 Ehrenberg, 51. Emphasis added. While this might seem extreme, the basics of this view were shared by 
some of the most influential reformers of the period, including the editor of the liberal Staatslexikon, Karl von 
Rotteck, who writes that “the true interest of the monarch and his house is identical with or at least naturally 
amenable to that of the people…” Karl von Rotteck, “Monarchie,” in Das Staats-Lexikon. Encyklopädie der 
sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände., ed. Karl von Rotteck and Carl Theodor Welcker (Altona: Verlag 
von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1847), 162. Trans. JAH. 
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literary strategies. A militarization of the role of political literature was common in one group above 

all, the radical authors of Junges Deutschland. Such recourse to the metaphor of war was also common 

to the censors of the time, especially when they were discussing Junges Deutschland. We shall look in 

the remainder of this chapter to this rhetoric and its consequences. As censorship made open 

critique of the reigning system almost impossible, authors had to resort to more clandestine means, 

effectively rendering this conflict a rhetorical partisan war.  

3.3 Junges Deutschland’s Literary Attempt at Liberation 

Within the tradition of oppositional literature in Germany, the rhetorical equation between 

progressive literary productivity and a war of liberation can be traced back to Ludwig Börne, an 

outspoken critic of the censorship laws of the German Bund, as we saw above in his equation of 

public opinion with a Volksbewaffnung. Already in 1818, Börne categorized the choice facing 

restoration-era politicians in militant terms: 

Der freie Strom der öffentlichen Meinung, dessen Wellen die Tagesschriften sind, ist der deutsche 
Rubikon, an welchen die Herrschsucht weilen und sinnen mag, ob sie ihn überschreiten, und das 
theure Vaterland, und mit ihm die Welt in blutige Verwirrung bringen, oder ob sie sich selbst  
besiegen und abstehen soll…44  

Comparing censorship to Caesar’s famous river-crossing to usher in the end of the Roman republic, 

Börne’s rhetoric here clearly shows his distaste with what he would elsewhere call “die Tyrannei der 

Adels- und Beamten-Aristokratie.”45 At base, his conceptualization of public discourse resembles a 

battlefield on which a freer German future could be won: words were to become a stand-in for 

weapons, a means by which to rhetorically undermine the reactionary system.46 Of further interest to 

                                                
44 Börne, Sämtliche Schriften, 1:824–25. 

45 Ibid., 885-6.  

46 For a similar treatment of Börne, see: Patrick Fortmann, Autopsie von Revolution und Restauration: George 
Büchner und die politische Imagination, 1. Auflage, Rombach Wissenschaft. Reihe Litterae, Band 47 (Freiburg i. Br: 
Rombach Verlag, 2013), 317ff.  
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us here is the earthy character of Börne’s assessment of public opinion: the operative metaphor here 

is the famous river over which Caesar strode to usher in the end of the Roman republic. Not unlike 

infamous jurist Carl Schmitt’s theory of the partisan, there is something indelibly localized or telluric 

about Börne’s rhetoric here. As Schmitt writes, the partisan was elevated by the Napoleonic wars 

“zum Träger der elementaren Kräfte der […] Erde.” This “autochthonic” character was, according 

to Schmitt, something that limits the ambit of the partisan to “die Defensive, d.h. die Begrenzung der 

Feindschaft” by making the ambit of the partisan the defense of a specific territory identified with 

the nation.47   Pushing his Rubicon-metaphor even farther, Börne lamented the sorry state of the 

public sphere in 1830 using the terminology of a defensive war:  

Wenn ich an die Zensur denke, möchte ich mit dem Kopfe an die Wand rennen. Es ist zum 
Verzweifeln. Die Preßfreiheit ist noch nicht der Sieg, noch nicht einmal der Kampf, sie ist erst die 
Bewaffnung; wie kann man aber siegen ohne Kampf, wie kämpfen ohne Waffen? Das ist der Zirkel, 
der einen toll macht. Wir müssen uns mit nackten Fäusten wie wilde Tiere mit den Zähnen wehren.48 

Without freedom of the press, the opposition had no weapons; nothing could be done besides run 

one's head into the wall or defend oneself with bare fists and teeth. While Börne’s lamentation hints 

at the futility of the situation under censorship, bleak prospects did not stop the authors of Junges 

Deutschland from trying to use the literary enterprise to force a change of the situation.  

In the early 1830s, a group of authors who sought radical change in the intellectual and 

political topography of the German lands coalesced around the name Junges Deutschland. More an 

epitaph given them by the Bund than an organic, unified school, the authors of Junges Deutschland 

were nonetheless roughly united in their hopes for a new sociopolitical reality instigated through 

their writing. For their time, these authors were quite progressive in political and social matters. Karl 

                                                
47 Carl Schmitt, Theorie des Partisanen: Zwischenbemerkung zum Begriff des Politischen, 3., unveränd. Aufl 
(Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1992), 19. 

48 Ludwig Börne, “Ein Brief aus Paris,” in Das Junge Deutschland: Texte und Dokumente, ed. Jost Hermand 
(Stuttgart: Reclam, 1998), 257. Emphasis in original.  



 

 168 

Gutzkow’s Wally die Zweiflerin (1835), one of the first literary works in Germany arguing against the 

societal strictures placed on women was a recurrent nightmare for the censors some seven years 

after its publication.49 Heinrich Laube’s  Das junge Europa50 (1833, 1837) dedicates each of its three 

books to an archetype: first to poets, then to warriors, and finally, to citizens. This titular 

development indicates on the surface the task to which Junges Deutschland set itself: poets will make 

the call for change, warriors will fight for it, and, afterward, people will emerge as free citizens.  

One of the first major works attempting to articulate the group’s fusion of political and 

literary ideology was Ludolf Wienbarg’s Ästhetische Feldzüge (1834). The first paragraph of the work’s 

dedication sets up a stark opposition: 

Liberal und illiberal sind Bezeichnungen, die den wahren Unterschied keineswegs angeben. Mit dem 
Schilde der Liberalität ausgerüstet sind jetzt die meisten Schriftsteller, die für das alte Deutschland 
schreiben, sei es für das adlige, oder für das Gelehrte, oder für das philiströse alte Deutschland, aus 
welchen drei Bestandtheilen dasselbe bekanntlich zusammengesetzt ist. Wer aber dem jungen 
Deutschland schreibt, der erklärt, daß er jenen altdeutschen Adel nicht anerkennt, daß er jene 
altdeutsche todte Gelehrsamkeit in die Grabgewölbe ägyptischer Pyramiden verwünscht, und daß er 
allem altdeutschen Philistertum den Krieg erklärt…51 

Wienbarg’s threefold definition of young Germany calls for authors to resist the social privilege of 

the nobility, to create a new, more relevant academicism, and to declare war on “philistinism.” All of 

this indicates an enlightenment project, a radical democratization of intellectual thought and 

education through literature to liberate the people from the strictures of the restoration period.  

For Wienbarg, the most effective means to achieve such a liberation was the joke, which he 

saw as “ein unentbehrliches Werkzeug, um den vernichtenden Krieg [gegen den Adel] zu führen, 

dessen Ende sich wohl bis zu künftigen Geschlechtern hinziehen wird...”52 This is language 

                                                
49 Adler, Literarische Geheimberichte I, 151. 

50 Heinrich Laube, Das junge Europa, Heinrich Laubes gesammelte Werke in fünfzig Bänden 1 (Leipzig, 1908). 

51Ludolf Wienbarg, Aesthetische Feldzüge, ed. Walter Dietze (Berlin und Weimar: Aufbau, 1964), 1.  

52 Ibid., 193.  
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Wienbarg takes from the most-studied of the Jungdeutschen, Heine. In a review of Wolfgang Menzel’s 

Die deutsche Literatur, Heine chastens the "edeln Pantalone des deutschen Vaterlandes" for not 

knowing the value of a good joke. He praises "[j]ener Angriffswitz, den ihr Satyre nennt" for having 

"seinen guten Nutzen in dieser schlechten, nichtsnutzigen Zeit."53 Heine ends his defense of the joke 

with a grim piece of advice for people seeking to escape the dreary world of the Vormärz: 

Keine Religion ist mehr im Stande, die Lüste der Erdenherrscher zu zügeln, sie verhöhnen euch 
ungestraft und ihre Rosse zertreten eure Saaten; eure Töchter hungern und verkaufen ihre Blüthen 
dem schmutzigen Parvenü, alle Rosen dieser Welt werden die Beute eines windigen Geschlechts von 
Stockjobbern und bevorrechteten Lakaien und vor dem Uebermuth des Reichthums und der Gewalt 
schützt euch nichts, als der Tod und die Satyre.54 

Heine’s portrait of the situation here leaves only two options: death or satire.  Around 1840, agents 

of the Bund described the disruptive discursive potential of satire in similarly Manichean terms. An 

agent in Frankfurt warns of the efficacy of “die Waffen des Witzes und Humors, der Satire und 

Ironie” within a “geistige Konspiration” spreading across the German lands.55 Another agent in 

Mainz in 1841 writes that the “Waffe” of the “satirisch-politische[s] Lied” is dangerous because it 

constitutes “ein unwiderstehlicher Reiz” “für alle Klassen des Volkes.” Through this appeal to 

people across class boundaries, satire will have an  “Einfluss auf den Zeitgest […], der durch äußere 

Gewaltmittel kaum zu unterdrücken ist. Und dieser Einfluss wird um so größer und gefährlicher, je 

einfacher und volkstümlicher die Sprache […] ist…”56  

Censors were worried about the easier circulation of ideas, and it was the literary mission of 

Junges Deutschland to enable just this through confrontational works with mass-appeal, sent out by a 

                                                
53 Heinrich Heine, “Die deutsche Literatur von Wolfgang Menzel.” In Werke  IV:240–49. Berlin: Akademie, 
1970, 243. Cited in: Wienbarg, 194.  

54 Ibid. 

55 Glossy, Literarische Geheimberichte I: 171.  

56 Ibid., 237. 
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network of publishers dealing with the byzantine and varying conditions of censorship. Writing 

about one incendiary text from 1834, a censor warns: “Gerade in der Gemeinheit der Darstellung 

und in der plumpen Behandlungsweise des Verfassers liegt die große Popularität seiner Schriften 

und die Gefährlichkeit der Verbreitung.”57 Perhaps the most-noted text of this sort in the academic 

literature on the Vormärz is the Hessischer Landbote, conceived and written with the participation of 

Georg Büchner in 1834. Confiscated almost immediately, the Landbote’s haunting use of biblical 

imagery in an eschatological depiction of the misery of Hessian peasants indicates a “commonness 

of presentation” that would have made the piece quite popular, had its distribution not been snuffed 

out in its infancy. As a result of the Landbote and the subsequent police investigation, Büchner fled 

Germany, first to French-controlled Straßburg, and then to Zürich. From his exile, Büchner turned 

to drama, where, as we shall see in the next chapter, he took his insurrectionary writing in a comedic 

direction with Leonce and Lena in order to show people "wie es im menschlichen Leben um sie 

geht."58 Büchner’s biography and his literary engagement for political change are exceptional only in 

their radicality; in the gist of his political messaging, Büchner was one of many who tried to use the 

comedic stage to effect change. 

In the early 1830s, Leipzig censors were worried about bookdealers who constituted their 

own “abgesonderten Staat in den verschiedenen deutschen Staaten” in order to expand their 

“merkantilistischer Einfluß” and support each other “durch alle erdenkliche Mittel.” Thereby, these 

bookdealers made it more difficult to come “auf die Spur” of banned books.59  Into this clandestine 

web of bookdealers looking out for themselves came all manner of liberal and radical authors, 

                                                
57 Ibid.,  15. 

58 Georg Büchner, Sämtliche Werke und Schriften, ed. Burghard Dedner and Thomas Michael Mayer, vol. 10 
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2000), 67. 

59 Glossy, Literarische Geheimberichte I, 2. 
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including Heinrich Laube, who, according to Paul Lawrence Rose, "invented revolutionary German 

art."60 Laube is the subject of the first censors’ report in Karl Glossy’s seminal 1912 collection, 

Literarische Geheimberichte im Vormärz. In July of 1833, an agent in Leipzig was particularly concerned 

about the combination of Laube’s “subversive [staatsgefährliche] tendency” with the publishing 

industry’s “state within a state”: 

Laubes hierortige Verbindungen sowohl als auch seine mündlichen Äußerungen und alles, was bisher 
aus seiner Feder hervorgegangen ist, beweisen nur zu sehr seine höchste bedenklichen politschen 
Gesinnungen und bezeichnen ihn al seines der werktätigen Organe der revolutionären Fraktion, 
welche sich durch die Dazwischenkunft hiesiger Buchhändler zu Leipzig einzunisten wußte. Mit 
Übergehung eines satirischen Romans und vieler da und dort eingestreuten Aufsätze, welche alle die 
böswillige Absicht des Autors beurkunden, bedarf es bloß einer Hinweisung auf das, […] um sich zu 
überzeugen, daß er sich zum Apologen der seit den Julitagen 1830 ausgebrochenen Revolutionen 
[…] aufgeworfen habe […] und […] der rohesten Anarchie durch seine inhaltsleeren Deklamationen 
Eingang zu verschaffen trachtet.61 

Ending with a warning about the “subversive tendency of the Elegante Zeitung62 in Laube’s Hands,”63 

this report indicates the extent to which censors worried about the activities of particular authors 

within the byzantine, self-defensive publishing system. Months later, another report from Leipzig 

accuses the local authorities of “looking through their fingers” and “silently tolerating” the “crazy 

[verrückte] products of the mind” being published because of the money they brought to the city.64  

                                                
60 Paul Lawrence Rose, German Question/Jewish Question. Revolutionary Antisemitism in Germany from Kant to 
Wagner, Course Book (Berlin, Boston: Princeton University Press, 2014), 211.  

61 Glossy, Literarische Geheimberichte I, 15. 

62 This is a reference to the Zeitung für die elegante Welt, a paper founded by Romantic philosophers whose 
editorship Laube took over in 1833.  

63 Glossy, Literarische Geheimberichte I, 1. 

64 Ibid. 2-3. “Craziness” seemed to be one way for authors to get their works published. It was with reference 
to this fantastic quality in February, 1844, that Berlin's Oberzensurgericht justified the printing and distribution 
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poetic sphere.” It was thus a “safe” work. Cited in: Karl Hans Strobl, Bettina von Arnim, ed. Hanns von 
Zobeltitz, Frauenleben, X (Bielefeld und Leipzig: Velhagen & Klasing, 1906), 152. Trans. JAH.  
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These concerns, paralleled in censors’ reports on Heinrich Heine,65 Karl Gutzkow,66 

Theodor Mundt, and Ludwig Börne in the early 1830s, brought about a situation in which 

authorities within the Bund decided drastic measures had to be taken. Since the writings of Junges 

Deutschland intended to attack “die christliche Religion auf die frechste Weise” “in belletristischen, 

für alle Classen von Lesern zugänglichen Schriften,” the Bundesversammlung forbade “die Verbreitung 

dieser Schriften, sey es durch den Buchhandel, durch Leihbibliotheken oder auf sonstige Weisen” on 

December 10, 1835.67 This banishment signaled the temporary end of the book-based literary careers 

of most members of Junges Deutschland; those that kept writing turned, for the most part, to the stage. 

3.4 The Turn to the Stage 

The publication ban of Junges Deutschland provided the impetus for the group to turn to the 

stage, where their literary partisanship took a proverbially underground turn. As K. Scott Baker has 

argued, Gutzkow turned to drama in order to surreptitiously continue his politicization of literature, 

using the stage to “smuggle” ideas to the public.68 The same may be said for Heinrich Laube69 and 

                                                
65 An agent in Paris complained about how the banning of Heine’s books had made “einen üblen Eindruck 
[…] und gibt ihm eine Wichtigkeit, die zu vermeiden gewesen wäre.” Glossy, Literarische Geheimberichte I, 58-9.  

66 In Frankfurt, an agent remarked on Gutzkow: “So wie die Revolution alles niederzureißen sucht, was ihrem 
Lauf hemmend entgegentritt, so wirkte Gutzkow in literarischer Hinsicht.” Ibid. 29.   
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68 K. Scott Baker, Drama and “Ideenschmuggel”: Inserted Performance as Communicative Strategy in Karl Gutzkow’s Plays, 
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Georg Büchner. Together, Gutzkow and Laube represent, as Petra Hartmann writes,70 the most 

successful attempts of Junges Deutschland authors to turn to the theater. As Edward McInnes contests, 

the group sought to use the theater "to translate theoretical preoccupation into practical activity[...] 

to enter a closer and more fertile relationship with the actual social situation in which they were 

placed."71 In the ensuing chapters, we shall assess not only Gutzkow and Laube, but two of their 

contemporaries as well. In Georg Büchner we find an aesthetic precursor to the particular mode of 

attack satire they employ and in Eduard Bauernfeld a popular, particularly Viennese variant of the 

same principles. Each of these authors wrote wrathful comedies through which they tried to give 

voice to liberal ideals, lending a silly form to the little war of words they had been engaged in with 

the censors of the Bund.  

 The turn to comedy seems a curious one, considering the aesthetic and political strictures 

which attended the genre in the Vormärz. A comedy was, according to Hegel, supposed to be 

“heiter” — cheerful, lighthearted. This was, in the eyes of many authors, impossible given the 

spiritual and intellectual repression of the era. Hence, German comedy in the Vormärz was (and, 

even in many contemporary academic accounts, still is) typically seen as an aesthetic dead end. This 

problem with comedy was obvious to theorists of the time such as Hermann Hettner, who insisted 

that the stagnation of Vormärz society was a major impediment to the development of both German 

comedy and the German nation. Tellingly, Hettner complained that "[d]ie Zukunft des deutschen 
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Lustspiels hängt lediglich davon ab, ob Deutschland politisch noch eine Zukunft hat."72 In this view, 

political backwardness in the German Bund and the attendant stringent censorship were preventing 

the Lustspiel from reaching its full potential.  

How can something cheerful be produced in an era of oppression? This was the question on 

most comedic theorists’ minds. Looking back on the Vormärz from 1851, the poet and dramatist 

Robert Prutz gave a seminal account of the problem with German drama: the “disjointed, 

disintegrated” time in which German dramatists were writing rendered proper drama impossible.73 

Gutzkow declared "daß eine ganze Epoche der deutschen Literatur die der Bücherverbote genannt 

werden muß." This epoch, Gutzkow writes, was characterized by a fight between "ungleichen 

Kräften" wherein censors and subversive authors struggled "wie auf Tod und Leben." This 

asymmetrical spiritual war was replete with "eine[m] allgemeinen polizeilichen Giftlegen[...] in Wald 

und Flur, Morgen- und Abendröthen, die Milchstraßen der Nacht, und von wo sich der Dichter 

sonst seine Kraft holt."74 Gutzkow's imagery here, of a policing force which poisoned the forest, the 

dawn, the dusk, or anywhere else that a poet might find strength, clearly alludes to censorship as 

akin to a spiritual occupation of the German cultural landscape.  

Similarly, Laube contended in the introduction to the drama Rokoko (1842) that comedies 

can only be written when one has an "übersichtlichen Standpunkt und Erfahrung und Behagen und 

günstig sich entwickelnde Zustände..."75 Interestingly, Laube's diagnosis couples the political origins 
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of this deficiency with an aesthetic inhibitor to the development of proper comedy: Romanticism. 

For Laube, the Napoleonic wars led German drama to flee into "künstlich gemachte Ideale." This 

escape removed comedy from any organic connection to dramatic audiences: 

Wir erfanden die Romantik. Als der Feind vertrieben war, lähmte uns die Enttäuschung staatlichen 
Lebens die lustige Seele, und in Ermangelung gesunder Regungen tändelten wir krankhaft in einer 
Romantik weiter, welche nun Manier wurde und nur manierirte Erzeugnisse bringen konnte. Eine 
verzerrte Welt hatte sich aufgethürmt zwischen uns und dem Lustspiele. Schwindsüchtige 
Lustspielereien, ja sie zeigten sich wohl, aber sie zeigten nur um so deutlicher, daß wir im wirklichen 
Boden des Vaterlandes nicht mehr wurzelten, [...] daß sich eine künstliche Literatur gebildet hatte, 
welche nur noch bei einer vorausgesetzten specifischen Bildung ihre Wirkung suchte, ihre Nation 
aber verloren hatte.76 

Laube charges here that German literature, spurred on by Romanticism, had fled into the "artificial," 

had become the province of the educated and left behind the nation writ large. Laube's 

reinterpretation of the "Kunst" in "Kunstliteratur" as "künstlich" — artificial— is his 

confrontational way of repeating many of his contemporaries' complaints that the comedies of the 

early nineteenth century were unstageable,77 good to be read but alienated from a mass audience.  

3.5 Introduction to Chapters 4 and 5 

Each of the texts we are about to encounter — Georg Büchner’s Leonce und Lena, Karl 

Gutzkow’s Zopf und Schwerdt, Heinrich Laube’s Gottsched und Gellert, and Eduard Bauernfeld’s 

Großjährig — represent a concerted attempt to overcome these aesthetic and political deficiencies. 

The comedies of Junges Deutschland delineate an attacking satire meant to achieve two objectives: to 

liberate laughter from the morass of the Vormärz and restore comedy to its rightful place, and, at the 

same time, to liberate the German people from their fetters through laughter. Such sentiments, 
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locating the political and aesthetic inhibitors of true comedy, trying to overcome them, and bring the 

stage back to the people, were perceived as quite dangerous, and were dealt with accordingly. 

Dangerous because their criticisms of the Prussian state might be popular, and striving at 

popularity through their dangerous criticisms of the Prussian state, the dramatists of Junges 

Deutschland were more or less haunted by Metternich’s agents in this period. Agents tried a variety of 

methods to keep authors in line. There were extreme measures, such as banning works from 

publication or performance or, as was shown with authors such as Heine, Büchner, Marx, or Georg 

Herwegh, authors could be deported and sought for questioning. These extraordinary measures did, 

however, come with their fair share of risks. “Ich halte das Verbieten solcher Werke für das 

schlimmste und zweckloseste Mittel, das Bestrafen der Autoren (wenn es stattfinden kann) ebenso 

Schlecht,” wrote one agent on the eve of the banning of Junges Deutschland in 1835. Instead, the agent 

saw that the only way to combat these tendencies was “Verachtung und sittliche Gegenwirkung.”78 

In the spring of 1843, censors reported on one particular method of “sittliche Gegenwirkung.“ They 

could, the agent writes, compromise with authors, and thereby compromise them politically. 

To understand the nature of these compromising compromises, it helps to understand just 

how malleable agents believed these authors to be. On 4. April 1843, a Frankfurt agent remarked 

that Gutzkow’s “last hope for securing his profession” was the theater, before then somewhat 

ominously adding: “The good cause would win quite a bit, if Gutzkow’s influence and activity as a 

liberal author were paralyzed.” The agents of the German confederation were watching Gutzkow 

and seeing how they could intervene in his life to render him less dangerous. Weeks later, another 

report out of Frankfurt highlights the game theory agents applied to authors. The agent writes that, 

whereas Gutzkow “still has no secure hopes of being hired as a dramaturg at a court theater,” he is 
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turning again to “secure his reputation as a liberal author.”79 The agents were mulling different 

options to manage a troublesome author, the clear implication being that, were Gutzkow given a 

position at a court theater, he would stop writing liberal things and be rendered harmless to the 

confederation.  

Such doubts about Gutzkow’s authenticity as a liberal were drastically outmatched by a 

report on Laube out of Leipzig on April 27, 1843:  

Laube ist kein politischer Mann, er spielt wohl den Liberalen, weil es unter den Literaten so Sitte ist 
und weil er sich Anhang verschaffen möchte; allein Charakter hat er gar nicht, obschon es anfänglich 
Menschen, die durch seinen entschiedenen Ton in mündlicher Unterhaltung bestochen werden, 
anders scheint. Laubes Eitelkeit ist sein einziger Sporn zu allem, was er tut, sein Egoismus bequemt 
sich unterderhand zu allem.80 

Both Laube and Gutzkow were seen as individuals who could be manipulated into harmlessness. In 

May of 1843, another report about Gutzkow came out of Frankfurt “that seemed interesting enough 

to report” and which indicates the bureaucratic mechanism of compromising compromise through 

which state agents sought to neutralize authors. Gutzkow approached the agent in Frankfurt and 

shared with him that on May 2, 1843, he got a letter from Rudolf von Sydow, the Prussian minister 

in Frankfurt, “in which he was urgently invited to have a conversation.” During the conversation, 

Sydow informed Gutzkow that the Prussian government would be willing to drop the ban on his 

books, if only he would sign a document in which he promised “never again to write something 

against the state or the church.” Gutzkow refuses, whereupon he is told by the minister that two 

other authors — Laube and Theodor Mundt — had already signed just such a document.81 

Gutzkow persisted in his refusal, but gave Sydow spoken promises that “[e]r werde zwar keine 
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Schriften gegen den Staat und die Kirche schreiben, wenigstens nicht in dem Sinne, wie er 

verstanden sein wolle[…]”82  

 In the following two chapters, we will look to a series of dramas that do not, on the surface, 

operate “gegen den Staat und die Kirche,” but which nonetheless adopt a variety of surreptitious 

dramaturgical tactics in order to accomplish precisely what they pledge not to do on the surface: 

undermine the sociopolitical status quo of the Vormärz. This is the silly guerilla war of Junges 

Deutschland, made necessary by censorship and competing notions of public opinion and the general 

will. Absent a real armed uprising, liberal authors created one in words, painting a portrait of 

German society on the verge of civil war and led on by literary partisans. This war was carried out by 

jokes, what Heine called an “Angriffswitz,”83 situated within the two most popular comedic genres 

of the 1830s and 1840s, the Intriguenstück and the Charakterstück. Precisely through these (mostly) 

popular comedies and their subversive undercurrents did playwrights try to create an accessible form 

of satiric “ästhetische Erziehung” that would liberate German society and lead to unification under a 

liberal regime. Let us turn now to these comedies and see what sense there is to be made of the 

attempt to use a “lustiger Guerillakrieg” to change the sociopolitical landscape of early nineteenth-

century Germany.  
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CHAPTER 4. THE INTRIGANT GOES TO WAR: DRAMATIC SATIRE AS PARTISAN 
WARFARE. GEORG BÜCHNER’S LEONCE UND LENA (1837) AND KARL 

GUTZKOW’S ZOPF UND SCHWERDT (1843) 
 
Introduction 

 In this chapter, I read two satirical Intriguenstücke from the German Vormärz (1830-1848), 

Georg Büchner's Leonce und Lena (1837)1 and Karl Gutzkow's Zopf und Schwert (1843),2 as exemplary 

of a transformation of comedic theory along radical political lines. These two dramas reveal a 

discursive confluence where the aesthetic ambitions of radical authors, drawing on the history of 

socio-critical comedy in Germany, fuse with theories of political struggle, equally radicalized in the 

aftermath of the disappointments of the Metternichean age and turning into a demand for a 

Befreiungskrieg against reaction. At this nexus of aesthetics and politics, we shall see how the rigors of 

censorship forced political opinion in art to retreat from open expression and present itself in other, 

more subtle ways. In what follows, I trace how the traditional dramatic sneak, the subaltern fool, was 

re-appropriated in the service of liberal revolt, becoming a partisan soldier who sneaks through a 

drama's diegetic field, wreaking havoc and demonstrating the rhetorical explosion of the conceptual 

apparatus of Vormärz reaction. This chapter deals with the rebirth of the Intrigant as the partisan 

warrior.   

                                                
1 Georg Büchner, Sämtliche Werke und Schriften, ed. Burghard Dedner and Thomas Michael Mayer, vol. 6 
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2000). Henceforth Büchner, Werke VI. 

2 Karl Gutzkow, Dramatische Werke (Leipzig , 1850). Henceforth Gutzkow, Dramatische Werke. NOTE: For all 
citations of Gutzkow’s drama, I will use this edition, as it appears to be the least-censored of the various 
printings in the nineteenth century and the work is not, to my knowledge, available in the ongoing Digitale 
Editionsprojekt. 
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 Absent any hope of an actual war of liberation to usher in freedom, not possessing any sort 

of discursive public sphere in which they could openly make their opinions known, these authors 

turned to a method of literary subterfuge which I am calling attack satire. Satiric attack here is a 

radical attempt at the rhetorical explosion of a previously-given field of concepts and social relations, 

the hoped-for outcome of which is the degradation of the reactionary regime's ideology and the 

outlining of an alternative sociopolitical order.  

The basic schema of this attack satire was evident already in the aftermath of the French 

Revolution, if deployed to different ends. Works such as August von Kotzebue's Der weibliche 

Jakobiner-Clubb (1791) or Goethe's Der Bürger-General (1793) each function by similar, partisan means, 

but mount rhetorical assaults on the radical impulses unleashed by the French Revolution. In 

Kotzebue's drama, a royalist daughter and her aristocratic lover employ intrigues similar to those we 

shall see below in order to undermine the tyranny of a Jacobin club which the daughter's mother 

founded in their mansion's parlor.3  In Goethe's Bürger-General, Schnaps, the town drunk, perhaps 

having found a republican army uniform, uses this disguise to steal food from his neighbors, 

sneaking about to foment revolution. The old drunk is eventually found out and condemned for his 

actions.4 In both of these early attack satires, the central dramatic technique is as follows: a loveable 

(if aristocratic or reactionary) hero uses his or her cunning to outwit a caricatured evil-doer (the 

mother in the Jacobiner-Clubb, Schnaps in the Bürger-General) and, sneaking along, demonstrates the 

untenability of the revolutionaries' position.  

                                                
3 August von Kotzebue, “Der weibliche Jacobiner-Clubb,” in Theater von Aug. v. Kotzebue, vol. 2 (Wien und 
Leipzig: Ignaz Klang und Eduard Kummer, 1840), 237–77. 255, 256-9, 266-7.  

4 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, “Der Bürger-General,” in Sämtliche Werke nach Epochen seines Schaffens, ed. 
Reiner Wild, Karl Richter, and Herbert G. Göpfert, vol. 4.1 (München: Hanser, 1988), 94–130. See also: 
Patrick Fortmann, “Miniaturizing the Revolution: Political Fantasy, Theatricality, and Sovereignty in Goethe’s 
Der Groß-Cophta, Die Aufgeregten, and Bürgergeneral,” Monatshefte 105, no. 1 (2013): 1–25. 
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The dramas discussed in this chapter use the same technique, but invert the ideological 

agenda of these early iterations. A loveable, radical figure in the drama confronts and manipulates 

the ridiculousness of a system of social and political intrigues, persevering at the end and rhetorically 

demolishing the reactionary position. The turn to a hidden, indirect means of rhetorical attack 

delineates the parameters of a dramatic genre which, while by no means new, takes on a new 

urgency in a period where more direct political engagement through the cultural market of the time 

was inconceivable. 

 To understand Leonce und Lena and Zopf und Schwert as dramas employing partisan attack 

satire toward subversive ends, we must first understand the historical discursive field in which the 

works were created and through which they moved. The modern literary partisan, like the war-based 

one, is a child of the Napoleonic wars. While war-like in spirit, neither of the dramas this chapter 

focuses on or concerns itself with war as a central issue. As opposed to primarily portraying a war 

and military leaders and using this situation to discuss broader philosophical issues — what 

Elizabeth Krimmer calls "metonymic slippage"5 — the wars in these dramas are present only 

tangentially. In portraying and discussing some other problem (in both cases, a forbidden love 

interest, as is typical of comedy),6 Leonce und Lena and Zopf und Schwert make constant, metaphorical 

reference to the conditions of aesthetic production in the Vormärz, likening the political order to a 

state of siege wherein radical partisans for the free exchange of opinions must sneak about and bring 

the system to ruin. In this respect, these authors reach into literary tradition. Their enterprise 

hearkens to that most frequently-cited example of a literary partisan, Heinrich von Kleist, who 

                                                
5 Elisabeth Krimmer, The Representation of War in German Literature: From 1800 to the Present (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 3. 

6 Compare here: Peter Hacks, Das Theater des Biedermeier (1815-1840), ed. Peter F. Schütze (Berlin: Aurora, 
2011), 94–98. 
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according to Wolf Kittler brought the "theory of guerilla warfare" as promulgated by thinkers such 

as the Prussian Field Marshall August von Gneisenau into the dramatic world.7 Writing of Kleist as a 

partisan, Deleuze and Guattari declare that his works bring "a furor to bear against sovereignty" and 

marshal "secrecy against" a public sphere rigorously controlled by powers for whom Kleist's partisan 

message would have been anathema.8 The literary effort encompassed in Büchner’s and Gutzkow's 

partisan dramas is an extension of this principle, a clandestine marshalling of aesthetic forces against 

a sovereign power that would not allow them to openly declare their opinions. Given the strictures 

on literary production outlined in the previous chapter, authors would conduct their war of 

liberation not openly, but by using seemingly harmless scenarios whereby the tenets of the prevailing 

order could be ridiculed. 

 In the Vormärz, there were numerous satiric literary enterprises which were used for resisting 

the prevalent sociopolitical order. Each of these hearkens back to Kleist's engagement with 

aestheticized political resistance as a poet, dramatist, essayist, and journalist. Authors could write 

political poetry (such as Georg Herwegh's Gedichte eines Lebendigen [1841, 1843] or Heine's 1844 

Deutschland. Ein Wintermärchen), satirical travel-reports (Heine's 1824 Harzreise, Heinrich Laube's 1836 

                                                
7 Wolf Kittler, “‘Die Hermannsschlacht’ and Guerilla Warfare,” in A New History of German Literature, ed. 
David E. Wellbery, Judith Ryan, and Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Harvard University Press Reference Library 
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2004), 508. The understanding of Kleist as a 
literary partisan has evolved with time. Kittler’s seminal study remains a standard work of Kleist as partisan. 
See: Wolf Kittler, Die Geburt des Partisanen aus dem Geist der Poesie: Heinrich von Kleist und die Strategie der 
Befreiungskriege, 1. Aufl, Rombach Wissenschaft (Freiburg [im Breisgau]: Rombach, 1987). Stefani Engelstein 
notes somewhat more recently (and persuasively) that Kleist was not “a partisan of nationalism,” but “a 
partisan of the nation.” As Engelstein writes, Kleist succeeds in constructing “a vision of the nation entirely 
dissociated from the materiality of the land or the life of the Volk” and so is not, according to the “telluric” 
Schmittian paradigm, a true partisan of the nation. Stefani Engelstein, “The Father in the Fatherland. Violent 
Ideology and Corporeal Paternity in Kleist,” in Contemplating Violence: Critical Studies in Modern German Culture, 
ed. Stefani Engelstein and Carl Niekerk, Amsterdamer Beiträge Zur Neueren Germanistik 79 (Amsterdam ; 
New York: Rodopi, 2011), 55, 62. See also the previous chapter.  

8 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 352.  
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Reisenovellen), or novels (such as Gutzkow's Wally die Zweiflerin [1835], Bettina von Arnim's 1843 Dies 

Buch gehört dem König). Outside of purely fictional production, satiric partisans could be found among 

journalists like the publicist M.G. Saphir or the radicals at the Rheinische Zeitung; one could turn to 

caricature or join the ranks of philosophers such as Ludwig Feuerbach, Bruno Bauer or Karl Marx, 

where satiric forms such as parody and caricature also took hold in the early 1840s.9 Only in the 

radicalization of the theatrical fool within the popular Intriguenstück, however, does a complete, 

visualized rendition of the radical author as partisan warrior take place. We see this partisan in the 

comedies assessed in this chapter. 

 The fool-partisan is a radical mutation of the traditional Intrigant, a typically male dramatic 

stock character that sneaks around and makes mischief in order to reconfigure social situations in his 

favor. As stated in Hegel's Vorlesungen zur Aesthetik (1838), dramatic intrigue occurs when "ein 

Individuum seine Zwecke durch die Täuschung der anderen zu erreichen sucht." The trickster does 

so "indem es an deren Interessen anzuknüpfen und dieselben zu befördern scheint, sie eigentlich 

aber in den Widerspruch bringt, sich durch diese falsche Förderung selbst zu vernichten."10  As we 

shall see, this is precisely what the partisan-fool does, though not simply interests, but society as a 

whole is the target of his annihilation. The trickster, as a partisan, attacks and degrades and is, in 

some regard, an expanded and refined version of the classic courtly fool. According to Manfred 

                                                
9 Breckman writes of Feuerbach as being at times "satirical" in his exposition. Warren Breckman, Marx, the 
Young Hegelians, and the Origins of Radical Social Theory: Dethroning the Self, Modern European Philosophy 
(Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 107. The radical Bruno Bauer's Die Posaune des 
jüngsten Gerichts über Hegel, nominally written as an arch-conservative attack on Hegelian thought, is a clear 
example of satiric form bleeding over into philosophical inquiry. See: Bruno Bauer, Die Posaune des jungsten 
Gerichts über Hegel, den Atheisten und Antichristen. Ein Ultimatum (O. Wigand, 1841). Marx and Engel's Heilige 
Familie, directed against Marx's former teacher Bauer, works by means of caricature. See: Friedrich Engels and 
Karl Marx, “Die heilige Familie,” in Karl Marx Friedrich Engels Werke, vol. II (Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 1962), 7–
223. 

10  Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik 3, ed. Eva Moldenhauer, vol. 15, Hegels 
Werke (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2008), 570–71. 
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Fuhrmann, "[d]er Hofnarr ist ein Sonder- und Grenzfall des Närrisch-Satirischen. [...] Seine Freiheit 

beruht auf der Fiktion, dass er ein wirklicher Narr, d.h. geisteskrank sei und folglich seine Worte 

nicht 'ernst' genommen zu werden brauchen..."11 Hidden behind the mask of folly, behind the 

fiction that they are creatures ancillary to the nominal main personages of the drama, the partisan 

subalterns of attack-satire use the relative security of the surficial obscurity afforded them by their 

status as “servants” to instantiate the critical attacks embedded within their dramatic worlds. They 

are partisans, ghost soldiers, and they emerged from a confluence of militarily-inflected discourses in 

aesthetics and politics during the Vormärz period.  

 Many critics have already pointed to similarities between Büchner’s Valerio and the fool 

traditions of Shakespeare (e.g., Touchstone, Puck, etc.) and the commedia dell’arte (the harlequin).12 

While the courtly, Shakespearean, and Italian precedents are important, the history of the sorts of 

intrigues and fools discussed in this chapter stems largely in the German context from the 

Wanderbühnen of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In a trade plied by bands of wanderers, 

mostly improvisational troupes would offer a night of music, jokes and, at the climax of the evening, 

what was referred to as a “Haupt- und Staatsaktion.” This dramatic form relied on the travestying of 

more refined dramatic staples, such as the Baroque Trauerspiel (whence the idea of a "Staatsaktion" 

                                                
11 Manfred Fuhrmann, “Narr und Satire,” in Das Komische, ed. Wolfgang Preisendanz and Rainer Warning, 
Poetik und Hermeneutik 7 (München: Fink, 1976), 426–28. 426. For a more thorough categorization of the 
fool and its place within comedy than is possible here, see: Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays, 
15. pr (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 2000). 163-86, esp. his outlining of character types on 171-5. An 
additional work on the specifically German fool that reproduces many of the arguments in the German 
literature on the subject is: Joel B. Lande, Persistence of Folly: On the Origins of German Dramatic Literature, Signale : 
Modern German Letters, Cultures, and Thought (Ithaca: Cornell University Press and Cornell University 
Library, 2018). 

12 With respect to the Shakespearean tradition, see: Nancy Lukens, Büchner’s Valerio and the Theatrical Fool 
Tradition, Stuttgarter Arbeiten Zur Germanistik 37 (Stuttgart: Akad. Verl. Heinz, 1977), 1–8. For a study of 
the similarities with the commedia dell’arte, see: Morgenroth, 80ff.  
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stems) and the works of Shakespeare.13 Typically, the drama depicted a serious theme which was 

then disrupted by the appearance of the Hanswurst, not unlike the role of the harlequin in the 

commedia dell'arte.14 Beatrix Müller-Kampel summarizes the basic tendency of these dramas: "Was 

freilich in der Barocktragödie stets in ein moralisch-religiöses Fabula dolcet mündete, wurde in den 

Haupt- und Staatsaktionen von Beginn an durch lustige Figuren konterkariert: Die 

Affektverfallenheit des Tyrannen verkehrt sich in Hanswurst, [...] die feierliche Verruchtheit des 

Intriganten zur flegelhaften Schäbigkeit..." However, Müller-Kampel cautions, the notion that these 

plays contain "ein satirisches, mithin kritisches oder gar subversives Prinzip" was virtually unknown 

to the people who viewed these plays or the authorities who granted them license to be performed.15 

Even if nominally harmless, the laughter born out of ridicule forces a latent critical stance vis-à-vis 

the object being ridiculed, in most cases here, the state and its agents.  

 In spite of its original lack of critical potential, the fool and the ridiculing of social norms 

which these Haupt- und Aktionsstücke formally manifested (even if this was not in the minds of their 

erstwhile audiences) proves to be a forebear of the fool as we see it deployed in Leonce und Lena and 

Zopf und Schwert. Coupled with the affective inroad of its comedic value, the farcical Haupt- und 

Aktionsstück had a didactic function. Not unlike the French and Italian figure of the harlequin, the 

Hanswurst was initially deployed in dramas to serve as a bridge between the diegetic and extradiegetic 

worlds and clarify the often-confusing plots of the Hauptaktion.16 Around the year 1724, the 

                                                
13 See here: Lande. 

14 As Karen Jürs-Munby notes, the two names were essentially interchangeable at the time, with Hanswurst 
being a local, Viennese variant of the broader trend. Karen Jürs-Munby, “Hanswurst and Herr Ich: Subjection 
and Abjection in Enlightenment Censorship of the Comic Figure,” New Theater Quarterly 23, no. 02 (May 
2007): 124. 

15 Beatrice Müller-Kampel, Hanswurst, Bernardon, Kasperl: Spasstheater im 18. Jahrhundert (Paderborn: F. 
Schöningh, 2003). 35 

16 Monika Fick, Lessing-Handbuch. Leben-Werk-Wirkung, 3rd ed. (Stuttgart und Weimar: Metzler, 2016). 284-6 
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Hanswurst, popularized by Joseph Anton Stranitsky, ceased to be a simple commentator and became 

integrated into the action of the dramas themselves, often being the character who held "die Fäden 

der Intrige in der Hand."17 As Annette Keck writes, “Innerhalb der Haupt-und Staatsaktionen hatte 

allein die komische Person einen von der Handlung unabhängigen Spielraum, der sich durch derbe 

Zoten, Grimassen und […] Improvisationen […] auszeichnete.”18 The joker, the trickster, was a 

conduit between drama and audience, a figure through whom the meaning of a work could be 

deciphered through ridicule. As its supporting role transformed into that of a leading agent within 

the drama, the harlequin became even more an archetype from which the radical and reformist 

dramatic partisan discussed in this chapter could be distilled. 

 The reign of these fools in popular theater was not without its controversy. Hanswurst's 

integration into the main action of the drama occurred around the same year in which the pedantic 

theorist Johann Christoph Gottsched saw his first play (1724). Gottsched complained of seeing 

nothing but "[l]auter schwülstige und mit Harlekins Lustbarkeiten untermengte Haupt- und Staats-

Actionen, lauter unnatürliche Romanstreiche und Liebesverwirrungen, lauter pöbelhafte Fratzen und 

Zoten."19 Most likely inspired by what he saw performed by Dresden's Hofkomödianten, Gottsched 

found in the figure of the harlequin the antithesis of all that he thought to be good in drama. In his 

prefatory remarks to the drama Sterbender Cato, Gottsched looks back on that experience with 

Dresden's court comedians, condemning "die schlechten Stücke, die ich spielen sah" for having 

                                                
17 Rudolf Payer von Thurn, Wiener Haupt- und Staatsaktionen (Wien: Verlag des Literarischen Vereins in Wien, 
1908), vii.  

18 Annette Keck, “Komische Interventionen: Der Hanswurst und das Wiener Spaßtheater des 17. und 18. 
Jahrhunderts,” Daphnis 44, no. 3 (September 1, 2016): 365. 

19 Payer von Thurn, Wiener Haupt- und Staatsaktionen. iv 
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absolutely no "Kenntniß der Regeln" of drama.20 For the self-styled reformer of the German stage, 

the harlequin was a figure whose effect was such as to decimate "alle gesunde Vernunft."21 

Gottsched's nemesis, Lessing, points out in his Hamburger Dramaturgie how difficult such banishment 

was to put into practice. The popular Neuberin theater troupe, having accepted Gottsched's plea to 

ban the harlequin in 1737, nonetheless promptly began to reproduce the figure: "imgrunde hatten sie 

nur das bunte Jäckchen und den Namen abgeschafft, aber den Narren behalten." Not only did the 

harlequin live on, but, according to Lessing, the essential figure had been around since the ancient 

Greek satyr-play.22 Despite criticism of the harlequin's low-brow nature and its resistance to a 

general trend toward the "Literarisierung" of drama, the various iterations of this fool remained 

immensely popular up through the early nineteenth century.23  These fools are the ancestors of the 

dramatic partisan called on to infiltrate the stage of the Vormärz. 

 In what follows, I shall establish the rhetorical boundaries of the dramatic partisan war 

waged by the radicalized Intrigant in the satirical comedy of the Biedermeierzeit. We shall see how, in 

response to censorship, liberal and radical authors developed aesthetic theories that borrowed 

heavily from theories and terminologies of war in order to produce a hidden means of attack. After 

having established these boundaries, I assess the aesthetic ambit of what I call partisan attack satire 

from its origins in Büchner's Leonce und Lena through its development and refining for the stage in 

Gutzkow's Zopf und Schwert. In a reinterpretation of Büchner’s Valerio with reference to the tradition 

                                                
20 Johann Christoph Gottsched. “Sterbender Cato.” In Ausgewählte Werke, edited by Joachim Birke, Vol. II. 
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1970, 5. 

21 Fick, Lessing-Handbuch, 287. 

22 Gotthold Ephraim Lessing. “Hamburgische Dramaturgie.” In Werke, V:7–494. Weimar: Volksverlag, 1963, 
91. 

23 Fick, 287-8. 
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of the Intrigant, we shall see a dramaturgical innovation that, in Gutzkow’s hands, would form the 

basis of a reformist theatrics that sought to satirize away the excesses of the Vormärz. These works 

and the satiric method which they employed were as much grounded in as they were necessitated by 

the historical and rhetorical environment in which they were written. The heavy-handed censoring 

of all works which were to appear in print or on stage forced a flight away from directly reproducing 

the conditions of the society in which Büchner and Gutzkow lived. Instead of a clear reference to 

their own present, they hide their criticism by displacing it into another place or time: Büchner (as 

opposed to elsewhere in his oeuvre) flees into fantasy; Gutzkow, into history.  

4.1 Satire and the Dramatic Partisan War 

 The period between 1815 and 1848 in the German lands of central Europe is typically 

known as an age of reaction, when the hopes of liberal-minded intellectuals for a united, free 

German state faltered on the rocks of the Restoration-era politics associated with Prince Metternich 

and the post-Napoleonic Holy Alliance. It was a time in which the German Bund, spurred on by the 

example of the governments of Prussia and Austria, sought to root out any sign of liberal or radical 

politics by censoring and policing authors' activities.24 In censorship, we find the reason why these 

authors turned to clandestine tactics.25 In his Der ewige Zensor (1926), Heinrich Hubert Houben 

effectively sums up the way in which author and censor influenced one another: 

                                                
24 Heinrich Hubert Houben writes of "schikanöse Verfolgungen, die mit Zensurvergehen begannen und mit 
angeblichem Hochverrat endeten." Heinrich Hubert Houben, Der ewige Zensor. Mit einem Nachwort von Claus 
Richter und Wolfgang Labuhn, ed. Claus Richter and Wolfgang Labuhn (Frankfurt am Main: Athenäum Verlag, 
1978), 14. 

25 As F.S. Clark writes, satirical writing in the Vormärz was a "shadowy affair, traditionally associated with 
Metternichean machinations, knee-jerk censorship, abortive political activism and [...] forgotten oppositional 
writers..." Frazer Stephen Clark, Zeitgeist and Zerrbild: Word, Image, and Idea in German Satire, 1800-1848, British 
and Irish Studies in German Language and Literature, Bd 43 (Oxford ; New York: P. Lang, 2006), 19. See 
also Katy Heady's excellent work on Grabbe's dramas and how they were affected by censorship in: Katy 
Heady, Literature and Censorship in Restoration Germany: Repression and Rhetoric, Studies in German Literature, 
Linguistics, and Culture (Rochester, N.Y: Camden House, 2009), 29–68. 
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Man kann sogar von einer unmittelbaren starken Wirkung der Zensur auf die Literatur sprechen. Um 
den Scharfsinn des Zensors zu überlisten, bildete sich besonders nach 1819 ein förmlicher Zensurstil 
heraus, der durch scheinbar ganz harmlose Nebenbemerkungen, durch zweideutige Epitheta, durch 
täuschende Biederkeit, humoristische Negation, Paradoxe und ähnliche, nur dem Schriftsteller 
geläufige Künste manchen Zensor geradezu in Verzweiflung brachte, so daß er in jedem 
ungewöhnlichen Komma eine [...] hochverräterische Anspielung sah.26 

The methods Houben lists here ("apparently harmless asides, duplicitous epithets, deceptive 

righteousness, humorous negations, and paradoxes") are all hallmarks of satire. Realizing that 

censorship seemed to leave only one way open, Börne saw in 1822 the need for the "'Ausarbeitung 

der ironischen, parodistischen und satirischen Formen."27 In December 1841, a censor warned of a 

new "politisch-literarische Macht" that "mit unscheinbaren Waffen ficht, aber um so tiefere Wunden 

den bestehenden Staatsverhältnissen schlägt, je weniger schmerzlich dieselben für den ersten 

Augenblick empfunden werden. Diese Waffe ist das satirisch-politische Lied..."28 Spurred on by the 

lack of a direct possibility to speak their mind, Büchner and Gutzkow turn to the clandestine cloak-

and-dagger methods of ironic, parodic satire.  

 Setting their sights on satire seems the natural thing for radical authors in the Vormärz to do. 

After all, most theories of satire make at least tacit reference to the way in which satire enables free 

speech, how it constitutes a means of "speaking truth to power." The logical place from which to 

promulgate such opinions was on the stage, then understood to function as a "gemeinschaftlicher 

                                                
26 Houben, Der ewige Zensor, 100. 

27Cited in:  Norbert Otto Eke, “‘Man kann auch auf die Deutschen nicht wirken, wenn sie in 
Schauspielhäusern sitzen.’ Mediale Konstellierungen von Öffentlichkeit im Zeitalter der Revolution,” in 
Agenten der Öffentlichkeit: Theater und Medien im frühen 19. Jahrhundert, ed. Meike Wagner, Vormärz-Studien 29 
(Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 2014), 37. 

28 Hans Adler, ed., Literarische Geheimberichte: Protokolle der Metternich-Agenten.  Bd. 1: 1840 - 1843 (Köln: Leske, 
1977), 109. 
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Kanal"29 or a "Telegraph" of national life.30 Deployed on the stage, satire would seem to be a 

particularly biting form of parrhêsia, an ancient Greek term meaning "frank speech" which was well 

known among radical authors in the Vormärz.31 Of parrhêsia, Michel Foucault writes: "Whereas 

rhetoric provides the speaker with technical devices to help him prevail upon the minds of his 

audience (regardless of the rhetorician's own opinion concerning what he says), in parrhêsia, the 

parrhesiastes acts on other people's minds by showing them as directly as possible what he actually 

believes."32 This seems to give us in broad terms both the function of a stage where Gutzkow tried 

to produce an "antidote" to censorship in the form of a tendentious summoning of current events,33 

or which Büchner wanted to use to show people "wie es im menschlichen Leben um sie geht." 34 

These authors' statements on the nature of their dramatic aspirations indicate a certain frank 

openness, a parrhêsia at the heart of what they were trying to do. In spite of their blunt goals, neither 

Leonce und Lena nor Zopf und Schwert is a frank, open denunciation of the society in which they lived. 

                                                
29 Friedrich Schiller, “Was kann eine gute stehende Schaubühne eigentlich wirken?,” in Schillers Werke, vol. 8 
(Frankfurt: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1992), 197.  

30 Heinrich Laube, “Theaterzustand,” in Theaterkritiken und dramaturgische Aufsätze I, ed. Alexander von Weilen 
(Berlin: Gesellschaft für Theatergeschichte, 1906), 7. 

31 As Christopher Balme notes, the idea of parrhêsia was well-known in Germany since the Romantics, when it 
became synonymous with the idea of a free public sphere. See: Christopher B. Balme, “Parrhêsia und Polis. 
Zur Begründung der Meinungs- und Redefreiheit im Vormärz im Spiegel der Antiken-Rezeption,” in Agenten 
der Öffentlichkeit: Theater und Medien im frühen 19. Jahrhundert, ed. Meike Wagner, Vormärz-Studien 29 (Bielefeld: 
Aisthesis Verlag, 2014), 73. 

32 Michel Foucault, “The Meaning and Evolution of the Word Parrhesia,” Discourse and Truth: the 
Problematization of Parrhesia, 1999, https://foucault.info/doc/documents/parrhesia/foucault-dt1-
wordparrhesia-en-html. n.p. 

33 Karl Gutzkow, Zopf und Schwert, 10 Aufl. (Jena: Hermann Costenoble, 1880), vii. Henceforth: Gutzkow, 
Zopf und Schwert (1880). 

34 Georg Büchner, Sämtliche Werke und Schriften, ed. Burghard Dedner and Thomas Michael Mayer, vol. 10 
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2000), 67.  
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These works are satires, and as such have an allusive, metaphorical method rather than the directly 

indicative approach of normal speech acts.35  

 Instead of showing such candor as one would expect of authors interested in parrhêsia, the 

satiric enterprise in these two dramas is a displaced, underhanded assault on the tenets of society 

from a clandestine position. Their covert nature makes sense when we note the consequences that 

Büchner and Gutzkow suffered for engaging in free, frank expressions of their opinions. In 1834, 

Büchner published Der Hessische Landbote, a revolutionary manifesto which called on peasants to 

storm the palaces of their feudal overlords. This led to a warrant for his arrest, his flight out of 

Hesse and the beginning of his (mostly dramatic) literary career. A similar fate met the radical 

publisher Gutzkow as the German Bund banned his printed works and journalistic practice 

throughout the confederation in 1835. In the text of the ban of Junges Deutschland, Gutzkow was 

accused of attempting to disparage "die bestehenden socialen Verhältnisse," to destroy "alle Zucht 

und Sittlichkeit," and to bury "die Grundpfeiler aller gesetzlichen Ordnung." After this banishment, 

as Horst Denkler writes, many of the Jungdeutschen turned to the stage.36 Such were the consequences 

of parrhêsia. As indicated by the prompt turn to dramatic production which both Büchner and 

Gutzkow made after their initial forays in other media, the theater had, in spite of its very public 

nature, some quality which could allow their radical message to hide in plain sight.  

                                                
35 We might think of as what J.L. Austin calls a “performative utterance,” but one of a particular type. J.L. 
Austin, How to Do Things With Words (New York: Oxford University Press, 1962), 6. The satiric act is neither 
simply a “phatic” or descriptive utterance, nor is it  “rhetic” or directly referential speech. Ibid., 95-97. The 
referential act of description is refracted through the artwork. Where in a typical rhetic “performative 
utterance,” interlocutor A may say or write something directly about the nature of interlocutor B, in a satire, 
interlocutor A uses aesthetic work X as a stand-in for interlocutor B in order both to avoid direct 
confrontation and to manipulate the more open potential of the aesthetic work to transcend the limits of a 
real-world situation.  

36 Cited in: Ernst Ludwig Huber, ed., Dokumente zur deutschen Verfassungsgeschichte, vol. 1 (Stuttgart: W. 
Kohlhammer, 1961), 137. Horst Denkler, Restauration und Revolution: Politische Tendenzen im deutschen Drama 
zwischen Wiener Kongress und Märzrevolution (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1973), 254. 
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 Not frank, open verbal assaults on the reactionary system, these dramas conspire to 

undermine the legitimacy of the Metternichean order through clandestine theatrics. The field of 

cultural production seemed a relatively safe venue for subversive authors to let off steam, and it is to 

that field which Büchner and Gutzkow turned when their more directly political ambitions faltered. 

We can ascribe to the theater the same function which Houben surmises that the censoring 

authorities of the time accorded to cultural journals. Authors writing dramas instead of directly 

agitating for political change might be considered "der Regierung willkommene Blitzableiter gegen 

das politische Gewitter...."37 Instead of engaging in political activity, why not let hotheads such as 

Gutzkow expend their energies doing something relatively harmless, like drama? After all, the clearly 

fictitious nature of a drama lets its audience know that its content is not real, that it is simply a game 

played out in the mind, a revolutionary moment contained in the theater and left at the door. 

Considered this way, the theater comes to take on that function which Mikhail Bakhtin ascribes to 

the medieval carnival, a "second life of the people, who for a time entered the utopian realm of 

community, freedom, equality, and abundance." The flight from the prosaic, limited real world into 

the paradisiac dramatic world was, however, something which "sanctioned the existing pattern of 

things and reinforced it."38 The ambiguity bred of theater's ability to constitute, at one and the same 

time, the site not only of revolutionary sentiment, but also emotional release in the service of the 

standing order of things, would seem to lend any work produced under the auspices of the stage a 

certain dubious status. By dint of this ambiguity, a paradox occurs: on the one hand, an author could 

not openly use the stage for the exposition of uncouth political views — it is simply literature, and 

                                                
37 Houben, Der ewige Zensor, 79. 

38 M. M. Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky, 1st Midland book ed (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1984), 9. 
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heavily policed at that — and on the other hand, by means of a hidden criticism, an author could 

employ the theater for just such progressive means.  

 Even if we concede that drama's ambiguity lends political content therein a certain 

paradoxical facet, tracing the way in which censors followed radical authors (as we saw in Chapter 3) 

nonetheless shows an eminent concern with their activities that belies a perceived danger. This 

concern in turn necessitated a certain authorial sneakiness anathema to the idea of parrhêsia in the 

strictest sense. Reading censors' reports on radical authors in the early 1840s brings to mind a game 

of cat and mouse where censors would follow radicals, report on them, and try to limit their capacity 

to skirt censorship and publish subversive texts. Authors would have to go from city to city in the 

Bund, looking for a place with loose censorship laws where they could publish something and then 

smuggle it into other areas of Germany.39 Tracing the comments of censors in Frankfurt in 1842, we 

see a continuous, intensifying categorization of oppositional authors as conspiratorial partisans. In 

April of that year, a confidential informant operating under the pseudonym Lichtweiß warned "daß 

das junge literarische Deutschland nur von der Bühne herab aufs Volk zu wirken sucht, was ihm 

durch seine Schriften nicht gelang." In early May, another warning came crom the city  that "die 

Umsturzpartei" sought "[m]it geistigen Waffen [...] eine Aufregung in Deutschland zu erzielen." 40 

Five months later, a censor named Ebner warns: "Die politischen Poeten haben sich der geistigen 

Konspiration, die jetzt in Deutschland, und namentlich in Preußen, spukt und von den Hegelianern 

angezettelt worden, eng angeschlossen, ja suchen diese noch zu überflügeln."41 To claim that 

political poets were more trying to be more dangerous than Hegelians — a group of philosophers 

                                                
39 The most liberal publishers in the period were Hoffmann und Campe in Hamburg and the Verlag des 
literarischen Comptoirs in Zürich. See: Houben, Der ewige Zensor, 46; Heady, 17-19.  

40 Adler, Literarische Geheimberichte I, 143. 

41 Ibid., 165. 
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referred to as "dragons" that worried King Friedrich Wilhelm IV enough to call Friedrich Schelling 

out of retirement in order to "slay" them42 — clearly indicates a certain danger with which 

politically-inclined literature was associated. What the reports from Frankfurt indicate is that the 

censoring apparatus considered such literary figures to be partisans with spiritual weapons 

conspiring to overthrow the Metternichean system. The chief spiritual weapon evident in partisan 

drama is a clandestine form of satire. 

*** 

 Satire as a spiritual weapon is to the literature of the Vormärz as the Landsturm was to the 

Napoleonic wars, a last-ditch, unrestrained effort to expel an occupying force. On April 21, 1813, 

the Prussian government announced that the war against the French was "ein Kampf der Notwehr, 

der alle Mittel heiligt. Die scheidensten [Mittel] sind die vorzüglichsten, denn sie beenden die 

gerechte Sache am siegreichsten und schnellsten."43 The Landsturm, a summons to partisan war in 

Germany, was a defensive measure which would allow anything, even the most extreme methods, in 

order to achieve victory. In the eyes of radical authors of the time, satire was discussed as just such a 

"scheidende[s] Mittel." As we saw in Chapter 3, liberal authors saw satire not simply "als notwendige 

Wehr, sondern sogar als Angriffswaffe."44 This satiric weapon was not, however, a form of parrhêsia, 

but rather an underground means of rhetorical sabotage.  

 The clandestine nature of partisan attack satire reads as a dramatization of the means by 

which the Landsturm was to be carried out, if perhaps to ends opposite those pursued by the 

Landsturm itself. Where the Landsturm used the language of national liberation in order to aid the 

                                                
42 This is how Karl Marx described the situation to Arnold Ruge in a letter. Cited in: Breckman, 41. 

43 Cited in: Huber, 51. 

44 Cited in: Ludolf Wienbarg, Aesthetische Feldzüge, ed. Walter Dietze (Berlin und Weimar: Aufbau, 1964), 194. 
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Prussian state in overcoming Napoleon, the partisans of Junges Deutschland used this language to 

undermine the various German principalities in the pursuit of a new, liberal order to society.45 The text 

of the Landsturm edict gives both the rationale and the underhanded tactics that might be employed 

to “liberate” German society from the grip of Metternichean reaction. “Hat […] der Angreifer die 

Wahl des Angriffspunktes für sich, Vaterlandsliebe, Ausdauer, Erbitterung [...] geben, auf die Länge, 

dem Vertheidiger das Übergewicht.” By emphasizing patriotism, being patient, seeking to stoke 

“Erbitterung,” partisan satirists (as “defenders” of German liberty) could hope to win in the face of 

overwhelming opposition. Practically, the edict declared that the "Munition, Lebensmittel, Couriere, 

[...] Rekruten" and "Hospitäler" of the enemy are to be attacked, that "nächtliche Überfälle" are to 

be made, and that the basic goal of all of this is "kurz ihn [den Feind] zu beunruhigen, zu peinigen, 

schlaflos zu machen, einzeln und in Trupps zu vernichten, wo es nur möglich ist."46 Such 

"nächtliche Überfälle" are what satiric drama does within the broader sphere of comedy, to which 

many radical authors turned in the period (as opposed to tragedy).47  

The definition of the comic by Friedrich Theodor Vischer, preeminent bourgeois literary 

theorist of the mid- to late-nineteenth century, demonstrates comedic drama as the ideal site for a 

conflict between the opposing forces of progress and reaction. "Das Komische," he writes, "ist... 

seinem Wesen nach ein Spiel zwischen der Freiheit und einer Macht, die unvermuthet, 

unberechenbar von außen eingreift, überrascht, neckt, völlig irrational und doch wieder wie ein 

                                                
45 I thank Stefani Engelstein for pointing out this pivotal distinction. 

46 Huber, 51.  

47 As Horst Denkler writes, the "Fruchtlosigkeit [...] der revolutionären Gebärde im Vormärz [reizten] eher 
zur komischen als zur tragischen Gestaltung." Denkler, 305.   
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kluger, neckender Dämon erscheint."48 The satiric partisan is not the Freiheit mentioned in Vischer's 

definition, but rather the irrational force of nature, the scheming demon.49 While fighting for 

"freedom," the demonic element is not, in and of itself, free; in an oppressed society, freedom is a 

privilege for the few. The dramatic partisan I outline in this chapter is, vis a vis the reigning societal 

paradigm, a demonic force and must sneak into and disrupt a system in order to claim its own 

autonomy.50 This is the task of satire: using various tropes such as the fool or the Intrigant, sneaking 

in and out of various works controlled by the censoring apparatus, satire seeks to undercut the 

prestige of the authorities who maintain a stranglehold on the flow of information. To anticipate 

what I argue in the remainder of this chapter, the strongest iteration of such dissent — the face of 

the "demon" corrupting an otherwise sterile, censored society — is embodied in the satiric trickster, 

a fool or other subaltern who upends his dramatic world. 

 In a fashion derived from, but different than the first literary partisan, Kleist, the theatrical 

partisan satirists of the Vormärz reach back into literary tradition to find and exploit a dramatic 

circumstance covalent with their own situation in the oppressive system of the German Bund. The 

literary tradition to which these authors turned was the world of comedy. Within the elements of the 

comic, one finds a certain chaos which makes amenable the portrayal of societies in flux, societies 

wherein a surreptitious agent might seek to reformulate the system. Büchner and Gutzkow, intent 

on using the theater to such ends, each embraced comedic drama to attempt a different sort of 

criticism than what was possible in more serious dramatic fare. In 1930, Paul Malthan pointed out 

                                                
48 Friedrich Theodor Vischer, Ästhetik oder Wissenschaft des Schönen., vol. 3.2.5 (Stuttgart: Verlagsexpedition der 
Verlagsbuchhandlung von Carl Mäcken in Reutlingen., 1857). 1434  

49 I thank John Gill of Carolina-Duke German for suggesting I explore reading the Vischer quote in this 
manner.  

50 One is reminded here that the main character in Grabbe's Scherz, Satire, Ironie und Tiefere Bedeutung (1822) is 
in fact the devil himself. For more on Grabbe, see chapter 2 of this work.  
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the centrality of comedy to the self-declared mission of Junges Deutschland to unite art and politics.51 

Patrick Fortmann has highlighted Büchner's use of the Lustspiel as a critical counterweight to his 

revolutionary tragedy, Dantons Tod.52 Comedic drama's usefulness for political criticism arises from 

the way in which it functions. Susan Maslan, in an analysis of Germaine de Stael, points out that 

elements of the comic, specifically its criticism of "social norms and conventions" and its capacity to 

"examine the vices of the human heart," rendered humorous drama incredibly important to the 

French Revolution.53 Precisely for this reason does comedy in general and the satiric Angriffswitz in 

particular come to assume an inordinate importance within the context of the Vormärz. 

*** 

  What follows in the remainder of this chapter is an explication of the development of satiric 

attack drama, an outlining of the way in which two authors, motivated by the historical political 

concerns addressed above and in the previous chapter, attempt to resolve these issues in aesthetic 

production. Moving forward, I will first read Büchner's Leonce und Lena onto the background of the 

literary-historical forms that his drama reconfigures. This will establish the parameters of the 

prototypical partisan satire that Gutzkow adapted, in whose hands the form had a significantly 

greater effect on public discourse than was achieved with Leonce und Lena. Looking at these dramas 

in sequence helps to expand on and revise some recent work on Büchner's Leonce und Lena, placing 

the author in context with another dramatist who, while widely successful in his own day, has been 

                                                
51 Paul Malthan, Das junge Deutschland und das Lustspiel (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1930), 8–10. 

52 Patrick Fortmann, Autopsie von Revolution und Restauration: George Büchner und die politische Imagination, 1. 
Auflage, Rombach Wissenschaft. Reihe Litterae, Band 47 (Freiburg i. Br: Rombach Verlag, 2013), 132. 
Henceforth: Fortmann, Autopsie.   

53 See: Susan Maslan, Revolutionary Acts: Theater, Democracy, and the French Revolution, (Baltimore: John Hopkins 
University Press, 2015), 84–85. 
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in large part ignored in recent decades.54 For quite some time, Gutzkow has been categorized as a 

"Folie für die Heine- und Büchner-Forschung," a progressive who, instead of fleeing into exile, 

stayed in Germany and became exemplary of the literary "Misere" visited upon the Germans by the 

Metternichean system.55 In fact, the two authors stand here on equal footing as relates to the 

development of attack satire in drama.  

Recent research into Büchner's Leonce und Lena has made note of the struggle going on 

between the private and public within the drama.56 Simonetta Sanna argues that the twin narratives 

of the drama — on the one hand, a Romantic-inspired love story and on the other, a political satire 

— operate in tandem with one another in order to question each and every pillar of early-nineteenth 

century society.57 In the same vein, Fortmann points out the way in which the literary heritage of the 

Romantic comedy and the incisiveness of Büchner's satire intertwine with and inform one another: 

in a world where the court and the theater are in many ways interchangeable, Leonce und Lena exposes 

their interrelatedness and seeks to pull the scales from the eyes of its viewers about the ludicrously 

                                                
54 The most notable exceptions to this are two volumes in the Vormärzstudien series: Vonhoff, Sinjin, and 
Stolfa, Karl Gutzkow and His Contemporaries; Roger Jones and Martina Lauster, eds., Karl Gutzkow: Liberalismus, 
Europäertum, Modernität, Vormärz-Studien 6 (Bielefeld: Aisthesis, 2000). K. Scott Baker's Drama and 
'Ideenschmuggel' also attempts a Gutzkow revival. See: K. Scott Baker, Drama and “Ideenschmuggel”: Inserted 
Performance as Communicative Strategy in Karl Gutzkow’s Plays, 1839-1849, North American Studies in 19th-
Century German Literature, v. 43 (Oxford ; New York: Peter Lang, 2008). 

55 Jeffrey L. Sammons, “Observations on the Gutzkow Revival from the Periphery,” in Karl Gutzkow und seine 
Zeitgenossen, ed. Gert Vonhoff, Beke Sinjin, and Sabrina Stolfa, Vormärz-Studien 21 (Bielefeld: Aisthesis, 
2011), 19, note 3. 

56 See: Simonetta Sanna, “Die romantisch-satirische Komödie ‘Leonce und Lena’ und die Übung des 
‘Möglichkeitssinnes,’” in Georg Büchner und die Aufklärung, ed. Gernot Wimmer and Patrick Fortmann, 
Schriften der Group2012, Band 1 (Wien: Böhlau Verlag, 2015), 144; Ariane Martin, “Absolut Komisch. 
König Peter und die Philosophie in Büchners ‘Leonce und Lena,’” in Georg Büchner und das 19. Jahrhundert, ed. 
Ariane Martin and Isabelle Stauffer, Vormärz-Studien 22 (Bielefeld: Aisthesis, 2012), 185.  

57 Sanna, “Die Übung des Möglichkeitssinnes,” 77–78, 80. See also: Heinz Wetzel, “Das Ruinieren von 
Systemen in Büchner’s Leonce und Lena,” Georg Büchner Jahrbuch 4 (1984): 154ff.; Henri Poschmann, 
“Büchners ‘Leonce und Lena’: Komödie des status quo,” Georg Büchner Jahrbuch 1 (1981): 131. 
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outmoded representational modes of restoration-era rule.58 What I seek to show through 

comparative study is how this view of Büchner's project — a literary assault on the tenets of the 

Restoration — fits into the broader satiric-dramatic partisan war of the time. By showing this 

common thread, we shall see that Büchner, treated often in the scholarship as an isolated author, 

nonetheless corresponded in his aesthetic deployment of the Intrigant within the Lustspiel to a 

broader trend within the oppositional literature of the time: the fusion of partisan war and comedic 

form.  

 In the next two sections, I look to Büchner's Leonce und Lena and Gutzkow's Zopf und Schwert 

as paradigmatic of attack satire in drama, a marshalling of traditional dramatic tropes into the service 

of an asymmetrical conflict between the reactionary Metternichean system of the Vormärz and a 

class of reformers and revolutionaries who sought escape from the reactionary system. I view these 

dramas a progression of the theme of partisan attack satire from a Büchnerian original into a more 

salonfähige version of the same in Gutzkow. I shall look in each drama to the presentation of a 

seemingly omnipotent state apparatus which dictates public life, in Büchner characterized by an 

insane philosophical dictatorship, in Gutzkow by a tyrannical king whose caprice extends to his own 

family. These hellscapes are the comedic world, moved by immutable forces and demanding a 

comedic demon (conspirator, Intrigant, partisan) who can, by force of will, negotiate the murky 

labyrinth of the repressive world he inhabits. In presenting such states, these dramas manifest a 

criticism of the limited experiential plane in which their authors lived. Throughout, I shall look to 

the partisans within these texts, clandestine agents who aspire through intrigue and subterfuge to 

undermine the oppressive system they inhabit. These sneaks represent the purpose of attack satire: 

                                                
58 Fortmann, Autopsie, 135. 
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to break into a discursive field otherwise utterly and ruthlessly determined by reigning authorities 

and negate the field by exposing its flaws in ridiculous fashion.  

4.2 Of Sabotage and Mimicry: Georg Büchner's Anarchist-Intrigant 

 Büchner's comedy, written in 1837 as part of a prize competition, was returned unopened by 

the review committee because it missed the deadline and was not performed until the 1890s.59 It 

relates the story of a marriage between Leonce, prince of the fictitious Kingdom of Popo, and Lena, 

the princess of Pipi. The wedding occurs under ironic circumstances. Leonce, upset that his insane 

father, King Peter, intends to marry him off for reasons of state, decides to run away with the 

bacchanalian Valerio, an apparent drunk who appears early in the play and beseeches the prince to 

join him in a life of debauchery. Along the way, the duo happens on another pair of refugees of the 

political marriage from which Leonce had fled, Lena and her governess. Not knowing one another's 

true identities, Leonce and Lena fall in love and endeavor to marry. Valerio promises to get their 

permission to marry from the king, on the condition that Leonce will make him a minister during his 

future reign. They show up in Popo, disguised as automatons and are granted the king's permission 

to marry as effigies of the ostensibly missing Leonce and Lena. As the two lovers reveal their true 

identities, the subterfuge collapses on itself, and all is happy in the world. The prince and princess 

are both with the person they wanted to marry, and are also the new king and queen of Popo, with 

Valerio as their Staatsminister. Interspersed throughout this nominally harmless text are various satiric 

elements, invariably connected with the appearance of King Peter or his ministers. As the very 

names of the two kingdoms ("Pipi" and "Popo" being childish terms associated with the human 

                                                
59 According to Axel Bornkessel, after its debut in 1895, the drama was not performed again until 1911 in 
Vienna. Axel Bornkessel, Georg Büchners “Leonce und Lena” auf der deutschsprachigen Bühne: Studien zur Rezeption des 
Lustspieles durch das Theater (Köln: Wienand, 1970), 376. 
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body and its functions) suggest, this fictitious world has ensconced within it a ridiculing of German 

society in the 1830s.  

 Even with these obviously critical references, Büchner's broader dramatic assault was 

concealed, both as relates to the text's own publication (which is not often considered in readings of 

the drama) and the drama's expository method (which receives most academic attention). Leonce und 

Lena, like all of Büchner's works, was denied full access to the public eye. No verified version of a 

complete text written by Büchner entitled Leonce und Lena has yet been found. In place of such a 

definitive edition, a series of manuscripts and partial printings combine to give a rough estimate of 

what the text might actually have looked like.60 Initially published in 1838 by Gutzkow, this first 

edition of the drama was shortened and, like other texts of Büchner's which Gutzkow published, 

most likely subjected to a preventative censorship on Gutzkow's part.61 Even with these presumable 

interventions, Gutzkow still felt the need to qualify the publication, attacking the "schnell 

hingeworfener Versuch" for its "zarte[n] Elfenmährchenton."62 All of these editorial decisions 

indicate that Gutzkow was trying to hide the work from censors, who most likely would not have 

tolerated a glowing review of a drama written by an individual once wanted for questioning in 

relation to revolutionary activities.  

 The strongest reason we have as to why this text would need to be preventively censored 

comes when the king appears in the drama. King Peter is a madman on the throne, so steeped in 

                                                
60 For a more thorough account of the Entstehungsgeschichte, see the philological essay in: Büchner, Werke VI, 
215-55.  

61 For an account of Gutzkow's intervention into Dantons Tod, see: Bodo Plachta, Zensur, Universal-Bibliothek 
17660 (Stuttgart: Reclam, 2006), 103–6. 

62 Georg Büchner and Karl Gutzkow, “Leonce und Lena : ein Lustspiel,” Der Telegraph für Deutschland 1, no. 76 
(May 1838): 601. 
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various philosophical systems that he has lost is mind.63 The monarch's latent madness chains the 

kingdom to a series of half-dead philosophical systems upheld by a sycophantic and self-interested 

cadre of bureaucrats. The King first appears in the second scene of the first act. While being 

dressed, Peter describes his duties and the woes of his throne: 

 [...] Der Mensch muß denken und ich muß für meine Unterthanen denken, denn sie denken nicht, 
sie denken nicht. — Die Substanz ist das an sich, das bin ich (Er läuft fast nackt im Zimmer herum.) 
Begriffen? An sich ist an sich, versteht ihr? Jetzt kommen meine Attribute, Modificationen, 
Affectionen und Accidenzien, wo ist mein Hemd, meine Hose? Halt, pfui! der freie Wille steht 
davorn ganz offen. Wo ist die Moral, wo sind die Manschetten? Die Kategorien sind in der 
schändlichsten Verwirrung, es sind zwei Knöpfe zu viel zugeknöpft [...] Mein ganzes System ist 
ruiniert...64 

The path of the king's speech flows into the ruination of philosophical systems.65 First, Peter 

laments his station: he must, paternalistically, think for his subjects, because they do no thinking of 

their own. The king then recapitulates the risible philosophical justification of his reign: the 

substantial is that which is in itself, which is the king. As Ariane Martin comments, Peter moves 

through philosophical systems from Spinoza ("Substanz") through Kant ("an sich") into Fichte 

("ich"), crowning himself with reason and situating himself at the end of philosophical thought.66 

Upon this system are placed various regal adornments ("Attributen, Modificationen, Accidenzien," 

etc.) that are all out of place.  

 Beyond the philosophical citations, this scene also cites a milestone in German dramatic 

history. The portrayal of King Peter appears to be the radicalization of a similar criticism of 

                                                
63 For a thorough explication of the philosophical systems problematized in the figure of King Peter, see: 
Martin, “Absolut Komisch”; Peter Horn, “Der mechanistische Materialismus und die Sinnlosigkeit der Welt 
in Büchners ‘Leonce und Lena,’” Acta Germanica 14 (1981): 83ff. 

64 Büchner, Werke VI, 56. 

65 See: Wetzel, “Das Ruinieren von Systemen.” 

66 Martin, “Absolut Komisch,” 190. 
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monarchy found in Lessing's Emilia Galotti (1772).67 The Trauerspiel opens with the prince lurking in 

his offices, dispensing official business without a care. In his first lines, the prince complains about 

his station: “Klagen, nichts als Klagen! Bittschriften, nichts als Bittschriften! Die traurigen 

Geschäfte; und man beneidet uns noch!”68 The attack here, emphasized by stage directions which 

show the Prince signing documents almost without looking at them and not truly worrying about 

anything but his love interest in Emilia, certainly serves as a precursor to the process unfolding in 

Leonce und Lena. However, Büchner's work takes such commentary to a new level. King Peter is 

running around the room, essentially naked. Peter complains about his problems as a monarch (like 

Lessing's prince), but in a language wholly nonsensical and designed not to show him simply as a 

lazy, criminally negligent ruler (as in Emilia Galotti), but as a maniac; the monarch is deranged. The 

insidious absolutism of Lessing's prince is transformed into the chaotic, ridiculous system of the 

Kingdom of Popo.   

 The previous exposition of the King hints at the overall way in which Büchner constructed 

the drama, which in turn offers a further line of defense against censors who might be upset at such 

a ridiculing of the honor of the monarchic system. The bulk of Leonce und Lena consists of motifs, 

characters, even dialogue taken from other authors such as Shakespeare, Clemens Brentano, and 

Alfred de Musset. Many interpreters have stressed that, indeed, Büchner's relentless citation is the 

key to understanding Leonce und Lena.69 Recently, John Lyon has read this technique as a "tactical 

                                                
67 In her treatment of parallels between Büchner and Lessing, Simonetta Sanna focuses on similarities 
between Leonce und Lena and Minna von Barnheim. See: Sanna, “Die Übung des Möglichkeitssinnes,” 110–12. 

68 Gotthold Ephraim Lessing. “Emilia Galotti.” In Werke, I:227–305. Weimar: Volksverlag, 1963, 229. 

69 See, for example: John Reddick, Georg Büchner: The Shattered Whole (Oxford : New York: Clarendon Press ; 
Oxford University Press, 1994); Thomas Wohlfahrt, “Georg Büchners Lustspiel ‘Leonce und Lena’: 
Kunstform und Gehalt,” in Studien zu Georg Büchner, ed. Hans-Georg Werner, 1. Aufl (Berlin: Aufbau, 1988), 
105–46. 123; Walter Hinderer, Büchner-Kommentar zum dichterischen Werk (Munich: Winkler, 1977), 133. (cited in: 
John B. Lyon, “Tactical Citation in Georg Büchner’s ‘Leonce Und Lena.,’” in Commitment and Compassion: 
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citation." Lyon, who defines tactics as "individualized action that temporarily subverts, disrupts, or 

redirects the focus of society at large," claims that Büchner's method of citation constitutes just such 

a tactic, intended to disrupt social order.70 Pressing this line of thinking further, citation functions as 

a sort of camouflage, a disguise through which the text itself can produce critical discourse, what 

Homi Bhabha would call a mockery disguised as mimicry.71  By pulling so much from the pages of 

other texts, Leonce und Lena asserts a home in disparate literary traditions whence it can profess not 

to be doing what it is in fact attempting: to subvert everything. With the exception of the obvious 

satire of the king just related, the rest of the text’s attacks are merely a radical rendition of what we 

saw in the Lesedramen of Chapter 2. While overt to the reader, these attacks are nonetheless hiding in 

overdetermined reference to literary history a message designed to undercut the legitimacy of the 

social order in which it was produced. The primary vehicle of this attack within the drama is the fool 

Valerio.  

 Büchner's trickster is a contradictory character. On the one hand a ridiculous drunk, he is on 

the other a cunning social engineer who sutures his fate to that of the future king, using this 

relationship to forward his own agenda. Leonce und Lena's Valerio applies some meaningful 

innovations to the typical Hofnarr, evident not just from his Hanswurstian heritage, but in his 

deviance from Shakespearean norms. While Valerio does function as a correlative figure to Leonce,72 

even encouraging the prince himself to become a Narr, the correspondence to the convention of the 

                                                
Essays on Georg Büchner ; Festschrift for Gerhard P. Knapp, ed. Patrick Fortmann, Martha B. Helfer, and Gerhard 
Peter Knapp, Amsterdamer Beiträge Zur Neueren Germanistik 81 (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2012), 201.) 

70 Lyon, 199, 201. 

71 Homi Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man. The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” October 28 (1984): 127. 

72 Romana Weiershausen, “Von der Auflösung der Komödie im Zirkelschluss. ‘Büchners Leonce und Lena.,’” 
in Enttäuschung und Engagement: zur ästhetischen Radikalität Georg Büchners, ed. Hans Richard Brittnacher and 
Irmela von der Lühe, Vormärz-Studien 33 (Bielefeld: Aisthesis, 2014), 159. 
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fool as a sort of royal foil functions to somewhat more radical ends: Valerio does not act out of 

ostensibly personal interests, as in the case of the Shakespearean fool,73 but out of an anarchistic 

drive to destroy the state. Nancy Lukens, who reads Valerio as an inversion of the classic fool, 

contends that "Valerio determines the course of 'events' in Leonce und Lena to such a degree that 

King Peter's attempts to establish order appear utterly ridiculous and fooldom... proves the only way 

to preserve one's identity."74 While decorated with many of the trappings of a fool,75 Valerio is at 

base an interloper. Matthias Morgenroth classifies Valerio as a "Grenzgänger zwischen der Welt der 

Mächtigen und der der Untertanen," as a "Typus der materialistischen Anarchisten."76 As John Lyon 

points out, Valerio is a master tactician who uses the logic of the dramatic world to further his 

political goals.77 He is a fool of a specifically radical type, a radicality derived, as we shall see, from 

taking one sort of intrigue (the comedic) and filling it with the content and purpose of another (the 

partisan war of words Büchner sought to conduct). In short, Valerio’s activities in the play transform 

a comedic love story into a cynical Haupt- und Staatsaktion whose main purpose is to retain and 

nurture a subversive element. 

*** 

                                                
73 Consider the way in which the drunkard Touchstone acts in numerous of Shakespeare's plays. Such 
hedonism as Touchstone displays is to be found in Valerio to a very limited degree.  

74 Lukens, 7. 

75 Günter Oesterle points to the way in which Valerio, much like Shakespeare's Touchstone in As You Like It, 
manages to free Leonce from his "melancholischen Zuständen." See: Günter Oesterle, “Die Poesie auf dem 
Prüfstand: Wortspiele — Gedankenstriche und eine prosaische lakonische Frage. George Büchners ‘Leonce 
und Lena,’” in Enttäuschung und Engagement: zur ästhetischen Radikalität Georg Büchners, ed. Hans Richard 
Brittnacher and Irmela von der Lühe, Vormärz-Studien 33 (Bielefeld: Aisthesis, 2014), 158. 

76 Matthias Morgenroth, Formen und Funktionen des Komischen in Büchners Leonce und Lena, Stuttgarter Arbeiten 
zur Germanistik 314 (Stuttgart: Heinz, 1995), 73.  

77 Lyon, 207. 
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 The rest of this section will demonstrate how a "neckender Dämon," the partisan-fool 

Valerio, upends the social order of Leonce und Lena. My interpretation of the drama rests on a 

reinterpretation of the relationship between Leonce and Valerio. While most readers see the prince 

and his future minister as two like-minded souls joined together in mischief,78 it seems that this 

relationship is merely a front for the intrigue by which Valerio sneaks his way to the top of the social 

order; this is not only the typical Ehrgeiz of a comedic subaltern, it is an anarchistic conspiracy. In his 

most essential function, Valerio works by "citing" or mimicking those around him, a human 

chameleon whose penchant for mimicry allows him to succeed, undetected, in setting the state 

under which he lives on a path toward destruction. To categorize this situation once more as an 

intrigue, and Valerio as its chief architect, we need only look at the political ramifications attendant 

to Hegel's definition of the Intrigant:  

Die Personen[...], welche [...] Intrigen anzetteln und leiten, sind gewöhnlich, wie im römischen 
Lustspiel die Sklaven, so im modernen die Bedienten oder Kammerzofen, die keinen Respekt vor 
den Zwecken ihrer Herrschaft haben, sondern sie nach ihrem eigenen Vorteil befördern oder 
zerstören und [...] den lächerlichen Anblick geben, daß eigentlich die Herren die Diener, die Diener 
aber die Herren sind...79 

 
This is precisely what Büchner's fool does. Valerio, as an Intrigant, a partisan within the text, pushes 

the contradictions of the system to their outermost limits. To do so, he hatches and carries through 

a cunning conspiracy which follows three steps. First, he befriends the future king, seeming to take 

on the role of a traditional fool. He uses this friendship to catalyze Leonce's inherent mistrust of the 

world, thus radicalizing the prince. Second, Valerio secures himself a place in government, which he 

                                                
78 Hajo Kurzenberger, “Komödie als Pathographie einer abgelebten Gesellschaft.,” Text + Kritik Büchner iss. 
(1981): 156. This contestation is quite prominent. Ulrich Klingmann writes of a "reell praktizierbare 
Beziehung zwischen Herr und Knecht," Ulrich Klingmann, “‘Ich wollte mich an mein Volk erinnern.’ Utopie 
und Praxis in Georg Büchners ‘Leonce und Lena.,’” Germanisch-Romanische Monatsschrift 37 (1987): 284. 
Romana Weiershausen writes that "[d]er Gefährte Valerio ergänzt Leonce komplimentär." Weiershausen, 174. 

79Hegel, Werke, 15:571. Some authors, such as Ludwig Völker, call Leonce und Lena a "Charakterkomödie." 
Ludwig Völker, “Die Sprache der Melancholie in Büchners Leonce und Lena,” Georg Büchner Jahrbuch 3 (1983): 
138–46. 
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does only by demonstrating his usefulness to Leonce. In making the prince think that he (Leonce) is 

in control of his destiny, Valerio continues to push the heir to the throne into a more and more 

ridiculous frame of mind. Third, as Staatsminister, Valerio decrees a new series of laws which enhance 

the latently self-destructive tendencies of the kingdom (laziness, idle philosophizing, toadyism), 

leading to an explosive ending.80 The relationship he forged with the prince pays off; Valerio has 

successfully infiltrated the government and seeks, at the end of the drama, to wreck it upon itself.   

Valerio's tactics are the singular means by which the drama posits any possibility for agency. 

In tracing Valerio's three steps, I will outline Büchner's paradigm for clandestine conflict via drama. 

While Valerio's actions within the text are important, what is of greater interest is the way in which 

this figure constitutes a metaphor for the way that Leonce und Lena indicates dramatic texts 

themselves are supposed to work: as clandestine partisans, working from within a system in order to 

undermine and overthrow it.  

 Valerio's appearance in the drama comes at the most opportune of moments. Leonce, 

struggling to define himself in the first scene of the first act, laments that the world consists solely of 

"raffinierte Müßiggänger" who pretend to be working. Jaded about this, he calls out for a change: 

"Wenn ich nur etwas unter der Sonne wüßte, was mich noch könnte laufen machen." At this point, 

Valerio appears, "etwas betrunken." After a few initial interchanges where Valerio opines that he 

would wish for nothing more than to lay in the grass and even become an ox so as to truly enjoy it, 

and then again become a person so as to be able to eat the ox which ate the grass, Leonce 

                                                
80 My reading here is informed by the analysis which Christopher Daase gives of the character of Valerio in: 
Christopher Daase, “‘Da läugne einer die Vorsehung’ Zur komischen Bedeutung der Valerio-Figur in Leonce 
und Lena,” in Zweites Internationales Georg Büchner Symposium 1987: Referate, ed. Burghard Dedner and Günter 
Oesterle, Büchner-Studien, Bd. 6 (Frankfurt am Main: Hain, 1990), 379–98. However, where Daase sees 
Valerio as a chiefly literary figure, using the power of language to assert and preserve himself (393), I view 
language as used by Valerio as a means to instantiate social revolution in far more radical a manner than 
Daase's approach indicates.  
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comments: "Unglücklicher, Sie scheinen [...] an Idealen zu laborieren." This opens up the verbal 

exchange in which Valerio demonstrates his value to Leonce. Valerio complains about how one 

must limit one‘s fantasies: "Man kann keinen Kirchthurm herunterspringen, ohne den Hals zu 

brechen. Man kann keine vier Pfund Kirschen mit den Steinen essen, ohne Leibweh zu kriegen." 

The drunkard then starts to sing a song: "Hei da sitzt e Fleig' an der Wand! Fleig' an der Wand! Fleig' 

an der Wand!"81 This song, originating in Frankfurt in the 1830s as a means to surreptitiously alert 

radicals to the imminent arrival of police,82 first and foremost indicates that Valerio knows the 

opposition well enough to recite their secret song. The drama then makes an implicit connection 

between such clandestine activity and the word Narr: 

Leonce. Halt's Maul mit deinem Lied, man könnte darüber ein Narr werden.  

Valerio. So wäre man doch etwas. Ein Narr! Ein Narr! Wer will mir seine Narrheit gegen meine 
Vernunft verhandeln? Ha, ich bin Alexander der Große! Wie mir die Sonne eine goldne Krone in die 
Haare scheint, wie meine Uniform blitzt! Herr Generalissimus Heupferd, lassen Sie die Truppen 
anrücken! Herr Finanzminister Kreuzspinne, ich brauche Geld! ... zu diesen köstlichen Phantasieen 
bekommt man gute Suppe, gutes Fleisch, gutes Brod, ein gutes Bett und das Haar umsonst 
geschoren, — im Narrenhaus nämlich, — während ich mit meiner gesunden Vernunft mich 
höchstens noch zur Beförderung der Reife auf einen Kirschenbaum verdingen könnte...83 

Valerio's assertion that he himself is not a fool, that indeed he is the epitome of reason, seems at 

first to ring hollow. However, there is a different definition of Narr operating between Leonce's and 

Valerio's applications of the term. Where Leonce means that one could become a fool listening to 

such songs (i.e., it is foolish to sing subversive songs), Valerio instead turns this around and claims, 

by playing the role of Alexander the Great, commanding grasshopper generals and spider finance 

ministers, that in fact the true fools are those who command generals and have finance ministers. As 

Wolfgang Promies writes, "... der hohe Mensch wird zum Narren über seine als tragisch 

                                                
81 Büchner, Werke VI, 54-5. 

82 Burghard Dedner, Thomas Michael Mayer, and Arnd Beise, “Erläuterungen,” in Büchner, Werke VI, 439.  

83 Büchner, Werke VI, 55. 
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empfundene Deszendenz, immer Mensch zu bleiben..."84 Being in a comfortable house, allowing 

one's every physical need to be fulfilled, the life of the elite, becomes, for Valerio, a fool's existence.  

 Leonce, impressed by Valerio, eventually asks this curious figure what he does for a living. 

As opposed to what he defines as a foolish life, Valerio leads a life of emptiness: 

Herr, ich habe die große Beschäftigung, müßig zu gehen; ich habe eine ungemeine Fertigkeit im 
Nichtstun; ich besitze eine ungeheure Ausdauer in der Faulheit. Keine Schwiele schändet meine 
Hände, der Boden hat noch keinen Tropfen von meiner Stirne getrunken, ich bin noch Jungfrau in 
der Arbeit; und wenn es mir nicht der Mühe zu viel wäre, würde ich mir die Mühe nehmen, Ihnen 
diese Verdienste weitläufiger auseinanderzusetzen. 85 

With these words, Valerio cements his value to the prince: he presents himself as the manifestation 

of that which Leonce seeks in the world, namely, a person who is proud and happy of the fact that 

he really does not do anything: no longer the sort of "refined" idler which Leonce seems to distrust, 

we have here the presentation of an idler who works hard to maintain that and just that. This is the 

original deception which Valerio performs. Having first pretended to be Alexander, the trickster sees 

how receptive the prince is to such play-acting and commits to presenting himself to Leonce as the 

prince's ideal idler. This play-acting is the operative function of satire, and it carries even greater 

weight than such intrigues might have in a narrative work by dint of the fact that these actions were 

written so as to be staged; as opposed to simply telling or narrating, a dramatic work can show how 

it is that resistance is supposed to function. The character of Valerio, then, is the drama's way of 

showing, rather than simply telling, what a clandestine intrigue looks like. Valerio's actions are not 

just humorous side-plots, they are the conduct of a partisan who seeks to upend everything about 

the world he lives in.  

                                                
84 Cited in: Morgenroth, 77. 

85 Büchner, Werke VI, 55-6. 
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 The drunk's deception pays off in short order. Soon after Leonce discovers to his dismay 

that he is to be married and crowned king, Valerio makes a series of suggestions as to what they 

should do to avoid this fate. The trickster proposes becoming a general, an author, or a "useful 

member of society." Leonce declines each of these ideas, deciding instead to follow Valerio's 

example: "Fühlst du nicht das Wehen aus Süden? Fühlst du nicht wie der tiefblaue glühende Aether 

auf- und abwogt, wie das Licht blitzt von dem goldenen, sonnigen Boden, [..] von den 

Marmorsäulen und den Leibern? [...] Ein Lazzaroni! Valerio! Ein Lazzaroni! Wir gehen nach 

Italien."86 With these words, the duo sets off for Italy, where they hope to become Lazzaroni, that is, 

professional, committed idlers.87 In this moment, the drama shows how Valerio has radicalized the 

prince in his idleness, how he is steadily pushing Leonce farther on the path toward being the most 

useless sort of person he could be. The first stage of Valerio's scheme is thus complete.  

 The second stage, wherein Valerio secures himself a position as a minister of state, can only 

occur once Leonce and Lena meet and fall in love. Lena is the perfect complement to Leonce, a 

Romantic figure who references nature in almost every utterance. She complains about her 

imminent marriage to a man "den man nicht liebt," cursing that she has no choice in the matter: 

"Bin ich denn wie die arme, hilflose Quelle, die jedes Bild, das sich in ihr spiegelt, zurückstrahlen 

muss? Die Blumen öffnen und schließen, wie sie wollen, ihre Kelche der Morgensonne und dem 

Abendwind. Ist denn die Tochter eines Königs weniger, als eine Blume?"88 As upset as Leonce at the 

role which the kingdom of Pipi is forcing her to play, Lena and her governess flee. As night falls, the 

                                                
86 Ibid., 68-69. 

87 For a more thorough account of the origin of the term "Lazzaroni," see: Patrick Eiden-Offe, “Lazzaroni: 
Zu einer Poetik der verwischten Spur in Büchners ‘Leonce und Lena’ und bei Brecht,” The Brecht Yearbook 39 
(2014): 199–201. 

88 Büchner, Werke VI, 70. 
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two groups of fugitives end up at the same inn. The pair have their first real conversation on the 

bank of a river. Under cover of darkness, Leonce approaches Lena, whispering to her in poetic 

language: 

Lena. Wer spricht da?  

Leonce. Ein Traum. 

Lena. Träume sind selig.  

Leonce. So träume dich selig und laß mich dein seliger Traum sein.  

Lena. Der Tod ist der seligste Traum.  

Leonce. So laß mich dein Todesengel sein. Laß meine Lippen sich gleich seinen Schwingen auf deine 
Augen senken. (Er küßt sie.) Schöne Leiche, du ruhst so lieblich auf dem schwarzen Bahrtuch der 
Nacht, daß die Natur das Leben haßt und sich in den Tod verliebt.  

Lena. Nein, laß mich! (Sie springt auf und entfernt sich rasch.)89 

Lena runs away at this moment, knowing that a relationship with this mystery man would be 

impossible. She is, after all, supposed to marry the prince of Popo, a man she ironically does not 

know she has just met. As the third and final act opens, Leonce asks Valerio for his help in marrying 

Lena. In promising to help, Valerio makes a deal with the prince which secures his place in the state: 

Valerio. ... weiß sie [Lena] auch, wer Sie sind?  

Leonce. Sie weiß nur, daß sie mich liebt.  

Valerio. Und weiß Eure Hoheit auch, wer sie ist?  

Leonce. Dummkopf! Frag doch die Nelke und die Thauperle nach ihrem Namen.  

Valerio. Das heißt, sie ist überhaupt etwas... Aber, wie soll das gehn? Hm? — Prinz, ich bin Minister, 
wenn Sie heute von ihrem Vater mit der Unaussprechlichen, Namenlosen, mittelst des Ehesegens 
zusammengeschmiedet werden? Ihr Wort?  

Leonce. Mein Wort!  

Valerio. Der arme Teufel Valerio empfiehlt sich Sr. Excellenz dem Herrn Staatsminister Valerio von 
Valerienthal. — [...] (Er läuft weg, Leonce folgt ihm.)90 

Valerio has been commissioned to carry out an intrigue, to marry Leonce to his beloved ostensibly 

against the will of the kings of Pipi and Popo. Simultaneously, he furthers his own conspiracy by 
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winning the promise of a place in government if he succeeds. Valerio's actions here are typically 

interpreted to be "aus materiellen Interessen, nämlich um Minister und damit Mitspieler auf... der 

Seite der Mächtigen... zu werden."91 This is true, to the extent that his actions stem from material 

interests, but he does this not to be “auf der Seite der Mächtigen,” but to effectively destroy power. 

Valerio's ultimate goal lies in the chance to push societal relations in the kingdom of Popo to their 

utmost level of absurdity. 

 Valerio accomplishes this venture into the ridiculous with a masterstroke in the final phase 

of his scheme, which begins with a deliberate heightening of King Peter's insanity and ends with 

Valerio throwing the entire dramatic world into chaos. Shortly after Valerio's promise to wed 

Leonce and Lena, the play moves to the court of King Peter, who is nervous that neither his son nor 

the bride are around. He asks the president, "... habe ich nicht den Beschluß gefaßt, daß meine 

königliche Majestät sich an diesem Tag freuen und daß an ihm die Hochzeit gefeiert werden sollte?" 

The president affirms this, and so Peter decides to follow through with the plan, even though the 

bridal pair are missing: "...ich werde meinen Beschluß sogleich ins Werk setzen, ich werde mich 

freuen. (Er reibt sich die Hände.) O ich bin außerordentlich froh!" Suddenly, though, his forced 

joyousness falls apart: he cannot be happy, cannot follow the royal plan if the wedding does not 

occur.92 Realizing that in fact disparity does exist between his plans, an extension of his worldview, 

and the actual development of events leads the king into a crisis of confidence in himself. Looking 

around for his son and the princess, he asks his servants: "Seht Ihr noch nichts?" The servants reply 

that they see nothing, and so Peter laments: "... ich hatte beschlossen mich so zu freuen, grade mit 

dem Glockenschlag zwölf wollte ich anfangen und wollte mich freuen volle zwölf Stunden — ich 
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werde ganz melancholisch." The king's sadness leads to his president declaring that "[a]lle 

Unterthanen werden aufgefordert die Gefühle Ihrer Majestät zu theilen."93 The whole drama sits on 

the precipice of a universal sadness stemming from the king's inability to reckon with events which 

unfold in a manner deviant to his plans. The crisis seems to be narrowly averted at the last minute as 

Valerio shows up with Leonce, Lena, and the governess, all of them masked. In his first encounter 

with the king, Valerio succeeds in confusing the monarch: 

Peter. Wer seid Ihr?  

Valerio. Weiß ich's? (Er nimmt langsam hintereinander mehrere Masken ab.) Bin ich das? oder das? 
oder das? Wahrhaftig, ich bekomme Angst, ich könnte mich so ganz auseinanderschälen und 
blättern.  

Peter. (Verlegen.) Aber— aber etwas müßt Ihr denn doch sein?  

Valerio. Wenn Eure Majestät es so befehlen. Aber, meine Herren, hängen Sie alsdann die Spiegel 
herum und verstecken Sie Ihre blanken Knöpfe etwas, und sehen Sie mich nicht so an, daß ich mich 
in Ihren Augen spiegeln muß, oder ich weiß wahrhaftig nicht mehr, was ich eigentlich bin.  

Peter. Der Mann bringt mich in Confusion, zur Desperation. Ich bin in der größten Verwirrung.94  

Valerio's action here, professing not to know himself, taking off numerous masks and throwing the 

king into confusion, is the active element of his intrigue. We have seen him do the same to Leonce, 

pretending to be Alexander the Great and then convincing the prince that he is the highest iteration 

of the heir apparent's dreams. In subjecting the king to his riddle-ridden speech here, Valerio speeds 

up the tricky process he started with Leonce, putting chaos into overdrive. His reference to mirrors 

shows what he is doing: aping the king's own uncertainty and radicalizing it. Valerio's manner of 

speaking is a dithyrambic dance, the epitome of madness, harnessed to drown all who hear in 

confusion. It is in miniscule the partisan act of sabotage which the drama as a whole undertakes: 

Leonce und Lena, parodying so many other texts and conventions, disguises itself as a harmless mirror 
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of those things it interacts with, when in actuality the unbridled chaos of Büchner's bacchanalian 

technique throws everything into question.  

 After having verbally disarmed the king, throwing him into a feverish confusion, Valerio 

proceeds to turn his distortive rhetoric against the assembled crowd. He introduces Leonce and 

Lena as "die zwei weltberühmten Automaten." This trick, masquerading people around as puppets 

or automatons, is a hallmark of the Intriguenstück.95 Valerio's next move, though, introduces a new 

level of insanity: 

...eigentlich wollte ich einer hohen und geehrten Gesellschaft verkündigen, daß... ich vielleicht der 
dritte und merkwürdigste von beiden [= Automaten] bin, wenn ich eigentlich selbst recht wüßte, wer 
ich wäre, worüber man übrigens sich nicht wundern dürfte, da ich selbst gar nichts von dem weiß, 
was ich rede, ja auch nicht einmal weiß, daß ich es nicht weiß, so daß es höchst wahrscheinlich ist, 
daß man mich nur so reden läßt, und es eigentlich nichts als Walzen und Windschläuche sind, die das 
Alles sagen.96  

He presents himself as a machine, running on cylinders and air hoses, that has no idea what it says. 

He is, of course, lying: his being an automaton lets it appear as though he has no control over what 

he does, as if he is the perfect servant. He distances himself further and further from what he 

actually is: the mastermind behind a conspiracy to gain power. He becomes as many people as he 

needs to be, even going so far as to classify himself as a machine. John Lyon writes that this scene, 

conflating human beings with automatons, "highlights imitation as the foundation of society, and... 

simultaneously criticizes a social order based on imitation rather than authenticity." He further 

points out that Valerio's trick here goes over the heads of the various authorities gathered around 

him.97  Valerio uses the principle of society, mimetic homage to earlier forms (what Lyon calls 

citation), in order to destroy society. He hides in plain sight, mimetically presenting himself as 

                                                
95 Masking lovers so they can trick an unwilling guardian into allowing a marriage is a near-universal aspect of 
the genre. 

96 Büchner, Werke VI, 90. 

97 Lyon, 207. 
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whatever he needs to in order to achieve his ends. This is his ultimate trick: in seeming to be one 

thing, he remains another, sneaking along the societal highways of the kingdom of Popo so as to 

bring them to ruin.  

 To succeed in this venture, Valerio extends his mimetic trick to the prince and princess. He 

presents them as "edel, denn sie sprechen Hochdeutsch," as "sehr moralisch, denn sie stehen auf 

den Glockenschlag auf, essen auf den Glockenschlag zu Mittag, und gehen auf den Glockenschlag 

zu Bett."98 He avers that they are ideal types, and yet, as automatons, they could be anyone. At the 

end of Valerio's introduction of the automatons, the king gets an idea. Inspired by these puppets, he 

hatches a plan: 

Peter. (den Finger an die Nase legend). In effigie? in effigie? Präsident, wenn man einen Menschen in 
effigie hängen läßt, ist das nicht ebensogut, als wenn er ordentlich gehängt würde?  

Präsident. Verzeihen, Eure Majestät es ist noch vielbesser, denn es geschieht ihm kein Leid dabei, 
und er wird dennoch gehängt.  

Peter. Jetzt hab ich's. Wir feiern die Hochzeit in effigie! (Auf Lena und Leonce deutend.) Das ist die 
Prinzessin, das ist der Prinz. — Ich werde meinen Beschluß durchsetzen, ich werde mich freuen. — 
Laßt die Glocken läuten! machte Eure Glückwünsche zurecht! hurtig, Herr Hofprediger!99 

The play here points to the value of symbols. Using the grotesque example of a hanging in effigy 

and its efficacy to justify the "fake" marriage, the drama again makes reference to the way in which 

appearances matter to such a degree that what is actually behind them is irrelevant. The two 

automatons are married, and they then remove their masks. They are identified as who they are, in 

fact the two people who were supposed to get married. This nominally happy accident nonetheless 

simply covers up the masterstroke Valerio has just performed. Fortmann, looking to the way in 

which their marriage was de facto symbolic (as they were effigies), sees in this turn of events the 

ultimate unmasking: "Allen Glanzes und aller Mystik des Herrschens beraubt und jeder persönlichen 
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Würde entkleidet, steht das Herrscherpaar gewissermaßen nackt vor den Augen der 

Öffentlichkeit."100 In the end, the naked power of the state is revealed as plainly as it was by the 

naked king at the beginning of the drama. However, this state now has at its top, as a minister, a 

man who has no interest in allowing the state to continue.  

 While it is only at the end that the various tricks and subterfuges, the lies perpetuated by the 

king and his ministers, Leonce and Valerio, grind to a halt, the new king has unwittingly poisoned 

his kingdom. He has empowered a radical (Valerio) who posed as whatever he needed to so that he 

could ingratiate himself to the future king and be in a position to bring the entire system to the 

ground. After Leonce declares that they shall install mirrors all around the kingdom and get rid of 

winter, Valerio gets the final word:  

... ich werde Staatsminister, und es wird ein Dekret erlassen, daß, wer sich Schwielen in die Hände 
schafft, unter Kuratel gestellt wird; daß, wer sich krank arbeitet, kriminalistisch strafbar ist; daß jeder, 
der sich rühmt, sein Brot im Schweiße seines Angesichts zu essen, für verrückt und der menschlichen 
Gesellschaft gefährlich erklärt wird; und dann legen wir uns in den Schatten und bitten Gott um 
Makkaroni, Melonen und Feigen, um musikalische Kehlen, klassische Leiber und eine kommende 
Religion!101 

Valerio declares work to be criminal, sweating to be insane and dangerous to human society. Instead 

of any of these things, the people of Popo will hide in the shadows and ask God for food, 

musicality, classically-sculpted bodies, and a comfortable religion. This decree amounts to an 

absolute shutdown of society. The wild fantasies of this decree are the extreme to which the 

partisan-fool tends in the Vormärz, and demonstrate how it is that comedic authors sought to use 

nominally harmless gestures, characters, and figures of speech, to subvert the system. Valerio has 

taken the tendencies of society, namely Leonce’s desire not to do much of anything, and driven 
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them to wild ends. He did this by aping the king, the prince, anyone he needed to, and in doing so 

he broke the system upon itself.  

Despite his claim to have "die große Beschäftigung, müßig zu gehen,"102 Valerio proves 

himself, through the intrigue he has just brought to completion, to be in fact the hardest worker of 

the entire drama. Virtually every other character in a position of power, all of the royal figures and 

their agents, are portrayed throughout the drama as corrupt, bored, and possessing a head filled with 

fantastic nonsense. In essentially condemning them to die in the shadows begging for food, Valerio 

opens up the possibility for a different society. His revolution begins with the condemnation of the 

society of the Kingdom of Popo to death by means of the very principles by which its rulers acted.  

*** 

 Büchner's Intriguenstück is a radical example of satiric partisan war. Nearly every scene, 

beyond citing a different work of literature, cites the real world. The downfall of the kingdom which 

we can surmise from its final words is the rhetorical abolition of a corrupted, self-involved system. 

On Valerio’s example, the text offers a dramaticized “how-to guide” for camouflaged infiltration of 

and assault on the tenets of Vormärz society. In this way, Büchner's comedy becomes every bit the 

call to revolt one sees in the Hessisicher Landbote, merely displaced into a fantastic realm so that it 

might, by dint of its seeming absurdity, be allowed into circulation and from there spread its 

subversive message and rhetorically explode the presuppositions on which the Restoration and the 

broader Metternichean order of Central Europe were based. Beyond all of this, it is a drama: in 

staging a work like this, Büchner could not only offer caricatures of rulers, but also physically 

demonstrate how one undertakes a conspiracy to overthrow the state, could offer an example of 

how to make a revolution out of a reactionary world. Leonce und Lena is a far more radical ridiculing 
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than what we shall see in Zopf und Schwert. Gutzkow's drama was, however, far more successful in its 

day and had an access to the public sphere of which Leonce und Lena could only dream. Building on 

the principal mechanism of satiric intrigue as Büchner has developed it here, we shall now see how 

its potential for satiric attack was utilized by an enormously influential dramatist toward more 

reform-minded ends. 

4.3 Hiding in Plain Sight: Karl Gutzkow's Zopf und Schwerdt 

"… Die Welt soll sehen, wie ich Satyren auf mich behandle." 
— König, in: Karl Gutzkow, Zopf und Schwert.103 

 With these words, the King of Prussia, miffed at a satire of his court which had recently 

appeared in print, declares parodic criticisms of his government to be grounds for severe 

punishment. Gutzkow's version of King Friedrich Wilhelm I then orders all copies of the book 

confiscated and sent to a munitions factory, where the pages could be cut up and used to produce 

casings for his grenadier's muskets (typical before the invention of metal casings for bullets).104 While 

on its own simply confirming the negative view of political satires held by most governments of the 

time, the above line is one of very few to have been cut from the drama. Comparing the editions of 

1844, 1850 and 1880, that line — "Die Welt soll sehen, wie ich Satyren auf mich behandle." — 

appears only in the second, printed after the lessening of press censorship in the wake of the 

Märzrevolution.105 The deletion of those nine words removes the clearest indication of what the drama 

                                                
103 Gutzkow, Dramatische Werke, 59. 
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105 Compare the previous citation from the Brockhaus edition with: Karl Gutzkow, Karl Gutzkow’s dramatische 
Werke: Ein weisses Blatt ; Zopf und Schwert (Leipzig: J.J. Weber, 1844), 190. and the 1880 edition in: Gutzkow, 
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is attempting to do: question and undermine the prestige of the Prussian monarchy by portraying it 

as a vain, corrupted institution too easily swayed by the king's predatory ministers.  

 While Gutzkow himself is the subject of modest scholarly interest,106 very little work exists 

on Zopf und Schwerdt,107 an anomaly considering the success Gutzkow’s comedy enjoyed in its own 

time. First performed in Dresden on New Years Day in 1844, Zopf und Schwert was quickly declared a 

Sensationsdrama. As Eda Sagarra writes, "[h]ad Gutzkow been a playwright in France, where authors 

were paid royalties on the perfomance of their works, Zopf und Schwert would have made Gutzkow a 

rich man."108 Between 1844 and 1910, it was performed over one hundred times at Dresden alone. 

Banned from performance at the Hoftheater in Berlin because it mentioned a member of the 

Hohenzollern family, banned in Stuttgart because the King of Württemberg thought Gutzkow's play 

made fun of his father, only shown in Vienna beginning in 1861, it was nonetheless the most 

successful of Gutzkow's comedies.109 Hemmed in only by censorship, this drama had a far more 

widespread effect on the German theater-going public than Leonce und Lena. Through this potent 

vehicle, Gutzkow presented a hidden assault on the Prussian king.  

 This drama, as we shall see, is a refined version of Büchner's satiric attack. It makes the same 

dramatic moves as Leonce und Lena, questioning and criticizing myriad aspects of the monarchic 

system, but seeks to do so in a manner which would allow the drama to be performed. On the 

surface, Zopf und Schwert seems relatively harmless. The principal dilemma is the same as in Leonce und 

                                                
106 See above, note 54.  

107 To my knowledge, the most thorough fashion in which the work has recently been treated in scholarly 
literature is as a minor mention. See, for example: Eda Sagarra, Tradition and Revolution; German Literature and 
Society, 1830-1890 (New York: Basic Books, 1971), 141; Denkler, Restauration und Revolution: Politische Tendenzen 
im deutschen Drama zwischen Wiener Kongress und Märzrevolution, 306–7.  
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109 Heinrich Hubert Houben, Gutzkow als Lustspieldichter (Marburg: N.G. Elwert, 1910), 54. Karl Glossy, ed., 
“II. Theil (1843-1847),” in Literarische Geheimberichte aus dem Vormärz (Wien: Konegen, 1912), 140. 
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Lena: a marriage for reasons of state. The king spends much of the drama trying to decide whether 

to marry his daughter, Princess Wilhelmine, into the English or Austrian royal family. As the king 

wavers, the queen and various ministers undertake a number of intrigues to persuade the king one 

way or the other. No one bothers to ask the princess how she feels, except the Erbprinz of 

Bayreuth, who, being in love with her, would rather that she marry him. Taking advantage of the 

various courtly intrigues, the Erbprinz, with the help of an old friend, a knight named Hotham, 

manages to convince the king that he is the best choice to marry the princess. The drama ends in 

apparently patriotic fanfare, celebrating the king and Prussia. In spite of the happy ending, replete 

with implicit pledges of loyalty to the Prussian system, Zopf und Schwert contains a potent criticism of 

the petty attitudes then in abundance among representatives the Prussian state. To summarize what 

I will lay out in further detail below, Gutzkow uses his drama's portrayal of the historical king 

Friedrich Wilhelm I to wag a proverbial finger at the King of Prussia in 1843, Friedrich Wilhelm IV. 

Zopf und Schwert is a gentle chastening of the abuses of the Prussian state by means of historical 

dramatic inquiry which simultaneously demonstrates for the audience both satire as an Angriffswaffe 

deployed against the excesses of society and how radical elements within society at large might seek 

similar reforms.  

 To even dream of having such a chastening (however gentle) publicly displayed, Gutzkow's 

drama needs to initiate a stylistic departure from Büchner's original method. Gutzkow's break with 

Büchner's technique is not so much one of overall form as it is one of content. While aiming at the 

same goal as Büchner (the rhetorical deconstruction of the moral and ethical pillars on which a 

reactionary society was built), the means of attack changes. This Gutzkow accomplishes along two 

different axes. The first is one of scale: Büchner's drama is a relentless attack on virtually every 

aspect of the conditions of life in the Vormärz. Gutzkow's scope is much more limited, restricted to 

a negative assessment of paternalism, both literally in the king's relationship to his family, and 



 

 225 

figuratively in a lack of free speech and the corruption at court. Instead of a broad assault on 

everything, Gutzkow's satiric attack has limited, reasonable objectives which, if properly situated, 

might even succeed in making an impact. The second axis of differentiation between the two is one 

of contextualization. Büchner's work, riddled with citations from the European literary and 

philosophical traditions, takes place in a fantastic world where the kingdoms of Popo and Pipi are 

joined in the marriage of the two title characters. Marshalling the weight of literary history behind it, 

Leonce und Lena flees into the realm of fantasy, whence it can unleash an explosive attack on the 

world from which it retreated. Leery of the "zarte Elfenmährchenton" w such a strategy entails,110 

Gutzkow opted instead to situate his drama historically, in the time of the youth of Frederick the 

Great. This period, at the dawn of the Prussian monarchy, is almost overdetermined as relates to 

significance for the Prussian consciousness. This drama seems relatively safe: it is not only about 

events from a long time ago, but also ends in patriotic fanfare. Underneath, however, it shows a 

spiritual poison at the root of the Prussian kingdom.  

 We get an idea of how Gutzkow buried his critical message inside the work by reading 

reactions to early performances of the drama. In a preliminary review designed to drum up interest 

in the drama before its premiere in Regensburg in 1844, a reviewer at the Regensburger Theater-Revue 

seemed certain of its imminent success. Ebullient about its relevance to a German audience, the 

reviewer gushed:  

Es ist unmöglich, daß dieses Stück nicht populär wird. Es ist noch unmöglicher, daß es nicht auf 
allen Bühnen Glück machen sollte. Auch gehört es vorzugsweise dem Volke. Es zeigt ihm einen 
deutschen Fürsten, deutsche Zustände, ein deutsches Land, das Tüchtiges geleistet, Tüchtigeres noch 
leisten wird, den Anfang einer Größe, die sich zu entwickeln wußte, eine Silhouette der 
Vergangenheit, die die Saat des Fortschrittes in frische Erde legte.111  

                                                
110 As the heavy-handed editor of the first publication of Leonce und Lena, Gutzkow used those words to 
proclaim the text "bühnenwidrig." See: Büchner and Gutzkow, “Leonce und Lena,” 601.  

111 Anonymous, “Am 23. Februar. Zum Erstenmale: Zopf und Schwert. Historisches Lustspiel in fünf 
Aufzügen von Gutzkow.,” Regensburger Theater-Revue, February 25, 1844, 32. 
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Zopf und Schwert, in the eyes of the reviewer here, was a German comedy at the top of its field, an 

experience in which a German prince, operating under German conditions in a German land, could 

be portrayed sowing the first seeds of progress. The performance itself, so writes the Regensburg 

reviewer a week later, shattered these dreams. Everyone in the packed audience had their eyes on the 

"Hauptrolle des Stückes: König Friedrich Wilhelm I." Unfortunately, the actor who portrayed the 

monarch "zeigte uns leider nur die Maske dieses Königs, aber nicht dessen Charakter mit seinen 

bizarren Eigenthümlichkeiten und heterogenen Eigenschaften. Er sprach wohl die Worte, traf aber 

den Ton nicht..."112 A reviewer of one of the first performances in Dresden complained in Laube's 

Zeitung für die elegante Welt that the actor who portrayed Friedrich Wilhelm gave a performance that 

looked more like "einen Wachtmeister oder Werbeoffizier damaliger Zeit."113 Some twenty years 

after the play's debut, the theater critic August Freiherr von Loën wrote that Gutzkow himself often 

levelled a similar criticism against performances of the piece: if only the actor portraying the king 

spoke properly, the patriotic nature of this play would better shine through. Loën contended that, if 

this declamatory issue were solved, Gutzkow's drama would be "das Muster eines volksthümlichen 

Lustspiels."114  Actors consistently played the king without the dynamism the role necessitated, 

rendering the portrayal a caricature of a king. This sort of caricature occured almost everywhere the 

piece was performed: one Leipzig-based censor remarked in early March, 1844 that actors would 

                                                
112 Anonymous, “Am 28. Februar. Zum Zweitenmale: Zopf und Schwert. Historisches Lustspiel in 5 Akten, 
von Gutzkow. Resultat der ersten Aufführung.,” Regensburger Theater-Revue, März 1844, 38. Emphasis in 
original.  

113 Anonymous, “Über das ‘dramatische Zeitbild’ Zopf und Schwert, von Gutzkow, aufgeführt auf der 
Dresdner Hofbühne.,” Zeitung für die elegante Welt, January 17, 1844, sec. Nachrichten, 42. 

114 August Freiherr von Loën, “Aus dem Culturleben der Gegenwart,” Leipziger Zeitung, March 17, 1866, No. 
39 edition, sec. Wissenschaftliche Beiträge, 173.  
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intentionally turn their roles "vollends zur jämmerlichen Karikatur."115 All of this indicates that the 

text itself, nominally harmless enough to pass censorship, was performed in such a way as to make 

dangerously ridiculous what would otherwise have been good volksthümliche fun. 

 Much as the Regensburg reviewer spied "eine Silhouette der Vergangenheit" in Zopf und 

Schwert, the drama itself gestures, in outline, toward an attack on the pettiness of the Prussian 

monarchy, seeking to sneak the "Saat des Fortschrittes" onto the otherwise barren plateau of the 

heavily regulated Vormärz stage. Gutzkow's public complaints about how the drama was being 

performed belie the piece's critical message: in distancing himself from these crass performances of 

the king, which certainly lent the piece a subversive edge, and insisting that the king must be 

portrayed with distinction, Gutzkow can claim distance from these subversive performances while 

the drama continues to be performed, chipping away through caricature at the majesty of the house 

of Hohenzollern. The seeming irreverence of the early performances was of course based on the 

text of the drama, which in certain scenes offers a veiled criticism not of a historical figure, but of 

the spiritual conditions of the Vormärz. As we shall see, Zopf und Schwert draws a clear parallel 

between the petty acts of vengeance which King Friedrich I visits on his family and subjects in the 

drama and those reactionary acts of the Prussian state of the 1840s designed to subjugate and 

eradicate liberal tendencies in society. Alongside these expositions, several main characters each take 

up the mantle of the partisan, using cunning, wit, and subterfuge to advance an agenda anathema to 

the reactionary world in which they live. Throughout, we see a didactic message comparable with 

that of Büchner's drama, but with one major difference: it could be staged. Zopf und Schwert's 

trickster-partisan, the Erbprinz of Bayreuth, Friedrich III, uses the contradictions of the society 

around him in a manner similar to Valerio in order not to achieve anarchistic revolution, but to 
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connive a situation in which the ruler of the Prussian state could be tricked into making reformist 

decisions he would never have considered beforehand. In Zopf und Schwert, we see the birth of the 

reformist partisan drama, a refined version of Büchner's revolutionary attack which, while adamantly 

opposed to the direction in which the Prussian state was driving much of Germany, shies away from 

Büchner's frontal assault on all tenets of society.   

*** 

 As the title indicates, the drama is all about a Zopf and a Schwert. The braid was introduced as 

the mandatory hairstyle for Prussian soldiers by Friedrich Wilhelm I, and was thus heavily associated 

with Prussia itself. Also with reference to Prussia, the Zopf came in the nineteenth century to indicate 

a backward, confused state of affairs, "die veralteten politischen und sozialen Zustände." Like the 

idea of partisan war, Zopf's negative connotation came about during the Napoleonic wars and, as 

with other metaphors of the Befreiungskriege, was taken up by radical authors in the Vormärz.116 

Seizing on the drama's leading metaphor, a review of Zopf und Schwert in the radical journal Die 

Grenzboten contests that where the English have farces, the Italians, their masks, and the French, 

vaudeville, to the Germans all that was left was "das Zopfdrama, als reinster Ausdruck des 

deutschen Micheltums."117 Playing on Zopf und Schwert's title, a character in the minor playwright E.B. 

Ernst's Der Rector in der Klemme (1855) contests that the Germans "haben noch immer den Zopf, aber 

kein Schwert bereit" with which to free themselves from their reactionary heritage.118  Both 

historically and thematically, the Zopf is at the root of Gutzkow's comedy. As we shall see, the drama 
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consists in the weaving and shearing of various braids, the careful portrayal and undermining of a 

complicated state of affairs whose resolution only arises through the loving determination of the 

drama's most successful Intrigant, the Erbprinz of Bayreuth. Shrouded in darkness, the drama's 

various characters must resort to tricks and sneaking in order to attempt to get anything done. As 

Houben's reading suggests, those characters who manage to prevail at the end have figuratively 

taken up a sword and cut off the old braid.119 Along the way, the drama's method of exposition 

commits its own intrigues, pretending to be a nice period piece that reminisces about the early days 

of Prussian greatness, using those trappings to display a thorough ridiculing of the Vormärz, a 

rhetorical sword with which to cut away "den alten Zopf."  

 The first act demonstrates the theoretical importance of intrigue both within the drama and 

as a cipher for the means by which oppositional authors could critically deconstruct the state. The 

drama opens with the thundering of marching drums. Fräulein von Sonnsfeld, a maid of the 

Princess Wilhelmine, is distressed that this may wake up her mistress. Eversmann, the king's barber 

(and secret chief advisor) tells the maid that the king, having decided that waking up late is a vice, 

will henceforth have a marching band drill below the windows of the princes and princesses 

promptly at six in the morning.120 Sonnsfeld, upset at the conditions at the Prussian court, criticizes 

Eversmann for having used his "kleinen unschuldigen Einfluss" with the king to secure himself "drei 

Häuser, fünf Landgüter und eine Kutsche mit vier Pferden" before then lamenting her princess's 

condition:  

... Das ist ein Leben an diesem Hofe! Des Morgens schon in der Frühe donnern die Kanonen unten 
im Lustgarten dicht unter den Fenstern des Schlosses, oder sie schicken uns eine Compagnie 
Soldaten herauf, um uns das Frühaufstehen anzugewöhnen. Nach dem Gebet muß die Prinzessin 
stricken, nähen, Wäsche bügeln, den Kathechismus auswendig lernen, ja, täglich! eine langweilige 
Predigt hören. Mittags bekommen wir so gut wie nichts zu essen; dann hält der König seinen 
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Mittagsschlaf, und obgleich er mit der Königin fortwährend so gespannt lebt, daß sie sich kaum 
einen guten Tag gönnen, so muß doch die ganze Familie dieser melodischen allerhöchsten Schnarch-
Unterhaltung mit beiwohnen, ja sogar eigenhändig bedacht sein, dem schlummernden Papa 
Landesvater die Fliegen fortzuwedeln. 121 

The militancy of the "Soldier King," as Friedrich Wilhelm I was known, extends not simply to daily 

reviews in Berlin's Lustgarten, but to the regimentation of his daughter's days. Further, the dogged 

insistence that the royal family do everything together — even watch the king sleep — indicates the 

extent of this fictionalized Prussia's conflation of the notion of a monarch with that of a Paterfamilias. 

In order to get around the classic critique that a monarch and the head of a family have different 

scopes of power and that, as John Locke put it, "monarchy is inconsistent with civil society,"122 the 

king here endeavors to run his family as a simple, bourgeois household.123 Both as a king and as a 

father, Friedrich Wilhelm is a tyrant. It is against this tyranny — both familial and official — which 

Zopf und Schwert rails throughout the course of the drama.  

 The king's reign of terror over his family opens up the door to the two clandestine tactics 

which the drama employs to skirt the censoring tyranny of its own day and allow a critical message 

to be communicated. The first relies on interpretive ambiguity, and the second on clandestine 

activity. Having managed to sneak into the princess's chamber, the Erbprinz brings her news of her 

brother, the Kronprinz, Frederick the Great, who had transformed his residence in Rheinsberg into 

"einen kleinen Musensitz [...], der bald den ernsten Studien, bald der poetischen Erholung gewidmet 

ist." The contrast with the current Prussian court could not be starker, and yet, instead of really 

listening to the Erbprinz, Wilhelmine worries about what would happen if someone were to find a 
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foreign prince in her rooms before said prince had been introduced to her parents: "... ich glaube 

doch, daß ich mich rüsten könnte, einige Wochen auf die Festung Küstrin zu gehen." Fearing the 

trouble in which she might find herself for having unapproved meetings with men, the princess 

wants to leave. The Erbprinz, incensed, asks a question: "Prinzessin! Ist es also wirklich wahr, was 

man mit Schaudern an allen Höfen Europas erzählt, daß der König von Preußen den Hof, seine 

Umgebungen, ja seine eigene Familie tyrannisiert?"124 In response, Wilhelmine gives what appears to 

be an answer that defends her father: 

O Prinz, Sie brauchen einen harten Ausdruck für das, was ich nur unser eigenthümliches Ceremoniel 
nennen möchte. In Versailles schwebt alles mit Zephyr-flügeln über die glacierten Parquets. Hier tritt 
man ein wenig derb mit klirrenden Sporen auf. In Versailles hat sich die königliche Familie in eine 
große Gesellschaft aufgelöst, wo nur noch die Verwandtschaft der Geister, die Bande der 
ungebundensten Neigung heilig gehalten werden. Hier ist der ganze Hof eine einzige bürgerliche 
Familie, wo man noch vor Tisch sein Gebet hält, die Aeltern immer zuerst reden läßt, mit dem 
pünktlichsten Gehorsam, wenn es verlangt wird, fünf eine gerade Zahl sein läßt und sich dann nur 
aus Liebe manchmal ein Bischen zankt, aus Liebe manchmal ein Bischen quält, aus Liebe sich das 
Leben ein Bischen sauer macht.125 

The shift here, from a defense of the rough edges of the Prussian state as being simply an 

"eigenthümliches Ceremoniel" to a brutal ending, where logic is thrown out the window "mit dem 

pünktlichsten Gehorsam" and one is harassed, bullied, and lets life be made "a bit sour" all out of 

love, is an early example of one of the drama's many ambiguous lines. If read with the appropriate 

pathos, this could be a spirited defense of the Prussian way of life; if read sarcastically, it becomes an 

indictment of the situation. 

 Gutzkow's entire drama functions by means of this ambiguity, which can only be resolved in 

performance. To continue with the same example, he king's tyranny is either a tyranny "aus Liebe," 

with the state functioning as a concerned parent, or it is simple, inexcusable despotism. Gutzkow's 

demands for the character of the princess in his introductory remarks to the piece, that the actress 
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should remain "vornehm und klug [...] im Naiven und Gewöhnlichen," made the role notoriously 

difficult to portray.126 We might surmise that this difficulty was intentional, that it forced those 

performing the piece to decide whether or not the princess was "vornehm und klug," which would 

make the above line a sarcastic attack on the state, or naive and ordinary, which would make it 

harmless. The ambiguity here is a defensive rhetorical mechanism: the text itself can be interpreted 

either as radical or as harmless. Art as an inherently ambiguous medium lends itself here not to what 

Wolf Kittler describes as Heinrich von Kleist's partisan aesthetic, "die Geburt des Partisanen aus 

dem Geist der Poesie,"127 but rather the birth of poetry from the spirit of the partisan. Seemingly 

harmless, poetic words, if rendered in the appropriate performative context, can become weapons. 

When subjected to scrutiny, the ambiguous words themselves leave room for doubt as to their 

radical nature, protecting the author from reprisal. 

 As the conversation between the Erbprinz and Wilhelmine develops, the drama expands this 

interpretive ambiguity from the specific words of a single text and to the realm of art as an entirety. 

The Erbprinz tells Wilhelmine that her brother (Kronprinz Friedrich) has sent for a teacher from 

France in order to help with her "geistigen Bedürfnisse," namely, to teach her French and 

philosophy. Wilhelmine seems leery of this: since "[d]er König haßt alles, was vom Ausland kommt, 

und nichts bitterer als Frankreich, seine Literatur und seine Sprache," the hiring of a French tutor 

would be impossible. The Erbprinz makes several suggestions, such as having the princess meet 

with the tutor secretly at Sonnsfeld's room or with her mother, but all of these suggestions are, 

according to the princess, "unmöglich." The only place she can actually be alone is in the laundry, 

where she is allowed "stundenlang sich hinzustellen und ehrbar zuzuschauen, wie man die Wäsche 
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spült und mangelt und die Kleider stärkt und die Gedecke und Servietten sortirt..."128 The Erbprinz 

is shocked, remarking that in Versailles, princesses get their own court at age ten. Wilhelmine then 

reveals how she finds her solace. She gestures toward a window with a small finch in it. This is the 

home of the wife of one of the cleaners. Here, while she is supposed to be learning to clean laundry, 

she sneaks 

... ganz heimlich zu jener guten Frau, wo ich hinter den Blumen frei und heiter lachen kann, 
verstohlen dem kleinen Hänfling aus meiner Hand sein Futter reiche und mir schon tausend mal 
gesagt habe: Bei all deinen Leiden, all deinem Kummer bist du doch noch glücklicher als der arme 
kleine Sänger da im Käfig, dem sie nimmer die Freiheit geben werden und säng' er noch so schön, 
noch so melodisch in allen Sprachen der Erde.129 

Hiding behind flowers and a caged bird, Wilhelmine finds her freedom. It is to this room that the 

princess instructs the Erbprinz to send the French tutor. The depiction of natural things of beauty 

here (the bird, the flower) signifies the aesthetic realm. Flowers, seemingly harmless, obscure from 

view the princess's disobedience. A bird, singing beautifully but trapped and neutralized by its cage, 

provides the necessary auditory cover. The flowers and the bird here are stand-ins for art and the 

poet; the seemingly harmless setting and the trapped, impotent singer above it — together 

constituting a piece of theater — are nothing more than an aesthetic Trojan horse: hidden on the 

other side of this idyllic scene, secret activities ulterior to the state of affairs determined by the 

rebellious daughter's tyrannical father can take place. The aesthetically-charged scene is simply a 

false, staged pretext behind which something else can happen, where a clandestine meeting between 

the king's daughter and a French teacher can occur. By means of such pretenses, a drama which 

seems to be simple, lighthearted fun might become something much more subversive.  
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 To re-emphasize the importance of conspiracy within the drama, we need only note the scale 

on which intrigue is committed. In the final three scenes of the first act, virtually every character in 

the drama begins sneaking about, becoming a partisan in a hidden battle for influence raged at the 

Prussian court. After Wilhelmine leaves, the Erbprinz stands alone, enchanted by his encounter with 

the princess, with whom he had already fallen in love via a likeness of her which he had seen in 

Rheinsberg. Meeting her has only intensified these feelings: "Wahrhaftig, dieser preußische Hof mit 

seinen Zöpfen und Kamaschen ist romantischer, als ich mir gedacht habe." As he wonders where a 

door to his right might lead, Sonnsfeld comes along and urges him to hide, as the queen is coming.  

Pushed into a room on his left, he laughs and says: "Meine Terrainkenntniß vermehrt sich schon."130 

As indicated by the term "Terrainkenntniß," the Erbprinz's lover's quest quickly comes to take on 

the terminology of a commando in a partisan war: Clausewitz's notion of Volksbewaffnung rests 

heavily upon the ability of a local population to know and maneuver through the land better than 

the enemy army.131 By means of his sneaking, the Erbprinz is nominally to win a princess's hand; in 

the logic of the drama, he is also the one who will obliterate the Zopfensystem by means of the satiric 

sword.  

 After revealing his intentions, the Erbprinz's role as an Intrigant promptly manifests itself 

three times over as he comes into contact with the various Kabale around the court. As he meets the 

queen, she asks him if he has knowledge of the plans she and her son (Frederick the Great) have 

made. Knowing nothing of such schemes, he lies and says he does. It comes out that the queen has 

been involved in "de[n] ernstesten Combinationen": to marry off Wilhelmine to the prince of Wales, 
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and that she hopes to recruit the Erbprinz into these intrigues.132 He agrees, but before he can really 

do anything, he is in the next scene approached by Eversmann, the king's barber, with a similar 

proposal. From the barber, he learns that he is to help a clique of ministers bring the king around to 

the idea of marrying Wilhelmine off to the future Habsburg emperor. Stuck between these two 

options, he laments: "...ich, der sie bis zum Ransendwerden liebt, der Vermittler dieser beiden 

Partien? Das führt entweder gradewegs in ein Trauerspiel oder in eine Komödie! (Nach einer Pause 

heiter.) Muth! Muth! Ich denke in eine Komödie, wie sie an einem Hofe lustiger noch nicht gespielt 

worden ist!"133 Here, the Erbprinz offers an instructive binary: his ruse will end either as tragedy or 

as comedy. Diegetically, this means that the drama might have either a tragic ending where his 

schemes fail or a happy one where his intrigue succeeds. Within the extradiegetic context of the 

drama's claims about what exactly the theater can do as a mechanism of resistance, this indicates that 

a victory — a successful criticism of the system — can only occur within the confines of comedic 

intrigue. With this line, the curtain falls on the act and the Erbprinz has declared his own intrigue 

against the two in whose service he has nominally been recruited. By embedding himself in the 

various Zöpfe of the court, conspiring within conspiracies, he hopes to be able to cut away those 

entanglements which stand in his way.  

*** 

 The rest of the drama demonstrates on an operative level the theoretical importance of 

subterfuge as it was established in the first act. We see the primacy of clandestine activity negatively 

reinforced in the figure of the king, who functions as the highest policing agent, intent on rooting 

out all of the intrigues in the drama. The primary method by which the king seeks to vanquish 
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intrigue is, perhaps paradoxically, by pushing the conspirators into the dramatic arts, where they will 

nominally be of less harm. As we shall see, this policing ultimately fails; as the princess demonstrated 

though her use of aesthetic form to hide her subversive activites from her father, dramatic stagings 

are not harmless, but, indeed, a means for clandestine resistance to hide in plain sight. 

Demonstrating this clandestine capacity, the Erbprinz takes to intrigue as a means of furthering 

goals outside of those which the system of intrigues typically pursues. Instead of a political goal for 

personal gain as in the case of the Hofkabale assembled around Eversmann, the Erbprinz pursues a 

personal goal and, in attaining it, reaps political gain both in the refutation of the secretive clique 

interests which had been fighting for the princess's hand and in revealing the possibility of a more 

open, tolerant society. In the end, he succeeds, much like Büchner's Valerio, by adapting to the 

typical methods in use at the court and manipulating them to undermine the system. The Erbprinz's 

eventual victory points to a reform of Prussian society along more liberal lines within its own logic, 

indicating more hope for a change of heart than for a radical overthrow of all social relations.  

 One of the primary targets of the drama, attacks on artistic freedom, is dealt with in the 

king's obsessive (if futile) policing of art, as much a hallmark of Friedrich Wilhelm I as it would later 

be of Friedrich Wilhelm IV.134 The king has a neurotic aversion to music, criticizing his son for 

playing the flute, "die er doch hinter meinem Rücken gelernt hat."135 As he finds out that his 

daughter's French teacher has come in to Berlin with the "Stempel des Kronprinzen," he shouts that 

he wants "keine französischen Possenreißer im Lande," hates "französische Bücher" like the satire 
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of his court, all of which leaves him "kein ruhiger Augenblick."136 Fearing this influence on his 

daughter, the king orders Wilhelmine locked up under guard to memorize "die Sprüche Salamonis" 

until such time as she can be married away.137 Art is not simply something censored in the drama, 

but something to be used as a means of disarming erstwhile political threats, reinforcing the drama's 

condemnation of Prussian cultural politics. Within Zopf und Schwert, this equates to an emphasis on 

"German" culture to the detriment of subversive "French" and "English" forms (such as satire). As 

he and the Erbprinz have their first encounter, the king, sensing that the recent arrival might be up 

to something, tries to neutralize him by offering him the opportunity to compose a "Schäferspiel" in 

"lauter reines feuriges Deutsch" for the coming wedding. The offer here — which leads to nothing 

in the drama — is simply the first of the king's many uses of Houben's "willkommene Blitzableiter 

gegen das politische Gewitter"138 — cultural production — in order to neutralize threats to his 

regime. He does not make this offer out of love for the arts; it is intended to prevent the Erbprinz 

from being able to do what he planned: influence the king one way or the other as to who should 

marry his daughter. The king's move works at first; at the end of this discussion, he still intends to 

marry Wilhelmine to the Prince of Wales.  

 The strongest indicator of the king's aversion to cultural production comes as the king 

sneaks in upon Wilhelmine, Sonnsfeld, and a guard, Eckhof, who are playing music and dancing. 

This situation arose after Eckhof told Sonnsfeld and Wilhelmine that he had once been an actor, 

but, as the theater was closed, he had first to be a beggar and then a Prussian soldier. His love of the 

performing arts persevered, and so the princess invites him to play the violin for them. She and 
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Sonnsfeld dance, a moment of freedom in her otherwise barren incarceration. In comes the king, 

who "schleicht sich näher und sucht sich unbemerkt mit in den Tanz einzumischen." The king 

dances along for a moment, and then stops the show, asking his daughter if "das sind die Sprüche 

Salomonis" that Wilhelmine had been ordered to memorize.139 Upset, he then hands down three 

punishments.  For the guard, he commands that Eckhof leave the army and go to the Klosterstraße, 

where "eine Truppe deutscher Komödianten" is in need of a "Hanswurst." Eckhof is ordered to join 

them: 

Zu diesen Possenreißern, hört Er, geht Er mir hinaus, legt seine glorreiche königlich preußische 
Uniform ab und meldet sich, ich schickte Ihn hinaus, zur Warnung für Jedermann, als einen 
Schauspieler, als einen Erzhanswursten, der die deutsche Nation hinfort mit seinen komödiantischen 
Späßen criminaliter amüsieren soll. Schande über ihn!140 

 
That this is no punishment for Eckhof, who wished for nothing more than to be involved with the 

theater, seems lost on the king. This banishment is Zopf und Schwert's indication that a move to the 

low, burlesque dramatic arts was not a relegation to irrelevance for subversive authors, but indeed an 

opportunity to fuse their radical tendencies with a performative vessel whence they could proceed 

with a critical project to undercut the prestige of Vormärz reaction.141 This initial aesthetic 

condemnation is then repeated. Furious, the monarch promptly turns to Sonnsfeld, who he 

commands to depart immediately for Dresden, "wo mein lieber Vater, der Kurfürst von Sachsen, 

solche Nymphen und Grazien wie Sie für die Hoffeuerwerke und Hofballette nöthig hat." In 

departing, Sonnsfeld remarks that the king "straft in seinem Zorn mit Dingen, die jedem Gebildeten 

nur angenehm sein können."142 What the king does here is precisely what the Prussian state would 
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do to radical authors in the Vormärz: prevent them from direct political action and banish them to 

faraway provinces where they could not have as much of a political effect.   

 The king's overreaction to a bit of music belies his conviction that this is merely the latest of 

many inroads which foreign, liberal influences are seeking to make at his court. After dismissing 

Eckhof and Sonnsfeld, he turns to Wilhelmine, making clear that he views song and dance as 

outward expressions of "französische Eitelkeit und englische Narrheit." He further denounces the 

French tutor sent to her as a "Perrückenmacher," which prompts Wilhelmine to disagree and say: 

"Wenn es einer war, so hassen Sie ihn nur Ihrer garstigen Zöpfe wegen!" 143 To this insult, the king 

turns with all of his wrath: 

Lästere nicht! Der Zopf ist die Zierde des Mannes. Im Zopf liegt die zusammengeflochtene Kraft des 
Mannes. Der Zopf, das ist nichts Wildes, Flackerndes, Wüstes um den Kopf, den Sitz der 
menschlichen Seele, wie bei den geckenhaften Buschmännern jetzt mit ihrem langen zottigen Haar, 
sondern einfache, sittliche, gestriegelte Ordnung und geflochtener Gehorsam, sanft herab über die 
Schultern gleitend, das Sinnbild eines Christen.144  
 

The king's spirited defense of the braid exposes in detail the ethical justification of the reactionary 

Vormärz regime in ridiculous metaphor. In the Vormärz, an emphasis on Ruhe und Ordnung was 

omnipresent in the minds of conservative thinkers.145 As the king's tirade indicates, order was not 

just on the mind, but literally on the head, materially present as the braid, a manifestation of plaited 

obedience, the symbol of Christendom. The contrast between the king's disdain for "wigs" and his 

preference for the braid is symptomatic of another line of attack reactionary thinkers marshalled 
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against liberalism: that it was a foreign, French or English influence.146 In tying liberalism to the wig, 

the drama points to the alleged artificiality of such thought and its incompatibility with the German 

spirit, to which the simple, noble braid is more suited. The king's Zopf symbolizes an enclosed 

system, devoid of foreign influence and so tightly wound that no foreign element can find a way to 

ingratiate itself into it, unless that element happens to look like it belongs.  

 This is the Erbprinz's task: to contrive the situation at the king's court such that he looks like 

he belongs, like he is a part of the "einfache, sittliche, gestriegelte Ordnung" of the Prussian Zopf. 

His intrigue — to ingratiate himself to the king and convince the monarch that he is the best choice 

to marry the princess — amounts to the manipulation of the drama's Zopfstyl. During the Vormärz, 

the term "Zopfstyl" was used to denote an artistic style "der die idealen Kunstformen durch 

allerhand überflüssiges, zum Theil geschmackloses Beiwerk entstellt."147 Just as the drama can be 

read both radically and harmlessly, it can be seen to both support and undermine the Zopfstyl 

aesthetic.  The Erbprinz's quest for the princess's hand is something which can only succeed if he 

can cut through the "allerhand überflüssiges, zum Theil geschmackloses Beiwerk" that the English 

and Austrian intrigues for the princess's hand constitute. However, the only means by which these 

superfluous, tasteless embellishments can be undone is by the use of other superfluous, tasteless 

embellishments. This reflects in miniscule the task of drama as a whole, a comedy which carefully 

deploys dry humor as a means of undercutting the Prussian monarchy. Shortly after his failed first 

attempt to sway the king, the Erbprinz runs into a mysterious emissary of the English crown, who 

happens to be his childhood friend, Hotham. Hotham has been sent to negotiate the details of the 

                                                
146 According to the Grimm's entry, the terms "Zopf" and "Perrücke" were often used in conjunction with 
one another. Grimm and Grimm, “Zopf.” Sp. 80 

147 Joseph Meyer, ed., “Zopf,” in Das große Conversations-Lexikon für die gebildeten Stände (Amsterdam, Paris, 
Philidelphia: Hildburghausen, 1852), 1009.  
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marriage, the political and economic concessions the two kingdoms would make with one another. 

As the Erbprinz tells him that he is in love with the prince, Hotham promptly decides to betray his 

English interests and says that "vielleicht unter gewissen Verhältnissen — möglicherweise — diese 

Heirath mit England nicht zu Stande kommen dürfte."148 With Hotham's help, a series of tricks 

unfold which hobble English and Austrian ambitions to marry the princess and position the 

Erbprinz as the logical choice.  

 The first trick has to do with England. As Hotham meets with the king, the negotiations 

seem to be going well.  At the end of a long list of nice things England wants to do for Prussia as a 

result of the marriage, Hotham presents the one request England has for Prussia: that the sale of 

English goods be permitted in Prussian lands. This throws the king into a rage, as this would ruin 

the Prussian economy. He promptly decides instead for the Habsburg offer.149 While this seems to 

undo the British proposal for Wilhelmine's hand, the economic demand here is not the trick: as 

Hotham mentions, the hearts of British merchants burn "heiß für den Thron, noch heißer aber für 

ihr Rimessen..."150 Instead, the trick occurs when Hotham convinces everyone that the Prince of 

Wales has already secretly travelled to Berlin for the engagement; this is a lie, but it confuses the 

situation. It has no effect on the drama other than to artificially intensify the situation. Hotham has 

created a specter in order to force the king to make a final decision about England. As the knight 

says, “Der Prinz von Wales ist da, dort, hinter der Wand, im Kamin, in der Luft, unter der Erde, 

nirgends, wo er uns im Wege steht, und überall da, wo wir ihn brauchen werden zur spaßhaftesten 

                                                
148 Gutzkow, Dramatische Werke, 67. 

149 Ibid., 108. 

150 Ibid., 69. 
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Komödie von der Welt!”151 While this trick advances the Erbprinz's intrigue (and again reinforces 

the positioning of comedic drama as a cipher for more concrete political subversion), it also lands 

him and Hotham in the king's bad graces. As Eversmann tells the Erbprinz, he had always seemed 

"verdächtig." In this situation, "[v]errathen und verkauft von allen Seiten," the Erbprinz seems 

lost.152 It will take a second, more involved trick in order to resolve this problem.  

 The second phase of the trick necessitates the Erbprinz doing a bit of acting. The king and 

his cabinet hope to get the Erbprinz to admit that he is only in Berlin in order to bring "Haus und 

Hof in Verwirrung," that he is a French spy.153 In an attempt to fix the situation, Hotham meets with 

the king, who agrees to speak with the pair in the "Tabakscollegium," an informal gathering where 

the king drinks beer and smokes tobacco with his friends. The Erbprinz is also invited, and Hotham 

informs his friend that the point of this invitation is an "allgemeine Hetzjagd" for the Erbprinz. To 

this, the Erbprinz replies: that he will attend, in order to shoot "Pfeil auf Pfeil nach diesem 

Despotismus[...], und wenn ihnen auch diese Geschosse nicht durch das grobe Lederkoller dringen, 

dann, Hotham, dann schlag' ich mit dem Degen drein!"154 He will come to this meeting bearing 

spiritual weapons, words which, by dint of their sharpness — reminiscent of Heine's 

"Angriffswaffe"155—will eventually win him the day.  

 The scene in the Tabakscollegium opens portraying a group comfortable relishing in their 

corrupt system. Eversmann brags of having his fourth house built; another advisor, Grumbkow, 

                                                
151 Ibid., 120. The ruse here evokes Clausewitz's notion of List, which he calls "die letzte Hilfe" of a 
strategically out-gunned force. Clausewitz, Vom Kriege, 387.  

152 Gutzkow, Dramatische Werke, 118. 

153 Ibid. 

154 Ibid., 138.  

155 Cited in: Wienbarg, Aesthetische Feldzüge, 194. 
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talks of how he hopes to really drill into this spy, the Erbprinz, and they discuss the newest "Lügen" 

about Prussia from Dutch newspapers.156 As the conversation develops, the Erbprinz turns what 

was to be his shaming in front of the king into a showdown between himself and the king's advisors. 

Grumbkow tries to point to his foreign ties, remarking: "ich denke, Eure Hoheit lesen nur 

französische Blätter?" The Erbprinz turns this around: "Ich würde am liebsten preußische lesen, 

aber Dank der Politik des Herrn von Grumbkow, zur Zeit dürfen in Preußen noch keine Blätter 

erscheinen." This makes the king laugh, and so the tide begins to turn in the Erbprinz's favor. The 

Erbprinz begins to pretend to drink to excess, and when he finally seems to be falling out of his 

chair, he is asked to give a pretend funeral address about the king. His speech begins with 

mentioning "die sonderbarsten Widersprüche" which were united in the king, especially the 

influence of "trübe[...] Regungen" on his "edles Gemüt [...], von denen die trübste das Mistrauen 

war."157 Clearly referencing the Prussian government's distrust of liberal authors here, the Erbprinz 

then launches into a condemnation of the king's politics, placing the blame squarely on the 

shoulders of the ministers:  

Die Freiheit des menschlichen Willens hat Friedrich Wilhelm nicht verstanden. Impfen wollt' er 
Stamm auf Stamm, Vater auf Sohn, Alter auf Jugend. Die Hand einer liebenswürdigen Tochter bald 
hier- bald dorthin verschenkend, fiel ihm niemals ein, auch der Wahl des Herzens Rechte 
einzuräumen, auch einmal zu fragen: Macht meine Wahl dich glücklich, Kind? [...] Nun ist er 
geschieden. Jene Creaturen, die während seines Lebens das Herz der Mutter von dem Herzen des 
Vaters und Gatten entfernt gehalten hatten, zittern. Was der verkannte Sohn mit diesen Creaturen 
beginnen wird, steht dahin. Des Vaters Schöpfungen werden die Grundlage dieses Staates bleiben. 
Ueber sie her aber wird ein milderer Geist wehen, Künste und Wissenschaften werden den Ruhm der 
Kugeln und Kanonen überflügeln, und der himmelanstrebende Adler Preußens wird seine Devise 
jetzt wahrhaft erfüllen: Nec soli cedis! Zu deutsch: Selbst der Sonne Blick darf dich nicht blenden! 
Selbst die Sonne muß dir aus dem Wege gehen!158  

                                                
156 Gutzkow, Dramatische Werke, 144-46. 
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The eulogy reads as a condemnation of the brutal militarism of the court on the one hand, but also 

blames the problems on "jene Creaturen." The Erbprinz says that, while the military victories which 

Friedrich Wilhelm had achieved were important, he did not see the need for that which makes life 

living: love, happiness, freedom, each of which, again, was disrupted by "jene Creaturen," the 

ministers and Eversmann. As Eversmann tries to speak to the king after the Erbprinz leaves, the 

monarch dismisses him, saying he wants to be alone. With this, the fourth act ends, and the 

Erbprinz has succeeded in sowing doubt about the intentions of the king's ministers: the marriage to 

Austria is in peril, all thanks to some play-acting and the Erbprinz's ability to outmaneuver the court.  

 In order to finally win the princess's hand, the Erbprinz must accomplish one final trick 

which relies on two separate ruses. After the king makes up with the queen by resolving to marry 

Wilhelmine to the Prince of Wales (which the queen had wanted), the door to the hall is opened in 

order to let the English prince into the room, presumably for the betrothal. The ghost of the prince 

which Hotham had planted fails to materialize, and in walks the Erbprinz "in einen weißen Mantel 

gehüllt" along with Hotham. Hotham lets everyone know that the Prince of Wales was "auf einer 

Reise in Schottland" and that the Erbprinz has arrived because "er, der arme Prinz eines kleinen 

Landes dem reichen Prinzen eines Weltstaates seine Flotten, seine Armeen, seine Schätze gönnt, 

einen Schatz aber nur mit seinem Blute abtreten wird, die Hand der Prinzessin Wilhelmine, die er 

liebt!" The king seems surprised by this, and then asks what for he, as an old soldier, is the most 

important question: "kann denn der Erbprinz von Baireuth auch ein Schwert führen?" The coat is 

taken off the Erbprinz; on his head is a long Zopf, in his hand a sword. The king then proceeds to 

instruct the Erbprinz through a series of military drills, which he passes with flying colors. With that, 

the Erbprinz can have the princess's hand.159 The drama ends with the king requesting that a line be 
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added to the eulogy the Erbprinz gave of him: "Er wollte mit seinem Schwert wol König, aber mit 

seinem Zopf ja nur im Staat der erste Bürger sein!"160 With this, everything seems reconciled and a 

bright and happy future can be expected for all parties.  

*** 

 The drama's happy ending was the result of a clandestine, partisan conspiracy. In first 

evoking the mythic potential of the Prince of Wales and then presenting himself as the ideal soldier, 

the Erbprinz has successfully forced his way into the king's inner circle, demonstrated his loyalty and 

his affinity to the militaristic principles on which Friedrich Wilhelm ran his court. This is, however, 

merely the surface of his intrigue: to feign adherence to certain social forms while surreptitiously 

operating against them. While his trick is neither as radical nor as immediately empowering as the 

essential revolution which Valerio succeeded in achieving in Leonce und Lena, the Erbprinz has 

nonetheless accomplished something: reform. He has cleared out corrupt ministers and paved the 

way for a brighter future. In his fake eulogy, he demonstrated the usefulness of free, frank speech. 

That he could only do so as the result of a long and elaborate series of tricks and sneaking about is 

as much a condemnation of the limits of the 1730s as it is a condemnation of the increasingly 

reactionary tendencies of the Prussian government in the 1840s. When Zopf und Schwert was written 

in 1843, Friedrich Wilhelm IV was new to the throne. Before becoming king, he had expressed 

sympathy with liberal tendencies, only to promptly about face as he entered into office: "Eine 

Verfassung wollte Friedrich Wilhelm IV. seinem Staate wohl schenken, aber nimmermehr eine 

Verfassung, die auf dem Grunde der politischen Ideen des Aufklärungszeitalters beruhte."161 

Gutzkow's drama functions as an attempt to change the king's mind, to show first that the demands 
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of the Enlightenment for political reform were not unreasonable, and second that, if these were not 

openly given, people might resort to clandestine activity in order to win those rights anyway. Zopf 

und Schwert would fail in this attempt to influence the king, but it nonetheless stands as a testament to 

the lengths to which liberal authors would go in order to try and get their political message to an 

audience.   

4.4 Conclusion 

 In the previous pages, I have traced the development of satiric attack drama in the Vormärz 

through the works of two different authors pivotal to our understanding of the evolution of German 

dramatic production in the period. Büchner's drama, absent from the stage until decades after its 

publication, never had much of an impact on the theatrical audiences of its day. It nevertheless 

contains in embryonic form the principles on which Gutzkow expanded to create Zopf und Schwert. 

The trickiness of the Intrigant was a potent vehicle for political criticism, something which Büchner 

saw and used to immensely radical ends. Seeking a way to bring this technique to the masses, 

Gutzkow toned down the Büchnerian original and made it more palatable to the censoring 

apparatus, relying on textual ambiguity and the power of performance to activate a latent critical 

potential in his drama. In both of these dramas, we saw first an expository phase where a certain 

problem is posed within the dramatic world, nominally a marriage for reasons of state. These issues 

were then resolved by confrontations with an opaque state apparatus by means of sneaking, hiding, 

and only coming out into open conflict when the moment was right. This is clandestine dramatic 

war, fought by clandestine, satiric partisans. Even if neither of these dramas succeeded in ushering in 

an observable change to the political conditions of their society, these works were harbingers of 

increasingly strident demand among the liberal and radical intelligentsia for a freer Germany, a trend 

which would boil over in the revolutions of 1848.  
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 This chapter has demonstrated the lengths to which radical authors went in order to publish 

subversive content, however ineffectual their dramas were toward achieving political goals. In their 

day, the public sphere came to represent a fight between Vischer's "Freiheit und einer Macht, die 

unvermuthet, unberechenbar von außen eingreift."162 In the heavily-censored world of the Vormärz, 

the only "free" agents were those that decided what could and could not be published. Anyone 

outside that system of censorship became a sort of demon who would have to sneak about and 

demand their freedom. This is the essential thrust of something Ruge wrote in 1848, looking back 

on decades of censorship. Freedom of the press, he writes, "ist... immer vorhanden, nur kommt es 

darauf an, ob sie in Form des gerechten Gesetzes oder des Privilegiums der Censoren vorhanden 

ist... Die Unterdrückung der Diskussion, oder die Pressefreiheit, welche die Regierungspartei 

monopolisiert, ist intellectuelle Sclaverei." This slavery, Ruge writes, must end before a truly free 

society could be achieved.163 As demons, the satiric partisans I have outlined in this chapter snuck 

through various systems of power, degrading and undermining the freedom of the Regierungspartei in 

order to assert their own. Using their wit to demonstrate for their audiences a theatrics of 

subterfuge, these demons sought to explode the ideological pillars of reaction. 

 In the two dramas I have assessed here, frank, perhaps even crass political opinions were 

seldom openly declared; they were necessarily hidden, snuck along until such time as they could 

appear and, perhaps, be heard. This is not parrhêsia, but the clandestine smuggling of incendiary 

content by means of metaphorical aesthetic production. Necessitated by an activist censoring 

apparatus staffed by intelligent students of literature, the only path these authors had was to blaze 

ahead between the lines under the flag of a satiric partisan, the radicalized Intrigant. Whether a drunk 
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(Büchner’s Valerio) or the heir of a minor principality (Gutzkow’s Erbprinz), we have witnessed 

here subaltern figures, radicalized by their lack of access to traditional channels of power or simply 

fed up with a broken and reactionary state of affairs, take up the spiritual weapon of satiric attack 

and attempt to lay waste to the rhetorical bases of the Vormärz system, hidden away in fantasy, 

history, or literary memory. These characters, intent on some sort of social change, resort not to the 

Enlightenment principles of openness and truth, but to hiddenness and deception. Forced into this 

by a system of cultural production which refused to let them speak openly, these figures are in turn 

transformed by their alterity; no longer beacons of light, they become cinders which seek to burn 

away the world in which they find themselves. In Leonce und Lena, this was Valerio, in Zopf und 

Schwerdt, the Erbprinz and, at least in performance, the king. In the next chapter, we shall see the 

further, more open development of dramatic satiric attack against the Vormärz political order in the 

war-theater of Heinrich Laube's Gottsched und Gellert (1845) and Eduard Bauernfeld's Großjährig 

(1846).  
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CHAPTER 5. CHARAKTER-ASSASSINATION: WITZ AND DESTRUCTIVE 
DIALOGUE IN LATE-VORMÄRZ SCHLACHTDRAMA. HEINRICH LAUBE'S 

GOTTSCHED UND GELLERT (1845) AND EDUARD BAUERNFELD'S GROßJÄHRIG 
(1846) 

 
Introduction 

...Sie wissen nicht, daß es einer Nation erwünscht und werthvoll sein kann: die Laune und den Witz des 
Volkes auf dem Theater dargestellt und wirksam zu sehen, wenn das Volk sonst nirgends Veranlassung hat 
witzig zu sein. 
— Cato, Gottsched und Gellert, Act IV, Scene 51 

 A defense of low-brow comedic theater, these words are uttered by a character in Heinrich 

Laube's Gottsched und Gellert after he has been unmasked as a revolutionary insurgent who deceived 

his way into the home of the esteemed literary critic Johann Christoph Gottsched in order to find 

protection from an invading army. Spoken at the climax of Laube's comedy, this celebration of the 

joke codes humor as a final bastion of human community. In what follows, we shall discover what it 

means to see in the comedic theater a last refuge for the spirit of a nation. Specifically, we will see 

how two dramatists applied the concept of Witz (in the double-sense of both "joke" and "wit") to a 

particular form of comedy, the Charakterstück (comedy of manners), in order to preserve and 

transform the notion of the public sphere in the German Vormärz.  

 Heinrich Laube (1806-1884), a Silesian-born publicist, novelist, and dramatist, and Eduard 

von Bauernfeld (1802-1890), a minor Austrian noble and the darling comedic dramatist of the 

Viennese Hofburgtheater, were extraordinarily successful playwrights with a bent for political theater. 

In the 1840s, they sought to infuse drama with liberal political ideals while working to reinvigorate 

the German stage. As shall be elaborated on the basis of Laube's Gottsched und Gellert (1845) and 

                                                
1 Heinrich Laube, Gottsched und Gellert. Charakter-Lustspiel in fünf Akten (Leipzig: J.J. Weber, 1847), 193. 
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Bauernfeld's Großjährig (1846), these authors availed themselves of the comedic Charakterstück in 

order to wage a rhetorical war of liberation against the absolutist system of the Restoration-era 

German Bund. Pivotal in staging their intellectual revolt was Witz, defined by the Grimm Wörterbuch 

as "die Fähigkeit, versteckte Zusammenhänge vermöge einer besonders lebhaften und vielseitigen 

Combinationsgabe aufzudecken und durch eine treffende und überraschende Formulierung zum 

Ausdruck zu bringen."2 As we shall see, a radical version of this cognitive faculty, calibrated as a 

joke, underpins Laube and Bauernfeld's efforts to free the spirits of their audiences. 

 The previous chapter explored the theatrically-staged rhetorical war between radical 

liberalism and the absolutist system of the German Bund under the aegis of one of the period's most 

popular comedic forms, the Intriguenstück. In Laube's Gottsched und Gellert and Bauernfeld's Großjährig, 

the same war is waged in the period's other popular comedic genre, the Charakterstück.3 In a 

Charakterstück, dispositions either of a type of person (such as Falstaff in Shakespeare's Henry plays, 

the King in Büchner's Leonce und Leona) or a specific individual (Friedrich Wilhelm I in Gutzkow's 

Zopf und Schwerdt, Gottsched in Laube's Gottsched und Gellert), are the site of a drama's comedic effect. 

The Charakterstück operates not so much on the level of dramatic action as it does on the level of 

dialogue. This is in opposition to the Intriguenstück, where comically-inflected situations based on 

                                                
2 Jacob Grimm and Wilhelm Grimm, “Witz,” Deutsches Wörterbuch (Leipzig, 1971), 872.  

3 Under the Charakterstück, Goethe and Schiller identify the French comedy of Moliére and English comedy 
(i.e., Shakespeare). Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Schriften zur Literatur und Theater, ed. Walther Rehm 
(Stuttgart: Cotta, 1960), 190. F.T. Vischer, the preeminent post-Hegelian aesthetic theorist, follows Goethe 
and Schiller in assigning Moliére to the Charakterstück alongside all of Shakespeare's comedies (with the 
exception of A Comedy of Errors, which he calls an Intriguenstück). Friedrich Theodor Vischer, Ästhetik oder 
Wissenschaft des Schönen., vol. 3.2.5 (Stuttgart: Verlagsexpedition der Verlagsbuchhandlung von Carl Mäcken in 
Reutlingen, 1857), 1435.  In 1843, Laube reaffirmed the French mastery of Intrigue while insisting that 
German comedy excels in the production of Charaktere to the detriment of the plot, citing Bauernfeld as an 
example. Heinrich Laube, “Eugene Scribe und unser Lustspiel,” in Theaterkritiken und dramaturgische Aufsätze II, 
ed. Alexander von Wellen (Berlin: Gesellschaft für Theatergeschichte, 1906), 221–22, 223. 
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trickery and secrets are the locus of a work's humor. Consequently, where in the Charakterstück, a 

premium is placed on the dialogic portrayal of a character's moods (the humorous statement or 

conversation), in the Intriguenstück, characters' actions are preeminent (the humorous situation). 4 As 

we saw in Chapter 4, the Intriguenstück offered a dramatic rendition of radical politics in the 

conspiratorial sneakiness of a more-or-less hidden group of clandestine agents. The Charakterstück 

brought the rhetorical conflict between progress and reaction out into the open. In comedies of 

Charakter, focus shifted away from demonstrative tricks and Handlung as a means of dramatic 

criticism and invested language itself with a confrontational function otherwise reserved for 

subversive deeds. In the satiric Charakterstück, conversations become battlefields where Witz 

functions as a critical weapon.  

 In the shift from deed to word, the partisan notion of a rhetorical war between progress and 

reaction as discussed in the previous chapter is subsumed under a higher rubric. The conversational 

mode of the Charakterstück does depict such a rhetorical contest, but in such a way as to point 

toward a more complex purpose: the preservation and broadening of the public sphere by subjecting 

partisan critical discourse to the process of Witz. Harnessing the power of comedic form, Laube and 

Bauernfeld offered caricatures of political figures and discourses on stage to accomplish two things. 

On the one hand, such easily-understandable parody wrests debates of public interest from the 

dominion of high-brow criticism, bringing these debates to a broader audience. On the other, the 

inherent ambivalence of the comedic process partially shields the political content of these dramas 

from the threat of censorship at the hands of a state apparatus that jealously guarded the public flow 

                                                
4 In their announcement of a prize competition for the best comedy in 1802, Goethe and Schiller identify a 
Charakterstück as a drama wherein situations (Begebenheiten) are invented to correspond to portrayed 
dispositions (Charaktere), whereas in the Intriguenstück these tempers are invented to correspond to the 
situation Goethe, Schriften zur Literatur und Theater, 190. See also: Patrick Fortmann, “Miniaturizing the 
Revolution: Political Fantasy, Theatricality, and Sovereignty in Goethe’s Der Groß-Cophta, Die Aufgeregten, 
and Bürgergeneral,” Monatshefte 105, no. 1 (2013): 1–25. Note 6.  
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of information. Trading theoretical criticism for theatrical witticism, Laube and Bauernfeld sought to 

awaken their audiences' appetite for discourse about social issues, democratizing the notion of a 

public sphere by rendering it a comic medium.  

*** 
 The attempt to democratize discourse by means of joking satire happened in a time of 

increasing discontent. Starting around 1844, censors' work at regulating public opinion within the 

German Bund came up against new challenges. As Hans Adler writes, the liberal political opposition 

was more concretely looking for "Auseinandersetzung" with the authorities at the same time as 

"neue, bis dahin unbekannte Probleme" having to do with "Kirche, Religion und Politik" and a 

"Kampf um Pressefreiheit und Verfassung" came to light.5 Liberal protests were in part spurred by 

two much broader disruptions in 1844: the Silesian weaver's rebellion and the beginning of a revolt 

within German Catholicism (the Deutsch-Katholische movement) started by the Silesian priest Johannes 

Ronge.6 On the heels of these episodes, emboldened liberal authors began openly criticizing the 

Metternichean order.7  

                                                
5 Hans Adler, “Die Konfidenten-Berichte von 1848 bis zur Revolution,” in Literarische Geheimberichte: Protokolle 
der Metternich-Agenten. Bd. 2: 1844 - 1848, ed. Hans Adler and Dieter Langewiesche (Köln: Leske, 1981), 9. 

6 On the Silesian weavers' rebellion, see: Christina von Hodenberg, Aufstand der Weber: die Revolte von 1844 und 
ihr Aufstieg zum Mythos, Dietz-Taschenbuch 73 (Bonn: Dietz, 1997); Lutz Kroneberg and Rolf Schloesser, 
Weber-Revolte 1844: der schlesische Weberaufstand im Spiegel der zeitgenössischen Publizistik und Literatur, 2. Aufl, Ilv-
Leske-Republik. Materialien zum Vormärz 7 (Frankfurt/Main u.a: Büchergilde Gutenberg, 1980). On 
German Catholicism see: Bruno Bauer, Die bürgerliche Revolution in Deutschland seit dem Anfang der deutsch-
katholischen Bewegung bis zur Gegenwart (Berlin: G. Hempel, 1849); Friedrich Wilhelm Graf, Die Politisierung des 
religiösen Bewusstseins. Die bürgerlichen Religionsparteien im deutschen Vormärz: das Beispiel des Deutschkatholizismus, 1. 
Aufl, Neuzeit im Aufbau, Bd. 5 (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: Frommann-Holzboog, 1978).  

7 The general discontent led in reactionary Austria to literary figures such as Franz Grillparzer and Bauernfeld 
signing petitions demanding a loosening of the censorship laws. See: Hans Adler, ed., Literarische 
Geheimberichte: Protokolle der Metternich-Agenten. Bd. 2: 1844 - 1848 (Köln: Leske, 1981), 106. 
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 In this time of mounting discontent, Adler notes, people were "empfänglicher als je" to 

"politische und religiöse Satiren und Persiflagen."8 Capitalizing on the satiric potential of the time, 

Laube and Bauernfeld each took this general malaise and refracted it through drama to produce 

bitingly satiric Charakterstücke, their chosen field of battle for the rhetorical war mentioned above. 

On the most basic schematic level, Laube's Gottsched und Gellert and Bauernfeld's Großjährig are clearly 

political. Gottsched und Gellert is couched in history, but has an immediate relevance for the political 

conditions of the 1840s. The drama relates a protest for academic freedom by two eighteenth-

century authors, Johann Christoph Gottsched and Christian Fürchtegott Gellert, in the middle of 

the Seven-Years War. Bauernfeld took a different tact. Keeping his sights set on the Viennese high 

society whose scion he was, Vienna’s “Aristofanes”9 situated Großjährig in the home of a wealthy 

young Baron with the symbolic name Hermann. In the drama, a joking heroine, Auguste, helps 

Hermann overcome the systemic fetters on his development put in place by his legal guardian, Blase, 

and his teacher, Spitz. Such political features are a necessary, but by no means sufficient aspect of 

these dramas' success.   

 Whatever the political intentions of their authors, Gottsched und Gellert and Großjährig were 

pieces of theater produced with questions as to their profitability and entertainment value in mind. 

As the theater historian Arthur Eloesser wrote in the 1890s,  

Die Bühne, die in der Auffassung des 18. Jahrhunderts an der Erziehung des Volkes mitarbeiten 
sollte, wird zum Gegenstande einer nur von geschäftlichen Interessen bestimmten Spekulation und 
zu einem öffentlichen Schaden, weil sie einen ungebührlich großen Teil der nationalen Energie, der 
allgemeinen Interessen verschlingt.10 

                                                
8 ibid., 117. 

9 J. Plank (?), “Theater-Wochenbericht. K.K. Hoftheater,” Sonntagsblätter, November 22, 1846, 1131. The 
exact author of this comment is difficult to discern, but it seems fair to attribute this comment to one Josef 
Plank, who often contributed theatrical criticism to the Sonntagsblätter at this time.  

10 Arthur Eloesser, Das bürgerliche Drama. Seine Geschichte im 18. und 19. Jahrhundert (Berlin: W. Hertz 
(Bessersche Buchhandlung), 1898), 195. 
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Eloesser's appraisal of the early nineteenth-century stage evokes a range of typically pessimistic 

views about the evolution of public media in the nineteenth century. He claims that the mission the 

stage inherited from the eighteenth century — public enlightenment — had been subverted by 

economic interests at precisely the time when it consumed "einen ungebührlich großen Teil der 

nationalen Energie," e.g., when it had become ubiquitous among public discourse. Not unlike 

Habermas's description of the corporatization of print media,11 the theater had the formal means to 

reach millions, but had been stripped of its soul by the need to make money. Aware of these 

considerations, Laube and Bauernfeld sought to accomplish both economic success and political 

education in their dramas by recourse to satiric comedy.  

 Not content with a partisan politicization of the stage or an escape from humdrum life in a 

night of riotous laughter (certain to pad the theater's coffers), both of these dramas point to a higher 

function: the re-tooling of the stage as a site of public discourse beyond the lines of any particular 

political ideology. We can think of these dramas not as simply producing liberal propaganda, but 

seeking to propagate a more discursive, critical frame of mind in their audiences. They are not 

strictly partisan in the sense of defending a single viewpoint against others on a discursive plane, 

they are political in that they demand a change of the playing field. The public sphere itself was to be 

broadened by the inclusion of a mass of theater-goers who could get at least a rudimentary training 

in criticism by witnessing agonistic dialogue and Witz on stage.12  The satire in these dramas sought 

to instantiate a freedom formally similar to the one Kant envisioned for the Enlightened individual. 

                                                
11 See here: Jürgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der bürgerlichen 
Gesellschaft, Suhrkamp-Taschenbuch Wissenschaft 891 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2013), 275–92. 

12 As Christopher Balme notes in The Theatrical Public Sphere, "the balanced debate characteristic of 
Aristophanic comedy" was seen by nineteenth-century theater scholars to exemplify the agonistic dimensions 
of the theater. Christopher B. Balme, The Theatrical Public Sphere (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014), 30. 
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Where Kant demanded an individual's freedom "von seiner Vernunft in allen Stücken öffentlichen 

Gebrauch zu machen,"13 satire as Laube and Bauernfeld used it encourages the public use of Witz by 

example. Through this joking, Laube and Bauernfeld sought, in the words of Kant, to make sure 

that "ein Publikum sich selbst aufkläre..."14 This would not only return the German stage to the ideal 

of the eighteenth century, leading to an awareness of the limits of Vormärz society and a boom in 

public discourse, but would also satisfy the economic demands of theatrical competition by being 

entertaining.   

 Reimaging the public sphere as a comic medium marks a remarkable, if ambiguous change 

from the rational-critical discursive model of the traditional public sphere. While preserving this 

function by depicting political agents engaged in discourse, the comic frame of the satiric public 

sphere moves beyond strictly rational thought, rendering the discursive space of Öffentlichkeit an 

affective, humorous medium. Active in an emotional vein, these dramas had greater communicative 

license than other, more sober media. Primarily engaged in the production of laughter,15 politically-

inflected comic media have the advantage of being considered entertainment, not political 

commentary.16 Safely nestled in a plausible deniability born out of this entertaining principle, any 

                                                
13 Immanuel Kant, “Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufklärung?,” in Werke in zwölf Bänden, vol. XI 
(Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1977), 55. 

14 ibid., 54. 

15 Musing about the ultimate purpose of comedy, Schiller writes: "Ihr Ziel ist einerlei mit dem höchsten, 
wornach der Mensch zu ringen hat, [...] überall mehr Zufall als Schicksal zu finden und mehr über 
Ungereimtheit zu lachen, als über Bosheit zu zürnen oder zu weinen..."  Friedrich Schiller, “Über naive und 
sentimentalische Dichtung,” in Schillers Werke, vol. 8 (Frakfurt: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag), 745. This 
primacy of laughing "über Ungereimtheit" as opposed to criticizing evil in the world is at the heart of comic 
ambivalence toward political questions.  

16 The clearest indication of the primacy of these dramas' function as entertainment is the simple fact that 
they were permitted to be performed at all. Aided by a sympathetic recommendation from Ludwig Tieck 
(who had been hired to oversee theatrical reform in Prussia), Laube was able to convince the King of Prussia 
that banning Gottsched und Gellert "einem Verbot der Äußerung preußisischen Nationalsinns gleichkäme." 
Heinrich Hubert Houben, Einleitung des Herausgebers, vol. I, Heinrich Laubes ausgewählte Werke in zehn 
Bänden (Leipzig: Max Hesse, 1906), 186. On Bauernfeld's drama, Sigurd Paul Scheichl writes: "Dass dieses 
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political content becomes ambiguous, open to a variety of interpretations, and thus shielded from 

the censor's pen.17 Beyond this political ambiguity, recent neuroscientific research has postulated that 

comedy essentially short-circuits the rational-critical discursive process.18 Politically ambiguous and 

essentially a cognitive tabula rasa, the comic rendition of the public sphere seeks to create its 

Publikum on the basis of laughter; it reestablishes both the public sphere and political discourse on 

an affective basis. In migrating from the rational to the emotional, Laube and Bauernfeld sought to 

use the Witz of satiric drama as a place to stage an affective union of German-speaking peoples, to 

create "eine nationale Einheit," Laube wrote in 1832, "die außen fehlt."19 To forge this unity, they 

radicalized the Charakterstück, making it a miniature rendition of the majuscule changes they sought 

to bring about in society through their democratized comedic public sphere.  

*** 

                                                
Lustspiel 1846 am Burgtheater gegeben werden konnte [...], widerspricht dem allgemeinen Bild von der 
Zensur im vormärzlichen Österreich." Sigurd Paul Scheichl, “Bauernfelds politisches Lustspiel ‘Großjährig.,’” 
Nestroyana 32, no. 1/2 (2012): 77–78. The play's permission to be performed seems to come from to 
Bauernfeld's connections: in his memoirs, the dramatist mentions that the liberally-inclined Count Franz 
Anton von Kolowrat  found Großjährig "charmant," enabling it to be performed at the Burgtheater. Eduard 
Bauernfeld, Aus Alt- und Neu-Wien, Gesammelte Schriften von Bauernfeld 12 (Wien: Wilhelm Braumüller, 
1873), 247.  

17 Demonstrating this ambiguity, recent research into television-based political satire asserts "the possibility 
that individuals, motivated by their needs for political affiliation and self-enhancement, engage in biased 
processing of political messages offered in ambiguous form." Heather L. LaMarre, Kristen D. Landreville, 
and Michael A. Beam, “The Irony of Satire: Political Ideology and the Motivation to See What You Want to 
See in The Colbert Report,” The International Journal of Press/Politics 14, no. 2 (April 1, 2009): 213. For a recent 
and important journalistic take on the problematic relationship between satire and political meaning, see: 
Malcolm Gladwell, “Revisionist History Episode 10: The Satire Paradox,” Revisionist History, accessed 
March 6, 2018, http://revisionisthistory.com/episodes/10-the-satire-paradox.g 

18 In this vein, Dannagal Goldthwaite Young writes: "Given the high cognitive load involved in humor 
comprehension, it is fair to say that humor requires high processing demands. Consistent with [...] theories of 
attitude formation and change, this condition of high cognitive load may subsequently reduce cognitive 
resources available to scrutinize message arguments." Dannagal Goldthwaite Young, “The Privileged Role of 
the Late-Night Joke: Exploring Humor’s Role in Disrupting Argument Scrutiny,” Media Psychology 11, no. 1 
(March 21, 2008): 122. 

19 Heinrich Laube, “Theaterzustand,” in Theaterkritiken und dramaturgische Aufsätze I, ed. Alexander von Weilen 
(Berlin: Gesellschaft für Theatergeschichte, 1906), 7. 
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 In what follows, I will first outline the theoretical place of critical wit within the affective 

public sphere by exploring the concept of Witz in relation to the theater of the 1840s, in particular 

the Charakterstück. As we shall see, Witz is key to understanding Laube's concept of Schlachtdrama, an 

agonistic mode of comedic theater that explains both why Laube and Bauernfeld wrote in the genre 

of the Charakterstück and why Gottsched und Gellert and Großjährig were not simply entertaining pieces 

of theater, but testaments to a radical attempt to reformulate the very notion of public discourse 

along affective lines. From there, we shall look in Laube's Gottsched und Gellert to Laube's attempt to 

use Witz to outline an alternative means of public discourse, the construction of an alternate world 

wherein affectively-charged Interessen are propelled by the drama's joking demeanor toward the 

rhetorical unity of the German nation. Mirroring Laube's positive use of Witz to forge something 

new is Bauernfeld's use of the concept in its negative iteration, deployed to sweep away the old, 

decrepit system of political relations in the Austrian capital through destructive dialogue. Laube's 

aesthetic road to German unity must, Großjährig tells us, be cleared, and in Bauernfeld's powerful 

drama, the cutting, destructive edge of satiric dialogue levels the ground on which a different, 

liberated future might be formed.  

5.1 Liberal Schlachtdrama. Witz and the Charakterstück in the Affective Public Sphere 

 In The Theatrical Public Sphere (2014), Christopher Balme notes that a primary means by which 

the theater functions as a sort of public sphere is in its relation to the ancient Greek concept of 

agōn, which, he writes, can be defined as "competition, [...] assembly, action, debate, legal action and 

argument."20 In this section, we shall see in more detail how this agonism maps onto Laube and 

Bauernfeld's efforts to turn the stage into a weapon for both the democratization of discourse and 

liberation through laughter. These are the twin aims of liberal Schlachtdrama. The constituent 

                                                
20 Balme, The Theatrical Public Sphere, 31. 
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elements of this Schlacht — the concepts of satire and the public sphere, the theatrical genre of the 

Charakterstück as well as its chief expository method, dialogue, and the idea of Witz — each share an 

operative mechanism: antithesis. Each is marked by the portrayal of differences between opposing 

systems of thought and constitutes a piece of the dialectical puzzle by which we can determine the 

method Laube and Bauernfeld used to revivify both the theater and the critical faculties of their 

audiences. In what follows, we will see in broad terms how the antagonism at the root of the satiric 

Charakterstück enabled these liberal authors to engage in the creation of a violently confrontational 

subgenre of comedic theater with an eye toward using the stage as a sort of affective public sphere, 

most succinctly summed up in Laube's curious theory of dramatic warfare. 

 The confrontational mode of entertainment instantiated by the satire in these dramas is one 

eminently capable of birthing public discourse. It is the satiric joke's capacity to function both 

politically as a critical medium and aesthetically as entertainment that enables the creation of a space 

within the theater where the conflagration of laughter could be deployed to transform the discursive 

public sphere. Politically, satiric ridicule functions in both a negative and a positive manner. 

Negatively, satire polices the boundaries of thought, isolating an unfavorable disposition and 

creating distance from it.21 Satire circulates between individuals, differentiating and excluding those 

mindsets to which the satiric method has been applied. In a Charakterstück, satiric attack works by 

caricaturing mindsets, rendering its criticism understandable by turning an idea or disposition into a 

                                                
21 This distancing — between satirist, satirized, and audience — is the basis of Fredric Bogel's understanding 
of satire. See: Fredric V. Bogel, The Difference Satire Makes: Rhetoric and Reading from Jonson to Byron, 1. print., 
Cornell paperbacks, Cornell Paperbacks (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 2012), 41, 55. Such a function bears a 
great deal of similarity to the place of hate in contemporary cultural studies. According to Sara Ahmed, 
"[h]ate is economic; it circulates between signifiers in relationships of difference and displacement." Sara 
Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, Second edition (New York: Routledge, 2015), 44. This is the same 
function we can assign to satire, relying as it does, according to Georg Lukács, on a hate "der aus 
Leidenschaft, Tiefe, und Einsicht hellsichtig wird und hellsichtig in den geringsten Symptomen [...] eines 
Gesellschaftssystems seine Krankheit, seine Todeswürdigkeit erblickt." Georg Lukács, “Zur Frage der Satire,” 
in Werke, Band IV. Probleme des Realismus I (Neuwied und Berlin: Luchterhand, 1971), 100.  
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joke. In producing an outsized lampoon of a given social figure, satiric attack in effect alienates this 

figure from the body politic, ridicules it, and casts it aside, rhetorically assassinating an undesired 

Charakter.   

 To this negative regulatory function is joined a positive, constructive aspect derived from 

satire's affective, entertaining valence. This is the satiric community of ridiculers, rooted in a 

"herrschender Trieb nach Übereinstimmung" which Schiller posited to be able to awaken "jenes 

tiefe Gefühl moralischer Widersprüche" in audiences.22 The joke, the moment of ridicule which 

attends the excision of the satirized object, is the materialization of a drive toward Übereinstimmung, 

the positive mirror of the negative excision that is ridicule. To simplify: the rejection of the ridiculed 

comes from the league of the ridiculing. The collectively ridiculing subject is the audience, and in 

being entertained it gains purchase on an affective means of criticism made possible by satire. 

Harnessing this ridicule, Laube and Bauernfeld use satire both to train their audience in criticism via 

ridiculing witticism and to engender a communal spirit in their audiences. It is not simply reactionary 

dispositions which Gottsched und Gellert and Großjährig excise through satire, but any disposition 

arising from an unquestioning attitude. Blind faith in political slogans is jettisoned for a playful, 

inquisitive witticism.  

 In what follows, I will explore in more detail the concept of Schlachtdrama, Laube's 

provocative formulation of satiric excision and community-building as dramatic battle. As we shall 

see, the Schlacht which Laube and Bauernfeld propagated was a dramaturgical project intent on 

positioning the comedic stage at the center of a reimagined, affective public sphere that functioned 

on both political and aesthetic levels. Politically, they undertook this reconstitution of the public 

sphere in order to break out of the intellectual and spiritual stagnation of the Vormärz and begin the 

                                                
22 Schiller, “Über naive und sentimentalische Dichtung,” 742. 
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liberation and unification of the German nation from its reactionary ruling classes. Aesthetically, this 

reconstitution would imbue popular comedy with a value denied to the genre in theoretical treatises 

ever since the so-called Literarisierung of drama in the mid-eighteenth century.23 As dramatic warfare, 

Schlachtdrama needed both a means of prosecution and a staging ground to repudiate the political 

oppression of German society and the aesthetic disgrace of popular theater. To conduct their battle 

in a reinvigorated public sphere, Gottsched und Gellert ditch sober-headed critical reason in favor of the 

more affectively volatile Witz. The ideal staging ground for this battle was, as shall be discussed at 

the end of this section, the Charakterstück, a comedic genre whose focus on specific character-traits 

enabled great depth of ridicule.  

*** 
 As we saw in Chapter 3, the Vormärz was not a time considered amenable to the production 

of comedies; the aesthetic demand that the Lustspiel be “heiter” seemed to preclude genuine 

comedies and instead led to a politicization of the genre. Symptomatic of this politicization, authors 

such as Laube and Bauernfeld sought a way around the dramaturgical impasse of the elite Lesedrama 

(as discussed in Chapter 2) by appealing directly to the masses, making their criticisms obvious and 

understandable to the audience through joking, populist dramas peopled by caricatures. The goal of 

this populism was the transformation of comedy into a battleground for the spiritual emancipation 

of Vormärz society on and through the stage. The theoretical high-point of this sort of liberating 

drama — a solution to the problems of German comedy and German society — is found in Laube's 

introduction to Gottsched und Gellert. Shying from elitist discussions of aesthetic merit, Laube insists 

that only through immediate relevance to its audience can a drama succeed: "Das Drama ist 

                                                
23 See here: Karen Jürs-Munby, “Hanswurst and Herr Ich: Subjection and Abjection in Enlightenment 
Censorship of the Comic Figure,” New Theatre Quarterly 23, no. 02 (May 2007): 124. 
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unmittelbare Schlacht. Das Drama besteht nur durch immerwährende Eroberung..."24 According to 

Laube, the immediate battle of drama, its constant conquest, can only be secured by following a 

populist strategy: 

Man wähle starke, nahe liegende Interessen, starke, ja grobe Züge; wenig Interessen, wenig Züge; 
einen starken Mittelpunkt und massenhafte Gruppirung um denselben, und nur um denselben: große 
Einfachheit in der Exposition, sorgfältiges Vermeiden einer Führung des Stücks durch Wendungen, 
welche alle sichtbar aus den Charaktern und aus der in Bewegung gesetzten Handlung entspringen; 
nachdrückliche Wiederholung dessen, worauf der Nachdruck liegt; große Sparsamkeit in dem bloß 
Geistreichen, in alle dem, was die Verstandesoperation übermächtig zeigt; nachdrückliche 
Behandlung dessen, was den Menschen in seinen Gefühlen darstellt, und alle dem entsprechend die 
einfachste, natürlichste Rede.25  

Laube's dramatic battle plan demands a radical tendentiousness, combined with a monolithic 

expository simplicity that allows "nachdrückliche Wiederholung dessen, worauf der Nachdruck liegt" 

without alienating the audience through lofty speech patterns (the "bloß Geistreichen," things that 

work too much on "die Verstandesoperation"). Such a focus on relevance and legibility for the 

audience is the basis from which a partisan message could be dispensed, and points to the start of an 

entertaining reinvigoration of the comedic stage that would establish a new sort of populist drama 

with a witty core. Scorning elite Urteilskraft, the battle-theater that we see in Laube and Bauernfeld 

sought instead to nurture their public's Witz.  

*** 
 Having its basis in Witz, this dramatic public sphere rests on a deviation from the 

pedagogical bent of Enlightenment-era dramas. If we look to the dramatic theorist whose name 

comes first in Gottsched und Gellert's title, we see a clear shift from the old principles of 

Enlightenment drama in Laube's Schlachtdrama. In Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst, Johann Christoph 

Gottsched mentions that it is very important for a poet to be in possession of Witz, Scharfsinnigkeit 

and Vernunft. Witz, according to Gottsched, is a double move where one's Scharfsinnigkeit enables one 

                                                
24 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, xii. 

25 ibid., xiv-xv. 
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"viel an einem Dinge wahrzunehmen, welches ein anderer [...] nicht würde beobachtet haben." Using 

this perceptive depth, one can then demonstrate Witz by observing "Aehnlichkeiten der Dinge [...] 

und also eine Vergleichung zwischen ihnen anstellen."26 Possessing lots of Witz and Scharfsinnigkeit 

"würde nichts helfen," Gottsched writes, "wenn der Witz [...] gar nicht rechter Art wäre. Eine gar zu 

hitzige Einbildungskraft macht unsinnige Dichter: dafern das Feuer der Phantasie nicht durch eine 

gesunde Vernunft gemäßiget wird."27 Laube's schema seems to allow for Witz in "massenhafte 

Gruppirung" around a "starken Mittelpunkt," but it demands a rejection of "alle dem, was die 

Verstandesoperation übermächtig zeigt." Mapping this onto Gottsched's facultative triumvirate of 

Witz, Scharfsinnigkeit and Vernunft, we see that Laube is in effect calling for "das Feuer der Phantasie" 

to be unchained from "eine gesunde Vernunft." In the place of reason or the “künstlich gemachte 

Ideale”28 of the Romantics are "starke, nahe liegende Interessen, starke, ja grobe Züge" and 

"nachdrückliche Behandlung dessen, was den Menschen in seinen Gefühlen darstellt." To reach a 

mass audience, Laube demands not an appeal to reason, but to those interests which lie close at 

hand and human affective traits; he relies heavily on what he thought could appeal to collective 

fantasies about a freer German future.  

 As we shall see in both Gottsched und Gellert and Großjährig, the interests and affects in which 

these dramas trade are based around Witz, understood affectively as a joke and in terms of common 

interest as unexpected similarity between seemingly incongruent entities. The concept of Witz had 

undergone some significant broadening of use between Gottsched's time and the 1840s; in the 

                                                
26 Johann Christoph Gottsched, “Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst,” in Ausgewählte Werke, ed. Joachim 
Birke and Brigitte Birke, vol. VI.i (Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1973), 152. 

27 ibid., 158. 

28 Heinrich Laube, “Einleitung,” in Rokoko. Lustspiel in fünf Akten (Leipzig: Weber, 1846), 15. See here the 
broader discussion in Chapter 3.  
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expansion of the concept, we find its usefulness for the affective public sphere these authors sought 

to evince through the stage. The pivotal moment in the definitional evolution of Witz occurred on 

the bridge between Kantian and Romantic idealist philosophy. In Anthropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht 

(1800), Kant still saw Witz much the same as Gottsched, praising its connective potential: "Es ist 

angenehm, beliebt und aufmunternd, Ähnlichkeiten unter ungleichartigen Dingen aufzufinden und 

so, was der Witz thut, für den Verstand Stoff zu geben, um seine Begriffe allgemein zu machen."29 

Witz in this classic formulation is a propaedeutic mechanism for the understanding, a step in the 

cognitive chain whereby reasoned worldviews can be propagated to further public enlightenment.  

 Given that the conception of Schlachtdrama in evidence in Gottsched und Gellert and Großjährig 

has little invested in nurturing "die Verstandesoperation" of its audiences (e.g., the rationalist 

enterprise), we can look to post-Kantian thought for a continuation of Witz along the path from 

reason to the Laubean presentation of interests. The subservient position of Witz to a broader 

rationalist project disappears in the writings of the Jena Romantics on the subject, for whom Witz 

was inextricably linked to the chaos of the Napoleonic era. In Lucinde (1798), Friedrich Schlegel 

writes: "Die Gesellschaft ist ein Chaos, das nur durch Witz zu bilden und in Harmonie zu bringen 

ist."30 Pivotal here is the idea that society is chaotic, a chaos both created and "brought into 

harmony" by Witz. This broadened concept is both capable of creating order (Kant's “Ähnlichkeiten 

unter ungleichartigen Dingen aufzufinden") and destroying it, whichever the comic deems necessary.  

                                                
29 Immanuel Kant, “Anthropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht,” in Schriften zur Anthropologie, 
Geschichtsphilosophie, Politik und Pädagogik 2, 15. Aufl, Suhrkamp-Taschenbuch Wissenschaft 193 (Frankfurt am 
Main: Suhrkamp, 2014), 539. 

30Friedrich von Schlegel, “Lucinde,” in Werke in zwei Bänden, ed. Wolfgang Hecht, vol. 2 (Berlin und Weimar: 
Aufbau, 1980), 43. Similarly, Schlegel writes in his famous essay "Über die Unverständlichkeit" of how "grobe 
Ironie" "findet sich am meisten in der wirklichen Natur der Dinge und ist einer ihrer allgemein verbreitetsten 
Stoffen." Friedrich von Schlegel, “Über die Unverständlichkeit,” in Werke in zwei Bänden, ed. Wolfgang Hecht, 
vol. 2 (Berlin und Weimar: Aufbau, 1980), 206-207. On the Romantic notion of social life as a sort of theater, 
see: Lothar Pikulik, Erzähltes Welttheater: die Welt als Schauspiel in der Romantik (Paderborn: Mentis, 2010). 
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 In his "Blüthenstaub" from the journal Athenäum (1798), Novalis offers a more concrete 

expansion of the chaotic nature of the joke. As he sees it, Witz is not simply for a good laugh: "In 

heitern Seelen giebts keinen Witz. Witz zeigt ein gestörtes Gleichgewicht an: er ist die Folge der 

Störung und zugleich das Mittel der Herstellung. [...] Der Zustand der Auflösung aller Verhältnisse, 

der Verzweiflung oder das geistige Sterben ist am fürchterlichsten witzig."31 Witz is not for 

"cheerful" people, it both depicts and precipitates a "gestörtes Gleichgewicht." The three examples 

of that which is "most horrendously witty" are three different kinds of societal catastrophe 

associated with the French Revolution: the dissolution of relationships, crushing despondency, and 

spiritual death. Novalis's description of Witz here stylizes it as the tool of serious people trying to 

revivify interpersonal connections in an era of doubt and despair. Considering Gottsched und Gellert's 

setting (in the middle of a war), its central plot element (the formation of an anti-Prussian alliance), 

and the breakdown of social bonds in Großjährig, both Laube and Bauernfeld pay homage to the 

simultaneously chaotic and orderly Witz of the early nineteenth century, using it as the basis of a 

non-rational mode of public discourse that does not criticize, but wit-icizes. 

*** 
 Descriptions of the Charakterstück in the early- to mid-nineteenth century highlight the 

nature of the satiric joke onstage and how critical wit plays a role therein. A central element of the 

Charakterstück is verbal confrontation between divergent dispositions. F.T. Vischer describes a 

particular nuance that highlights this conflict:  

Alle ächten, glücklichen Lustspielmotive drehen sich um einen schlagenden Moment des neckenden 
Spiels zwischen Berechnung und Zufall. Allein dieß Verhältniß kann auch so behandelt werden, daß 
es das Motiv bildet, um die Aufmerksamkeit auf das Spiel des Hellen und Dunkeln, des Bewußten 
und Unbewußten im Innern des Menschen hinzuleiten, und darauf gründet sich das 
Charakterlustspiel im Unterschiede vom Intriguenlustspiel.32  

                                                
31 Friedrich von Hardenberg (Novalis), “Blüthenstaub,” in Werke in einem Band, ed. Hans Joachim Mähl and R. 
H. Samuel, Hanser Bibliothek (München: C. Hanser, 1981), 441. 

32 Vischer, Ästhetik oder Wissenschaft des Schönen., 3.2.5:1435. 
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Vischer's characterization of the Lustspiel as rotating along an axis of "teasing play" between 

"calculation" and "happenstance" frames the comedic enterprise as lighthearted conflict. Vischer 

writes that the Charakterstück focuses on dispositional contrasts within the outer play between 

schemes and chance, drawing attention to a contest between light and dark, conscious and 

unconscious. Building onto his list of antithetical attributes, Vischer adds that the Charakterstück 

excels in showing "Verschiebungen und Reflexe des Vernünftigen und der Grille, [...] der 

Selbsterkenntniß und der Blindheit, des Sinns im Wahnsinne, des Wahnsinns im Sinne, alle die 

irrationalen Brüche im [...] Menschen und die Wiedersprüche des Humors."33  Vischer's focus on the 

comedic gesture's application to mental traits highlights the more specifically psychological aspects 

of this genre as opposed to the situational humor of the Intriguenstück. Where the comedic situation 

of the Intriguenstück allows for sociopolitical situations to be ridiculed (see the previous chapter), the 

Charakterstück hones in on states of mind, focuses on ridiculous attributes endemic to human 

personalities and excises them by means of humor-driven sublation.  

 In its focus on dispositional conflict, the comedy of manners enables satire of a disliked 

object to reach unparalleled breadth and depth. Writing in the literary journal Adrastea in the early 

1800s, the philosopher J.G. Herder points to the depth of the critical process at work in a 

Charakterstück: "Isoliert steht sodann der breit-angemeldete Charakter vor mir, geschildert, nicht 

handelnd. Angeputzt wird er und angezogen; rings um ihn werden Spiegel gestellt, daß man ihn ja 

von allen Seiten erblicke und wahrnehme; dann wird er entkleidet, man zeigt seine Höcker; wohl gar 

wird er lebendigen Leibes operiert, seziert [...]"34 First decorated, dressed up, and observed by all 

                                                
33 ibid. 

34 Johann Gottfried von Herder, Adrastea: Auswahl, ed. Günter Arnold and Martin Bollacher, Werke, in zehn 
Bänden / Johann Gottfried Herder. Bd. 10 (Frankfurt am Main: Dt. Klassiker-Verl, 2000), 362. 
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gathered, the targeted traits of a Charakterstück are then disrobed, probed, and vivisected. Herder's 

metaphoric account of the Charakterstück as a medical act indicates the depths of human nature 

which might be plumbed by comedic surgeons of the soul. Not restricted to inquiries into the causes 

of individual folly, a Charakterstück might be broadened so as to vivisect the whole of society. As 

Hettner writes, the genre has almost unlimited critical breadth:  

Politiker, die sich in irgend eine einseitige Parteiansicht festgerannt haben und nun von allen Seiten 
durch Menschen und Ereignisse gehänselt und geprellt werden; Charaktertypen, deren Verspottung 
die Verspottung ganzer Parteien und damit ächt aristophanisch die Verspottung der ganzen Zeit ist: 
das sind fortan die komischen Charaktere des modernen Charakterlustspiels.35 

Were there a single word to describe the sorts of character traits Hettner focuses on here, it would 

be "single-minded." His sole concrete example here, politicians who have trapped themselves into a 

single way of viewing the world, is a distinctively irrational one, based on an overabundance of one 

viewpoint to the detriment of others. Such lopsided states of affairs were determined to be in need 

of correction, balancing. The vivisecting act at the heart of the Charakterstück is a thorough inquiry 

into the dispositional issues which beget such overabundance. The radical or (as Hettner called it) 

Aristophanic Charakterstück is at heart a satiric enterprise aimed at producing new discursive 

conditions by the rhetorical negation of these old imbalances.  In the dramatic world, new systems 

of interpersonal relations could be produced, establishing in fantasy a freedom missing from the 

punishing actuality of the Vormärz.  

*** 
 Circulating a critical message in dramas by recourse to biting Witz as opposed to more 

serious argumentative modes reveals a populist communicative strategy designed to bring to the 

masses a critical posture and a moment of witty relief from the doldrums of the Restoration era. 

According to Kant, there are two kinds of laughter: "Das gutmütige (offenherzige) Lachen ist (als 

                                                
35 Hermann Hettner, Das moderne Drama: Ästhetische Untersuchungen (Braunschweig: Druck und Verlag von 
Friedrich Vieweg und Sohn, 1852), 168. 
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zum Affekt der Fröhlichkeit gehörend) gesellig; das hämische (Grinsen) feindselig."36 The laughter of 

the radical Charakterstück seeks to accomplish both as it creates a community and excludes certain 

Charaktere from that group. As we saw in the previous chapters, the Witz of the Vormärz had lost 

some of its sociable coloring and tended more toward "jener Angriffswitz, den ihr die Satyre 

nennt."37 Witz (understood both as a joke and as a cognitive faculty) was quite aggressive when 

marshalled in the service of the dramatic attacks of Gottsched und Gellert and Großjährig. As a means of 

attack, the joke fits in quite easily with Laube's late-Vormärz idea of war-theater, which sought to use 

the stage as a battleground for encouraging participation in debates over the public interest by 

affectively impacting the audience. The Charakterstück, as deployed by Laube and Bauernfeld, is a war 

between ideologies fought out on stage where the only weapons are jokes, tricks, and witticisms, 

designed to encourage its audiences to confront their world with the same tools. 

 As we shall see, Gottsched und Gellert and Großjährig reveal two different aspects of the populist 

revolution in drama that their authors sought to instantiate through Witz. In Laube's Gottsched und 

Gellert, the concept of Witz is harnessed to break away from the idea of a public sphere based on 

critical reason; Laube looks to demonstrate for and engender in his audience a radical Witz. In 

displaying such Witz both on the levels of dialogue and character-ensemble, Gottsched und Gellert 

instills this joking cousin of critical reason in audiences, bringing to life a public sphere based not on 

cold Verstand, but on mirthful Witz. Moving on into Bauernfeld's Großjährig, we will see a correlated 

dramatic Witz wrought from a debased notion of dramatic dialogue. In Bauernfeld's two-act drama, 

the enlightened dialogue of the salon, a means to breed critical reason in a sociable setting, has lost 

                                                
36 Kant, “Anthropologie,” 598. 

37 Heinrich Heine, “Die deutsche Literatur von Wolfgang Menzel.” In Werke IV:240–49. Berlin: Akademie, 
1970, 243. Cited in: Ludolf Wienbarg, Aesthetische Feldzüge, ed. Walter Dietze (Berlin und Weimar: Aufbau, 
1964), 308. 
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its sociability and turned into war. Liberal and reactionary figures verbally attack each other and 

attempt to use weaponized language in order to dominate dialogic opponents. This destructive 

dialogue reflects the debasement of the Enlightened public sphere into a partisan war of words at 

the same time as it sublates this devolution through satire, offering a sneering, laughing alternative to 

an often-humorless official public sphere.  

5.2 Liberation through Witz: Schlachtdrama in Heinrich Laube's Gottsched und Gellert      

 In this section, we turn to Heinrich Laube, an author who has been sorely understudied, 

especially in the anglophone context.38 Aside from a recent collection of essays on his life and 

work,39 this pivotal figure standing at the intersection of political and aesthetic life in the mid-

nineteenth century has been the subject of scant little direct academic attention over the past two 

decades. Laube was a political and aesthetic giant in the nineteenth century. After his early 

engagement as a novelist and publicist in the 1830s, he became a successful playwright, writing 

dozens of dramas and having such an effect on the dramaturgy of his time that he was branded a 

"Theatermonarch" or "Theatercaesar."40 Later in life, he worked as the "artistischer Direktor" of 

Vienna's Hofburgtheater for eighteen years (1849-1867) and presided over the publication of 

                                                
38 The only study (besides this one) from the last thirty years in English that I have been able to find is in: 
Paul Lawrence Rose, German Question/Jewish Question. Revolutionary Antisemitism in Germany from Kant to Wagner, 
Course Book (Berlin, Boston: Princeton University Press, 2014). While a thorough study (and welcome 
simply for naming Laube!), Rose’s study takes a rather one-sided approach to the author.  

39 Leszek Dziemianko, Marek Hałub, and Matthias Weber, eds., Heinrich Laube (1806-1884), Leben und Werk: 
Bestandsaufnahmen, Facetten, Zusammenhänge, Schlesische Grenzgänger, Band 8 (Leipzig: Leipziger 
Universitätsverlag, 2016). 

40 Leszek Dziemianko, Marek Hałub, and Matthias Weber, “Vorwort,” in Heinrich Laube (1806-1884), Leben 
und Werk: Bestandsaufnahmen, Facetten, Zusammenhänge, ed. Leszek Dziemianko, Marek Hałub, and Matthias 
Weber, Schlesische Grenzgänger, Band 8 (Leipzig: Leipziger Universitätsverlag, 2016), 15; Rudolph Holzer, 
Der Theatercaesar (Graz und Wien: Stiasny Verlag, 1958).  
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Grillparzer's Gesammelte Schriften.41 Politically, he went from a radical prisoner in the 1830s42 to a 

liberal delegate at the Frankfurt Parliament in 1848 and 1849.43 His political and aesthetic leanings 

were never far from one another.  

 As he took over the editorship of the Zeitung für die elegante Welt in 1832, Laube immediately 

began propagating a connection between drama and the aspirations of emancipatory liberalism, 

championing the stage as a harbinger of the future freedom of the German people: "sie [die Bühne] 

eile der langsamen Fahrpost unserer bürgerlichen Freiwerdung voraus, sie begründe sich nationale 

Interessen und gestalte eine nationale Einheit, die außen fehlt."44 The production of one of his most 

radical plays demonstrates precisely how Laube sought to use the stage to produce a freedom "die 

außen fehlt." In the winter between 1844 and 1845, around the same time that the Prussian 

government decreed restrictions on what could be taught at universities with the aim of stamping 

out radical (Young Hegelian) philosophy,45 Laube wrote Gottsched und Gellert, a drama about a group 

of academics and radicals in Leipzig who band together to protest Prussian intervention in academic 

affairs toward the end of the Seven-Years War. 

 Gottsched und Gellert premiered in Leipzig in September 1845 and achieved immediate success. 

Performances quickly followed in Braunschweig and elsewhere. The piece's greatest success was in 

                                                
41 Houben, Einleitung des Herausgebers, I:221, 269.  

42For a concise account of the circumstances surrounding Laube's imprisonment, see: Heinrich Hubert 
Houben, Jungdeutscher Sturm und Drang (Georg Olms Verlag, 1911), 257–62. 

43 Houben, Einleitung des Herausgebers, I:217. 

44 Laube, “Theaterzustand,” 7. 

45 One censor pointed out the ridiculousness of a state that would call itself "Christian-Protestant" and then 
harm "...das Prinzip des Protestantismus, das heißt des Forschens, durch eine Definition über Lehrfreiheit, 
wonach sich diese Freiheit nur in den Grenzen bewegen dürfe, die der Staat vorschreibe..." Cited in: Karl 
Glossy, ed., “II. Theil (1843-1847),” in Literarische Geheimberichte aus dem Vormärz (Wien: Konegen, 1912), 215. 
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Dresden under the direction of Eduard Devrient,46 where it was performed twenty-five times 

between its premiere and 1862.47 The play was also performed in Frankfurt and Berlin, although in 

the latter only under certain conditions. As Heinrich Hubert Houben puts it, "die Zensur wurde [...] 

die Mörderin dieses Stückes." Toward the end of the piece, the Prussian Prince Heinrich, brother of 

Friedrich II, makes an appearance, which contradicted a rule that no member of the house of 

Hohenzollern could be depicted on stage. The Prince was exchanged for a general and the play was 

performed in April 1846 in Berlin, where it enjoyed a further fourteen performances. "[A]us 

politischen Gründen," it was banned in Vienna during the Vormärz,48 but did hit the stage in the 

Habsburg capital shortly after the Märzrevolution on April 5, 1848, where it was met with a large 

audience and "lebhafte Applaus.” This performance ended with the waving of the black-red-gold 

flag of the revolution.49 From the perspective of audience engagement, Laube's dramatic Schlacht had 

paid dividends.  

 Situated in Leipzig during the Seven-Years War, Gottsched and Gellert join forces after the 

tyrannical Prussian general Seydlitz attempts to dictate "was gelehrt oder nicht gelehrt werden soll 

[...] in Sachen der Geschichte und Rechtsphilosophie, indem er sich darauf bezieht, daß der 

Kriegszustand und die gereizte Stimmung in Deutschland augenblicklich solche Einschränkungen 

erheische."50 Gottsched the pedant and Gellert the poetic dreamer come together to lend their 

weighty names to a protest against these Prussian measures and stumble into assisting the Italian 

                                                
46 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, xli. 

47 Houben, Einleitung des Herausgebers, I:185. 

48 ibid., 185-186. 

49 “Localzeitung,” Österreichisches Morgenblatt. Zeitschrift für Vaterland, Natur und Leben, April 10, 1848, 180. 

50 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, 44. 
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Graf Bolza, an old acquaintance of Gottsched's wife and an imperial spy in hiding from the Prussian 

authorities. After the Prussians win the battle of Freiberg, the situation worsens. What was at first a 

relatively harmless protest against an apparently soon-to-depart occupying force turns into a 

question of whether or not the two professors will be condemned to death for their inflammatory 

statements and enabling Bolza's espionage.  

 Gottsched and Gellert are assisted in navigating this dangerous situation by two Hanswurst-

like characters. There is Schladritz, a servant of Gottsched's who, despite being fired at the 

beginning of the drama, continues to serve against his master's wishes. Opposite Schladritz is Fritz 

von Rothenhain, an imperial deserter who goes by the name Cato (the name of one of Gottsched's 

best-known dramas). Nominally, Rothenhain took this name to pose as an adoring fan of 

Gottsched's in the hope of replacing Schladritz as his servant. In reality, he seeks refuge following 

his own acts of subversion and, fulfilling the requirements of a comedy, the hand of Wilhelmine, a 

young countess visiting the Gottscheds. Eventually, the group is caught by the Prussian army and 

ordered to stand trial in front of the highest military official present for their subversive activities. 

While this judge was initially to be General Seydlitz (no fan of the arts), the Prussian Prince Heinrich 

(a younger brother of Friedrich II and literary connoisseur) comes for the trial and lets them all go.  

 The drama is the perfect setting to exemplify Laube's concept of Schlachtdrama, enabling the 

"massenhafte Gruppirung" of a cast of disparate, often contradictory figures around common 

interests: resistance to Prussian militarism and the assertion of freedom of conscience. The 

mechanism by which the play creates a "massenhafte Gruppirung" of resistance is a Witz, a 

surprising commonality between apparent opposites. Invariably, these commonalities take the form 

of a shared interest. Laube defines the central "interest" of this drama as that which is closest to 

home and will hence evoke the audience's sympathies: "[d]ie Nation, welche sich bilden will, welche 
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Mittelpunkt werden will für massenhafte dramatische Gruppen."51 Indeed, as we shall see, Gottsched 

und Gellert is an aesthetic exercise in the creation of German unity through Witz. Critics condemned 

the drama's focus on such national questions as "Haschen mit Zeitwörtern" and "Kokettieren mit 

deutscher Einheit."52 Despite such reservations, most critics acknowledged that Laube was 

successful in his endeavor. One of the reviewers of an early performance in Leipzig, Ignaz Kuranda, 

praised the piece for its capacity to effectively balance various contrasting characters with one 

another: "Das Kaleidoskop mit seinen vielfarbigen Körnern tritt immer wieder in anziehende 

Gruppen zusammen."53 The effect of Laube's kaleidoscopic pastiche of various personalities makes 

use of the contrast on which Witz is built to form an affectively-charged, conspiratorial coalition 

around a singular interest.  

 On the aesthetic level, we see Witz in Gottsched und Gellert in its juxtaposition of characters 

who represent historically antithetical modes of theatrical production. At the same time as a diegetic 

resistance movement is formed, Laube produces on the dramaturgical plane a solution to his above-

cited problems with German comedy: a radical mix of its historical forms, spearheaded by a 

historically-conscious figure who embodies elements of all the others. First is Gottsched, a 

"deutsche[r] Pedant in seiner prahlerischen Hohlheit"54 who represents an austere if empty 

classicism. He is immediately contrasted with Schladritz, a mischievous servant who evokes the 

                                                
51 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, xvi-xvii. 

52 Cited in: Ferdinand Brosswitz, Heinrich Laube als Dramatiker (Breslau: H. Fleischmann, 1906), 63. Ignaz 
Kuranda, editor of the well-known liberal journal Die Grenzbote, pushes further in this condemnatory 
direction, asserting that "wenn Laube die politische Phrase auf der Bühne absichtlich hätte zu Tode jagen 
wollen, um sie in Zukunft unmöglich zu machen, so ist ihm dies gelungen." Ignaz Kuranda, “Gottsched und 
Gellert. Charakterlustspiel von Heinrich Laube. Zum erstenmale aufgeführt auf dem Leipziger Stadttheater, 
am 18. September,” Die Grenzboten III, no. 38 (1845): 490. Henceforth Kuranda, “Am 18. September.”  

53 Kuranda, “Am 18. September,” 489. 

54 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, xxiii. 
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harlequin against whom the historical Gottsched launched both an aesthetic crusade and his career 

as a dramatic theorist.55 Then follow two permutations of romanticism in both ridiculous and more 

nuanced forms. The romantic caricature is the Graf Bolza, an imperial spy and acquaintance of Frau 

Gottsched's who seeks refuge from the Prussian army in the pedant's house. Bolza’s penchant for 

womanizing and traveling evokes the popular romanticism of knightly escapades and the early 

nineteenth century obsession with Italy.56 Representative of eighteenth-century Empfindsamkeit (with 

which he is often associated) 57 and less obviously a caricature is Gellert, the romantically-tinged 

"deutsche[r] Gelehrte in seiner Schüchternheit."58 Each of these characters becomes bound up with 

Gottsched in his mission to resist the Prussian occupation, their contrasts resolving in an 

unexpected common purpose. The final character, who both joins with and oversteps Gottsched in 

radicality is Cato. Cato is a Sturm und Drang to Gottsched's classicism and Gellert's Empfindsamkeit, a 

Junges Deutschland to the petty romanticism of Bolza.59 Cato is both a harbinger of the theatrical 

reform Laube sought to instantiate and the carrier of the drama's most radical political message. 

                                                
55 Henning Mehnert, Commedia dell’arte: Struktur - Geschichte - Rezeption, Reclams Universal-Bibliothek 17639 
(Stuttgart: Reclam, 2003), 83. 

56 In a critique of outlandish romances, Gottsched's Critische Dichtkunst complains at length about operatic 
heroes having more in common "mit den alten Ritterbüchern und schlechten Romanen [...] als mit der 
Natur." Particularly egregious were such character's outsized actions and manner of speech: "Wo sieht man 
im gemeinen Leben Leute, die einander als Götter anbethen; Liebhaber, die auf den Knieen vor ihren 
Gebietherinnen liegen, und sich das Leben nehmen wollen..." Gottsched, “Versuch einer critischen 
Dichtkunst,” 739–40.  That Bolza is Italian (land of the opera in the eighteenth century) merely confirms the 
similarity here.  

57 On Gellert's relationship to the broader literary movement of Empfindsamkeit, see: Hans-Georg Kempner, 
Empfindsamkeit, vol. 6/1, Deutsche Lyrik der frühen Neuzeit (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1991), 329–85, esp. 329–41. 

58 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, xxiii. 

59 Cato's legibility as a stand-in for Junges Deutschland was fairly clear to contemporary audiences. Kuranda calls 
the character "gewissermassen [...] ein Repräsentant des jungen deutschen Schriftstellertums..." Kuranda, 
“Am 18. September,” 487. 
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 In what follows, I will trace how these various contrasts between characters are subsumed in 

the service of protest against Prussian militarism through Witz. The contrastive situation of Witz is a 

tableau wherein characters deploy rhetorical tools to present, preserve, and propagate interests, 

overcoming their apparent dissimilarity on both aesthetic and political levels in the pursuit of a 

common cause. Each a differently shaken rendition of what Kuranda called the drama's 

kaleidoscope, three particular contrasts between Gottsched and other characters will be explicated in 

the first phase. We begin with the servant, Schladritz, who presages within Gottsched's household 

the mechanism that Gottsched and his cohorts represent vis á vis the occupying Prussian army. We 

shall then see how Gottsched becomes the unlikely center of a coterie of clandestine machinations 

that extend far beyond academic protest: the interests of Gottsched, the Graf Bolza, and Gellert 

each converge on an assertion of freedom in the face of the Prussian occupation. In a final phase, 

we will look to the drama's most politically radical figure, Cato. Symbol of both Laube's 

dramaturgical attempt to fix German comedy and his political project to "create" Germany, the 

entirety of the concept of Schlachtdrama is present in this revolutionary's activities and utterances 

within the play. He exists in contrast with every other character in the drama, conflicts with them 

and overcomes them all in the course of his subversive activities. As shall be demonstrated, Gottsched 

und Gellert provides insight into Laube's truly revolutionary attempt to unify a German literary 

history riddled with contrasts in the service of a reinvigoration of the German people in all of their 

contradictions. 

*** 
 The drama's use of Witz as a means to propagate common interests between apparently 

incompatible individuals seeming to operate only to their own advantage is clear from the outset in 

two strange interactions between Gottsched and representatives of two popular dramatic tropes, the 

Hanswurst (Schladritz) and the hopelessly-in-love romantic (Graf Bolza). As the drama overcomes 
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contrasts between such disparate elements (each in its own way a Witz) to further a common goal, it 

lays the schematic groundwork for the two more consequential unifications between Gottsched, 

Gellert, and Cato. Essentially, what we will see is how characters' personal (often selfish) interests 

transform into or serve the interest of the group as a whole. These first demonstrations of the 

principle on which Laube's Schlacht rests are also some of the more ridiculous scenes in the drama, 

showing the degree to which the entire project rests on humor. 

 First is the little revolution in the domestic affairs of the Gottsched household. The 

professor's first words in the drama are a command to his servant: "Und zwar soll der Schladritz dies 

mein Haus auf der Stelle verlassen!" Frau Gottsched tries to intervene, but Gottsched thunders on: 

"Keine Widerrede! Er hört, Schladritz, meines Willens Meinung und hat sich auf der Stelle darnach 

zu achten."60 True to form as a "praktischer Hanswurst neben Gottsched,"61 Schladritz refuses the 

command, instead giving him a compliment: "Sehr weise, Herr Professor ordinarius." Surprised that 

he has not yet left, Gottsched tells the servant there is nothing left to say; Schladritz is fired. As 

Schladritz tries to make a suggestion, Gottsched shuts him down again. In the drama's first 

parabasis, Schladritz first makes a disapproving hand-gesture toward the closed door of his 

employer, then turns to the audience, saying: 

Der bildet sich ein: weil er mich aus dem Hause jagt, wären wir fertig mit einander. Gehorsamer 
Diener! So leicht wird man einen guten Diener nicht los. Wird sich wundern! Wenn ich erst anfange 
auszuziehn, da ist's noch ein weiter Weg bis zum Auszuge, und jetzt fang' ich noch lange nicht an; 
vor der Hand laß ich aber Alles 'rein in's Staatszimmer, was nur 'rein will, Krethi und Plethi... 62 

                                                
60 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, 6. 

61 ibid., xxxix. This is how Laube describes the servant. For more on the trope of the uppity servant, see the 
previous chapter of this work, esp. the section on Büchner's Valerio. Compare also: Helmut von Ahnen, Das 
Komische auf der Bühne: Versuch einer Systematik, Theaterwissenschaft 6 (München: Utz, 2006), 161–66. 

62 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, 7. 
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Schladritz's act of disobedience in the name of obedience, what we might call good-willed obstinacy, 

is the first indication in the drama of how unlikely combinations of manner function to reconfigure 

social relations. Much like the sort of simultaneously chaotic and orderly Witz of the Jena Romantics 

cited above, his rebellious behavior is a moment of disorder in the name of saving his own skin at 

the same time as it registers as a higher-order maintenance of the status quo of the house (i.e., 

serving the common interest). In the midst of the breakdown of social relations initiated by his 

firing, Schladritz ironically disables this dissolution of social bonds by refusing to be dismissed, 

maintaining the master-servant relationship at the same time as he asserts a new autonomy. While 

his quip about letting whomever into the "Staatszimmer" has the literal meaning of letting people 

into a particular room of Gottsched's house, the symbolic meaning of a "chamber of state" to which 

he will grant anyone ingress indicates a profoundly democratic valence on which the scene can be 

read. Thus does Schladritz manifest in miniature the mechanism of the drama as a whole; his every 

encounter with Gottsched is a contradictory Witz that shows him acting both in self-interest and, 

perhaps against his own intentions, the interest of the group.  

 The drama's second demonstration of radical Witz comes after Schladritz makes good on the 

promise he made, letting a stranger into the room without announcing the person. As Gottsched 

fumes off-stage about Gellert having failed to arrive, the errant Imperial spy, Graf Bolza arrives. 

Beyond the literary-historical contrast between Bolza, the romantic, womanizing knight and 

Gottsched, the austere classicist pedant, the primary contrasts the drama builds here are professional 

and personal in nature. Professionally, Gottsched is a public figure and an academic, a thinker 

oriented toward publicizing the fruits of his labor; Bolza is an embedded spy, a trader in and agent 

of secrets whose employment depends on being kept from view. The personal contradiction 

between the two is unknown to Gottsched, but rests on the drama's strong suggestion that there is 

an intimate history between the spy and Frau Gottsched. As Bolza enters, the pedant's wife asks 
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what he is doing in Leipzig. With the professor on the other side of an open door, Bolza's response 

evokes his petty romanticism: "Wenn es mein Herz wäre, würden Sie mir zürnen?" Aghast, Frau 

Gottsched eventually interrupts the litany of romantic praises Bolza heaps on her, telling the Graf 

that her husband is "kein Freund solcher Galanterien, wenn sie an seine Frau gerichtet werden, und 

Sie bedürfen in diesem Augenblicke gar sehr seiner Hilfe."63 While this shuts the Graf down for the 

time being, he seizes every moment he can in the first three acts of the drama to attempt to 

womanize, either with Frau Gottsched or with his fiancée, the countess Wilhelmine, who arrives for 

dinner at the drama's midpoint.64 His trivial romanticism, not unlike the caricature Eichendorff 

produced in Krieg den Philistern and discussed in Chapter 2, is in constant tension not only with the 

danger to his life posed by the encroaching Prussian army, but also with the professor who 

eventually agrees to save him.  

 As Gottsched and Bolza talk, the drama discloses on a more practical level than what we saw 

with Schladritz the process by which Witz turns private interest into the common good. In order to 

secure help from Gottsched, Bolza resorts to flattering the professor as a man who "steht als 

Gesetzgeber in schöner Kunst und Wissenschaft mit allen Potentaten des Reichs auf vertraulichem 

Fuße."65 Reaping the capital sown by his toadying, Bolza eventually asks the professor to write a 

letter on his behalf to an imperial general so that after the Austrian army routs the Prussians at 

Freiberg, he can be saved. Gottsched is the obvious person to write the letter, as his cultural 

notoriety affords any letter he writes the veneer of being "politisch unverfänglich" and thus able to 

                                                
63 ibid., 7-11. 

64 In Act II Scene 2, Bolza seems pleased that Frau Gottsched seems jealous that he is engaged to Wilhemine 
and is further more concerned with the women around him than the mortal danger in which he finds himself; 
in Act III Scene 4, he almost duels Cato over his fiancée. See: ibid., 75-6, 146-7. 

65 ibid., 14.  
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move through the war zone "ohne Weiteres." Flattered and agreeing that this seems, logically, to be 

the best way to help the Graf, Gottsched summons a courier and sends him with a letter to the 

imperial army.66 There are two reasons Bolza's request works. On the one hand, he flattered the 

professor, affectively incentivizing the pedant to help him. On the other, Gottsched notes that 

helping Bolza would put him in the good graces of Bolza's employer, Heinrich von Brühl, a Saxon 

statesman who did not like Gottsched and had previously engaged "pöbelhafte Skribenten" to write 

bad things about the professor.67 Gottsched's decision to help the Italian, nominally done in his own 

self-interest, actually makes the pedant the center of a clandestine group of enemies of the Prussian 

state and thus the Mittelpunkt of Laube's dramatic effort to realize the liberation of the German 

people.   

 In their interactions with Gottsched, the obstinate servant and the Italian who would gladly 

cuckold the pedant demonstrated the use of the contrastive Witz, where the lines between personal 

and common interest became blurred. As Gottsched's "Widersacher" Gellert finally arrives, the 

drama's comedic mechanism reaches its height as the two professors join forces in signing a petition 

denouncing the army's overreach with the university. Just as with Schladritz and Bolza, the drama 

presents contrasts between Gottsched and Gellert in both personal and aesthetic terms. Personally, 

there is an obvious animosity between the two. Dressed in his nightgown, Gottsched stands alone at 

the front of the stage, "aufgeregt mit dem Antlitz gegen das Publikum." Speaking "mit scheltender 

Stimme," the pedant apologizes for receiving Gellert in his pajamas: "ich war Ihres Besuches nicht 

mehr gewärtig, da Sie die ehrenvolle Einladung der Fakultät vor zwei Stunden übersehen zu dürfen 

                                                
66 ibid., 27.  

67 ibid., 11-6. One such "pöbelhafter Skribent" was the satirist Johann Christoph Rost, who had Brühl's very 
public support against Gottsched's criticism. For more on Rost and Gottsched, see: Uwe Hentschel, “Johann 
Christoph Rost – Ein Zu Unrecht Vergessener Dichter,” Orbis Litterarum 67, no. 1 (February 1, 2012): 62–64. 
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geglaubt."  Showing a requisite, if exaggerated, remorse, Gellert apologizes: "... ich bin sehr im 

Unrechte, nicht zu rechter Zeit gekommen zu sein." He then tries to excuse his absence: "Die 

Wahrheit zu sagen: ich hielt es Anfangs für eine irrthümliche Bestellung, da ich, wie Sie wissen, nur 

außerordentlicher Professor —" Here, Gottsched cuts him off, retorting that Gellert's auxiliary role 

in the university should have meant a speedier response.68  

 Their personal differences are immediately joined by ones which stem from crass distillations 

of the aesthetic movements they represent: where Gellert represents the heart, empathy, and the 

unchained human spirit, Gottsched is duty, rules, and systems. Ever in tune with the sorrows of the 

people, Gellert relates that he thinks he can best help by giving "Trost" und "Rath" to those affected 

by the war. While acknowledging the sadness of the situation (and thereby the appropriateness of 

Gellert's Empfindsamkeit), Gottsched reminds Gellert of their mutual place in society: "Die Pflichten 

des Amtes stehen über den Pflichten des Herzens." The pedant goes on to claim that the Prussian 

measures against the university constitute an "Eingriff in unsere Rechte, [...] welchen wir mit aller 

Nachdrücklichkeit zurückweisen müssen." He mentions that Gellert has "einen gewißen moralischen 

Einfluss [...] auf das deutsche Publikum"69 that makes it essential that the extraordinary professor 

add his name to "unserer Protestation." Gellert waffles for awhile, fearing the protest would bring 

"das soldatische Ungewitter [...] über uns're arme Stadt" and wondering whether "wir's durchsetzen 

können." Gottsched ends the debate, asking: "... ist unser moralisches Ansehn nicht eine größere 

                                                
68 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, 42-3. 

69 On the occasion of Gellert's death in 1769, the authorities of the city of Leipzig had to shut down the 
graveyard to prevent "Menschenmaßen zuvor nicht gekannten Ausmaßes" from trampling and destroying the 
other graves as they clamored get near the poet’s final resting place and perhaps take a piece of the earth with 
them to remember "einer der meistgelesenen Autoren des 18. Jahrhunderts..." Rafael Arto-Haumacher, 
Verehrt - verkannt - vergessen: Christian Fürchtegott Gellert zum 280. Geburtstag, Deutsche Hochschulschriften 1112 
(Egelsbach: Hänsel-Hohenhausen, 1996), 15. 
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Macht als die brutale Macht der Waffen?" Gellert agrees, and so the pair make common cause to 

protect their city and their profession from the Prussians.70  

 While Gottsched managed to get Gellert on board for the protest against the limitations 

placed on the university, there is one final piece of discord between the two. As the two are 

discussing the various things that they will protest, the pedant mentions a subversive series of 

pamphlets appearing around town that he would like to condemn: "... es ist vor einigen Tagen hier 

in Leipzig eine der dreistesten dieser Flugschriften erschienen unter dem gemeinen Titel: 'Pro patria! 

Landsleute, schlagt euch nicht unter einander, sondern schlagt die Fremden aus dem Lande,' das 

heißt die Russen, Schweden und Franzosen." This particular inflammatory pamphlet has caught the 

eye of the Prussians, who have ordered the arrest of its author, and failing that, plan to hold the 

university accountable for it. Gottsched, keen to protect the university, wants to denounce the 

pamphlet's author in the protest they intend to publish. Gellert, on the other hand, disagrees: "Wir 

sind keine Polizeibehörde."71 Thus does Gellert show himself to be a more consistent defender of 

free speech. Where Gottsched's actions are derivative of his commitment to the institution of the 

university, Gellert's are the result of seeing the free conscience as a human right. They nonetheless 

agree in principle to the general protest against the Prussian attack on academic freedom, and so 

overcome their differences in support of a common cause. 

  Gottsched's accommodation with Schladritz, Bolza, and Gellert in the interest of resisting 

their common opponent occurs in contradiction to one's expectations, given the personal, 

professional, and literary-historical differences between them. Politically, this cabal is dedicated to 

the preservation of interests which had existed and are being threatened: Gottsched and Gellert seek 

                                                
70 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, 43-6.  

71 ibid., 48, 54. 
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to preserve academic integrity, Bolza, his life, and Schladritz, his job. Aesthetically, they are a unity 

of historic comedic forms. This unlikely cohort is not, however, in a position to promote anything 

new; they exist in the drama in a defensive position. Laube's Schlacht, however, is based on a 

principle of "immerwährende Eroberung."72 In the arrival of one final element, the drama can go on 

the offensive and seek not just to preserve an old system of relations, but create a new one. This 

new element is a radical, young character who embodies the tendencies of Gottsched's heavy-

handed pedantry, Gellert's appeal to the masses, Bolza's silver tongue, and Schladritz's willingness to 

drastically disobey: Cato.  

*** 
  As a comedy, Gottsched und Gellert seeks to bolster audience support of its interests by means 

of humor. The biggest Witz in the drama is its most literary character, Cato.73 Much of this Witz has 

to do with the the character's name and the joke it plays on Gottsched. This is alluded to in the 

drama when Gottsched asks after the new arrival's name. When the servant responds with "Cato," 

the pedant remarks: Ein Bedienter darf aber nicht Cato heißen; später mehr davon..."74 While 

Laube's Gottsched never does state why a servant cannot be named Cato, the answer seems to come 

back to dramatic convention as the actual Gottsched understood it. For the author of the Critische 

Dichtkunst, Cato is a tragic figure, so full of virtue that it does him in.75 To have this heroic name 

associated with a servant is to flip the dramatic rules on their head (something Gottsched, the last 

                                                
72 ibid., xii. 

73 Kuranda calls Gellert the most "poetic" of the characters. Kuranda, “Am 18. September,” 489. Since Cato 
is the product of Laube channeling Gottsched channeling English and French authors who created a literary 
Cato, it seems, from a purely formal perspective, that Cato is the more aesthetic figure.  

74 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, 62. 

75 Johann Christoph Gottsched, “Sterbender Cato,” in Ausgewählte Werke, ed. Joachim Birke, 10th ed., vol. II 
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1970), 9–10. 
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great defender of the so-called Ständeklausel, would never have allowed). An even more egregious 

offense to the rules than having a servant named Cato would be to have that servant also be a 

Hanswurst, whose "alberne Possen mit [...] schmutzigen Witzen"76 would detract from the moral 

message of a hero. As a servant and a Hanswurst, Laube's Cato is the inverse of what one would 

expect from a figure named after one of the last heroes of the Roman republic, and yet maintains his 

position as the hero of the drama.  

 In this figure, Gottsched und Gellert demonstrates the efficacy of Witz and the rhetorical 

weaponization of interest in the spiritual conflict between progress and reaction at an intensity 

unparalleled in the other characters. During this final phase of remarks on Gottsched und Gellert, we 

shall see how this chimeric synthesis of every other protagonist is at once the most satiric and most 

radical figure of the drama, on whose shoulders rest not simply a protest for academic freedom, but 

German unification. As such a complex and politically explosive figure, Cato is a cipher for the 

concept of Schlachtdrama and thus of Laube the Theatercäsar's political and aesthetic project in the 

Vormärz.  

 Not unlike Büchner’s Valerio, Cato's complexity is the result of the way in which he 

contrasts and mirrors with other characters in the drama. Those aspects of his story which mirror 

other characters are his means of hiding in Gottsched's house; the contrasts indicate his more 

radical, subversive purpose. In his first appearance in the drama, Cato seems to be just a 

combination of Schladritz and Bolza. The subversive is formally introduced into the action after he 

and Schladritz have a loud argument off-stage. When Gottsched declares that he thinks he heard an 

Ohrfeige in the other room, Gellert worries that Cato is only going to be trouble: "Der junge Mensch 

                                                
76 As this quote from 1931 indicates, the general historical understanding of the Hanswurstiade in the early 
twentieth century was little changed since Gottsched's own day. Cited in: Beatrice Müller-Kampel, Hanswurst, 
Bernardon, Kasperl: Spasstheater Im 18. Jahrhundert (Paderborn: F. Schöningh, 2003), 18. Radical authors, 
however, did see a value in Hanswurst's common-ness.  
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macht mir Streiche!" As the servants arrive onstage, Schladritz complains to Gottsched that Cato 

had hit him.77 The pedant dismisses his old servant, saying "Ohrfeige sind ihm gesund," before 

turning to Cato and asking: "wer ist er?" Having already mirrored Schaldritz as a servant, Cato then 

takes a leaf from Bolza's book and flatters the pedant by telling him a selectively edited life-story: 

"Nun hab' ich seit Jahren, seit ich Ihre 'Kritische Dichtkunst' gelesen, immer darnach geangelt, in 

Ihren Dienst zu kommen, um als solider Bedienter doch auch nicht verbauern zu müssen." The 

flattery disarms Gottsched, who agrees to take Cato on as a servant, sending him out to deliver the 

protest to the town hall.78 In this moment, the interloper has ingratiated himself to the power 

structure of the Gottsched house, where he proceeds to radicalize the meaning of the assembled 

massenhafte Gruppirung. 

 Cato's radicalization of the household begins as it becomes apparent that each of his 

similarities with other characters is in truth the basis of conflict with those figures. Cato shares not 

only Bolza's penchant for flattery, but the Italian's romantic interest in Wilhelmine, which at one 

point almost leads to a duel between the two.79 As the new servant, his opposition to Schladritz is 

readily apparent. This opposition motivates the old servant to try to find compromising information 

on the newcomer. After Schladritz notes that Cato does not seem to know how to properly set a 

dinner table, he hatches a plan: "Der Bursch ist höchst verdächtig! So denkt und handelt kein 

geborner Bediente. Ich muß spioniren und visitiren, ich muß dahinter kommen, und er muß 'naus!"80 

Schladritz finds two things that have a very strong chance of driving a wedge between his employer 

                                                
77 Servant in-fighting is typical of the Hanswurstiade. On the subject, Müller-Kampel writes, "Dispute zwischen 
dem Diener und anderen Lakaien schlagen oft [...] in Zänkereien und Raufereien um." ibid., 117.  

78 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, 53-4, 62. 

79 ibid., 146-7.  

80 ibid., 80. 
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and the interloper: a copy of a subversive pamphlet that Gottsched had complained about earlier in 

the drama and "einen Harlekinsanzug."81 Besides being two things to which Gottsched was clearly 

opposed and thus a potential source of inter-character conflict, these items represent Cato's 

subversive potential on the political and aesthetic valences of the drama. 

 The pamphlet and the harlequin costume are the weapons with which Cato turns the 

opposition around Gottsched from a defensive into an offensive formation. The pamphlet 

encourages German unification, something far beyond Gottsched's protest for academic freedom, 

and its presence in the house is a harbinger of mortal danger for all there. With the pamphlet, the 

subversive has raised the ideological stakes from simple academic protest to a demand for radical 

political change. While the pamphlet is important for the radical massage of the drama, the costume 

is more explosive in the immediate context of these items' discovery. Jubilant, Schladritz shouts: 

"Ein Hanswurst ist er! Da ist er! [...] der sogenannte Mosje Cato ist der saubre Hanswurst!" 

Gottsched almost explodes in rage: "Hanswurst?! In meinem eigenen Hause! Mein eigner Diener! 

Nachdem ich die Hälfte meines Lebens daran gesetzt, diese kindische Possenfratze von der Bühne 

zu jagen!"82  Cato promptly offers up a story to the "Professor der schönsten Künste":  

...Ja, Herr Professor, jenes bunte Kleid ist meine Trophäe, ist das Siegeszeichen meiner 
künstlerischen Laufbahn. Vier Meilen von hier, zu Weißenfels an der Saale hab' ich das Kleid einer 
Komödiantentruppe abgerungen mit Gefahr meiner edelsten Gliedmaßen, abgerungen, Herr, um den 
letzten Hanswurst unmöglich zu machen, unmöglich; denn jene Frevler haben kein Geld, ein neues 
solches Kleid anfertigen zu lassen. Triumphierend flog ich mit der Beute hierher nach Leipzig, um sie 
zu Ihren Füßen niederzulegen in einer geweihten Stunde, und hier erleb' ich solche Erniedrigung, o 
Herr Professor, dies ist eine schmerzliche Situation für ein gebildetes Herz.83 

                                                
81 ibid., 93. 

82 ibid., 93-4. In the prefatory remarks to Sterbender Cato, Gottsched condemned the comedy of his time for 
having an "unnatürliches Wesen." Gottsched, “Sterbender Cato,” v. 

83 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, 95-6. 
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His story, likening himself to an assassin of the Hanswurst in Gottsched's name, represents the basic 

power of subversive Witz: it can create mental confusion in order to hide one's true intentions at the 

same time as it recombines confusing, questionable elements of the world into a cogent whole which 

furthers the speaker's goals. While the drama never offers a full explanation for Cato's adventure in 

figuratively killing clowns, it is clear that Cato's story is a lie.  Gottsched, Schladritz and the others 

do not believe the interloper, but, luckily for Cato, the horns of the Prussian army sound at this 

moment and everyone forgets the revelation for a while.84   

 The interruption of these revelations by the main action of the drama is a testament to the 

comedic form Gottsched had tried to ban. One of Gottsched's principle complaints about the 

harlequin was that his appearance constituted "ein Zwischenspiel" that was "gar nicht verbunden" 

"mit der Haupthandlung."85 Granted that Laube himself wrote that the story of Cato's past 

associations with Hanswurst could be cut "zum Vortheil der Aufführung,"86 we are thus tempted to 

see these revelatory scenes as irrelevant interruptions of the plot. These interruptions are, however, 

pivotal. To some extent, they constitute examples of Laube's use of the Theaterstreich to invigorate his 

dramas.87 Meyers Konversations-Lexikon defines a Theaterstreich as "jede zum Zweck der Überraschung 

auf der Bühne hervorgebrachte plötzliche Wendung oder Veränderung in der Situation oder dem 

Charakter einer handelnden Person, gewöhnlich in tadelndem Sinn gebraucht zu Bezeichnung eines 

                                                
84 ibid., 96-7. 

85 Gottsched, Sterbender Cato, 6. 

86 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, xxii. 

87 See here: Thomas Boyken, “Die Intrige als dramaturgisches Zentrum der Dramen Laubes,” in Heinrich 
Laube (1806-1884), Leben und Werk: Bestandsaufnahmen, Facetten, Zusammenhänge, ed. Leszek Dziemianko, Marek 
Hałub, and Matthias Weber, Schlesische Grenzgänger, Band 8 (Leipzig: Leipziger Universitätsverlag, 2016), 
139–55. 
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unmotivierten Scheineffekts."88 The remarkable move Laube makes is to in fact turn the plot itself 

into an interruption of the interrogative work that the characters would gladly continue doing, were 

the plot not there to get in the way. The intrusion of the Prussian military apparatus, nominally the 

engine driving the plot, merely serves to heighten the urgency with which the drama's interrogative 

Witz operates. In effect, the presence of the military forces the vivisection of the Charakterstück into 

overdrive, or, to use Kuranda's metaphor for the drama, shakes the kaleidoscope, initiating a change 

of the constellation between characters. We see this in full form as Cato gives his true defense of the 

pamphlet and the harlequin costume, which comes after yet another interruption.  

 As the Prussian horns sound, a soldier named Siegmund arrives, marching and singing along 

to the militant Dessauer Marsch. After recognizing Cato as an imperial soldier "[d]er mir mein Pferd 

erschossen und Hut wie Gliedmaßen zerhauen hat," Siegmund also finds Bolza and the pamphlet 

Schladritz had discovered earlier. The Prussian tries to arrest everyone present, but Cato and Bolza 

draw daggers and chase him off. "Gut, ich habe also offene Widersetzlichkeit zu melden, und die 

Sache wird ernsthaft." Siegmund declares before retreating.89 The whole group then manages to 

sneak out of Gottsched's house and into Gellert's, where the interrogation of Cato continues. As he 

is asked about why he left the imperial army, Cato professes that "die reichsadligen Anmaßungen 

nicht den Kern und die Kraft Deutschlands bilden und sich nicht dafür ausgeben dürfen, unser 

Reich zu sein [...], daß wir auch im Genie des Königs von Preußen und in der Tapferkeit seiner 

Völker ein neues Lebenselement unsers veralteten deutschen Reiches finden und anerkennen 

dürfen." After Cato's political mission is criticized as an attack an "alle begründete Ordnung," 

Gottsched ups the stakes, decrying the "dreiste Formlosigkeit" of "jenen aberwitzigen jungen 

                                                
88 Joseph Meyer, ed., “Coup,” in Meyers Konversations-Lexikon: eine Encyklopädie des allgemeinen Wissens (Leipzig: 
Bibliographisches Institut, 1875), 776.  

89 Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, 149-61. 



 

 293 

Skribenten, [...] deren unverkennbares Echo aus diesem jungen Manne redet."90 The constant 

reference to youth in this scene points clearly to Laube's own past with Junges Deutschland. 

 The young interloper is a potent symbol not only of Laube's association with Junges 

Deutschland, but also of the radical Schlachtdrama. Cato's response to the accusations is a defense of 

the political task of young authors: "Es steht Ihnen übel an, mit Geringschätzung von jungen 

Schriftstellern zu reden, auf denen unsers Vaterlandes Hoffnung beruht. [...] stören Sie nicht eine 

junge Welt, deren Seele Ihnen verschlossen ist." Cato mentions that Lessing will be a national hero 

while Gottsched will be remembered only as "eine Curiosität." He ridicules Gottsched's 

"Harlekinsfeldzug, weil es lächerlich ist, gegen Kleider mit schweren Waffen Krieg zu führen! Auf 

die Kleider schlagen Sie, und schlagen damit auf ein Herz, welches Sie nicht kennen."91 As the 

diatribe continues, the defense of humor and the attack on older convention expands drastically:  

Die bunte Jacke auf dem Theater der Neuberin wollen Sie aus Quandt's Hofe vertreiben, aber die 
bunte Jacke unsers Reichs ist Ihnen ganz in der Ordnung. Sie wissen, Sie ahnen nicht, daß es uns eine 
Genugthuung sein kann, über unsre scheckigen Lappen zu spotten und zu lachen. Sie wissen nicht, 
daß es einer Nation erwünscht und werthvoll sein kann: die Laune und den Witz des Volkes auf dem 
Theater dargestellt und wirksam zu sehen, wenn das Volk sonst nirgends Veranlassung hat witzig zu 
sein. — Sie wissen nicht, daß es nicht bloß um Formen und Gefäße sich handelt in der Literatur, 
sondern auch um den Inhalt, welcher diese Formen und Gefäße anfülle.92  

Cato's verbal assault on Gottsched here consists of two main thrusts. He first accuses the pedant of 

attacking something as harmless as the patchwork costume of the harlequin while defending the 

patchwork Holy Roman Empire. These two elements combine in the second line of attack. The raw, 

radical harlequin has a purpose: to make fun of patchwork life under the old, rotting empire; to 

disregard the empty formal majesty of empire and encourage prudish literary elites to endorse a new, 

                                                
90 ibid., 190-1. 
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more radical mode of aesthesis which utilizes jokes and national spirit to revivify and unify the 

German people.  

 The low, common joke of the Hanswurst becomes a means of moving beyond stagnation and 

incorporating a new, critical spirit into the people when it comes into contact with the principles of 

high art (Gottsched). That is the power of the joke. Cato's diatribe above is the comedic zenith of 

Laube's theory of war drama. The comedic figure, especially the Hanswurst (or, in Gottsched und 

Gellert's case, Cato), is to appear in a drama, acting primarily at its edges and applying joking reason, 

the exaggerated mirroring of a preexisting discourse, to the rest of the dramatic world, bridging 

diegetic and extradiegetic terrain to expose flaws not simply in the dramatic environment, but in 

Laube's real world.  

 Demonstrating the world-bridging incorporated in the radicalized Hanswurst, the drama 

moves promptly from the at once superfluous and pivotal personal matters of Cato's radicalism and 

back into the heart of the political crisis of the drama. This shift between the personal and the 

political is the bridge, and it goes straight over elements of the Hanswurstiade.  Siegmund enters the 

scene again and relates that the brochure which was found during his previous encounter at 

Gottsched's home was the "streng verbotene kriegsgefährliche Schrift" with notes and corrections 

from the author on it. As the handwriting matches known writing from Cato, the subversive-cum-

servant is caught. In passing, Siegmund mentions that Cato, Bolza, and Gottsched are expected 

immediately at a Prussian war tribunal to answer for their actions against the Prussian war cause. It 

turns out that the general out for Gottsched's blood, Seydlitz, has been called away, and so Prince 

Heinrich will decide the fate of the subversives.93  After hearing from them, Heinrich lets them all 

go, even Cato, because he shares his view of a united Germany under Prussian leadership. The 
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drama ends with everyone, including Prince Heinrich, declaring: "Es lebe unser deutsches 

Vaterland."94  Such a surprise ending is the drama's final Witz and one last Theaterstreich, a surprising, 

even shocking move within the constellation of characters which sees all involved unexpectedly 

unified. Thus does the drama's aesthetic intervention dovetail with its political message, offering in 

aesthesis a harmonious solution to the problem of German disunity.  

*** 
 Laube's Gottsched und Gellert demonstrates on a formal level the power of subversive, 

contrastive Witz. We find this demonstrated not simply in the academy's protest, but in the words of 

a radical hiding threefold behind a servant's livery, the checked jacket of the harlequin, and the coat 

of the imperial army, Cato. The drama pushes from rhetorical arguments for subversion into open 

resistance to overwhelming military might. It demonstrates the liberational campaign of the aesthetic 

spirit of Junges Deutschland, refracted through history and the contrast between Gottsched's rigid 

adherence to institutional form and the radical spirit of youth, embodied in Cato. It is a plea for the 

union of disparate aesthetic schools — Gottsched, the classicist, Gellert, the Romantic, and Cato, 

the stand-in for Junges Deutschland — against the dictatorial control of art and thought by a militaristic 

state. In the union of these artists to fight for the freedom to speak (or write) openly the contents of 

their minds, Gottsched und Gellert offers a blueprint for aesthetic and literary resistance to the 

domineering of the Metternichean system in the name of spiritual unity of the German people.  

 It is thus, in one sense, a call to arms for a liberal revolution against that system, one which 

parallels the radicalization of German liberalism in the 1840s and gives its interest a voice onstage, 

protected from the fury of the authorities by its provincial historical setting and its status as a 

comedy. In dozens of scenes, Laube paints a bold picture of subversion, sometimes hidden, 

sometimes open, but always humorous. In allowing Gottsched to be duped by his supposed servant, 
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Cato, the majesty of classical aesthetics is shown to be wanting and in need of a radical replacement. 

The aesthetic device by which all of the drama's many contrasts are overcome, Witz, becomes the 

vehicle by which to remake a Germany torn to pieces by internal difference as a singular, liberated, 

free-thinking body politic. Not just a call to arms, Gottsched und Gellert is also, even primarily, a 

comedy. While the political aspects of Laube's comedic intervention are undeniable and explosive in 

their context, they are subsumed under the ambivalent umbrella of comic entertainment. Here, the 

pointier barbs of the drama become just a few more aspects of a theatrical moment whose 

outermost boundaries were officially entertainment. That entertainment would, however, produce a 

unity of dramatist, drama, audience, and critic that could, even if only within the bounds of the 

theater, engender a freedom "die außen fehlt."95 

5.3 "Walking Newspapers": Eduard Bauernfeld's Großjährig and Tendentious Dialogue 

 In his memoirs, entitled Aus Alt- und Neu-Wien (1872), the ageing playwright Eduard 

Bauernfeld (who at his peak was behind only Friedrich Schiller for number of performances at 

Vienna's Burgtheater)96 looked back on his youth, commenting wryly that Napoleon's 1809 

bombardment of Vienna during war had been less devastating than the Austrian General 

Windischgrätz's suppression of the 1848 Oktoberrevolution in the Habsburg capital.97 A native of 

Vienna who, like many intellectuals of the time saw himself not as an Austrian, but as a German, 

Bauernfeld's literary corpus is populated by the same sorts of little comments, jabs at a sociopolitical 

system that treated its average subject quite poorly. Such comments were in line with Bauernfeld's 

                                                
95 Laube, “Theaterzustand,” 7. 

96 John Warren, “Eduard von Bauernfeld and the Beginnings of Austrian Social Drama,” in The Biedermeier and 
Beyond. Selected Papers from the Symposium Held at St. Peter’s College, Oxford, from 19-21 September 1997, ed. Ian F 
Roe and John Warren (Bern: Peter Lang, 1999), 129. 

97 Bauernfeld, Aus Alt- und Neu-Wien, 279.  



 

 297 

role in creating a literary nuisance for the Metternichean system. Otto Wittner succinctly summed up 

the playwright's position in the Vormärz over a century ago: “So fand er sich allmählich in die Rolle 

des ‘Vorschimpfers’ hinein, da einer Generation, der weniger am Positiven, als an der Klage über das 

Negative gelegen war, in deren Wesen es lag, zu räsonieren, statt zu kämpfen, ein Vorkämpfer nicht 

erstehen konnte.”98 While Wittner’s appraisal of the time would seem to preclude the possibility of 

political radicality, what we shall see is that Bauernfeld’s drama demonstrates an alternative to 

Räsonieren: ridicule, which, as we have seen above, does have the positive valence of creating a 

community of ridiculersby excising undesireable elements. Bauernfeld's negative appraisals of the 

Vormärz political situation reached their zenith in a two-act play which debuted in late 1846, 

Großjährig. In this short play, we see a different kind of Schlachtdrama, one which goes after the 

political establishment as such and demonstrates, much as Laube's Cato did, the usefulness of the 

satiric Witz. Where Laube's Gottsched und Gellert offered us a formal exploration of the interplay 

between contrastive Witz and the presentation of interests, Großjährig demonstrates this formal Witz 

in practice. Showing us the destructive dialogue of the satirist and its effect on political discourse, 

Großjähring demonstrates an “Aufklärung” through Witz that in effect offers a post-rationalist theory 

of how people are to be freed from their own “selbstverschuldete Unmündigkeit.” 

 Großjährig is set in the Viennese home of a young Baron, Hermann. The plot of the drama 

(such as it is) screams with political reference. The play begins with Hermann's uncle, Blase, trying to 

use his niece, Auguste, and the Baron's teacher, Spitz, to manipulate Hermann into giving him 

control over the house. Blase schemes to adopt his niece and then marry her off to Hermann, thus 

becoming Hermann's father. An old liberal, Schmerl, happens to be in the house and presents a 

senseless "Opposition" to Blase's reactionary schemes. Blase's schemes fail due to the obstinate 
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antics of his niece, who makes fun of the other characters so much that everyone's plans collapse in 

nihilistic hopelessness. As Dolores Hornbach Whelan writes, "In Auguste wählte Bauernfeld den 

Menschen, der das ganze Intrigenspiel durchschaut und zunichte macht."99 The original two-act play 

ends with Hermann leaving in order to "grow up" and learn about the world. In a Nachspiel from 

1849, Hermann returns, planning to kick Blase out and assert control. Instead, he runs away with 

Auguste to his countryside estate, fleeing from palace intrigue to a life of domestic bliss with his new 

wife-to-be, in many ways a typical iteration of the post-revolutionary celebration of domestic idyll.  

 In the author's hometown of Vienna, the original drama served to divide critical opinion into 

two starkly opposed camps. Not unlike the reception of Laube's Gottsched und Gellert, learned critics 

from the Viennese elite attacked Großjährig for being overly focused on Zeitwörter to the detriment of 

the work's aesthetic value. The first Viennese review came from Julius Seidlitz at M.G. Saphir's Der 

Humorist. On November 20, 1846, Seidlitz accused the play of having "keine Gestalten, sondern [...] 

nur verkörperte Begriffe, Zeitideen, Zeitinteressen." 100 This line of attack against the play caught on 

quickly. According to F. B. Schindler in the next day's Österreichisches Morgenblatt, the work was so 

tendentious that it did not even really have characters:  

Bauernfeld hat der Sucht nach dem Zeitgemäßen zu seinem größten Schaden ein Opfer gebracht; der 
Dialog wimmelt von politischen und tendenzelnden Blitzern und zwar der Art, daß man meint in 
eine Gesellschaft herumwandelnder Zeitungen statt in den Kreis einer Familie oder von Personen 
gerathen zu sein, die sich in ihren rein menschlichen Interessen begegnen.101 

Schindler's accusation that the play has "walking newspapers" instead of human characters is a 

testament to the extremity of the drama's political outlook; Bauernfeld goes so far beyond dramatic 
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norms that all his play produces are human-shaped incarnations of political opinion. The critique of 

Bauernfeld's characters quickly expanded to attacks on the drama as a whole. Seidlitz complained 

that this tendentiousness weakened the play's "Antheil an die Handlung."102 Perhaps most 

damningly, both Schindler and Seidlitz claimed that Bauernfeld had no idea what a Lustspiel was 

supposed to look like.103 These critiques essentially boil down to an accusation that Bauernfeld is not 

making "art" anymore. Tellingly, Seidlitz wondered: "Sollen wir statt im freien heiteren Reiche der 

Phantasie uns zu ergötzen, das Theater zu einem Meeting machen?"104 Despite critics' dismissal, 

Bauernfeld's dramatic "Meeting" was a success with audiences: both Schindler and Seidlitz admitted 

that the play was incredibly successful, with a full house and enormous applause during its initial 

run.105  

 The criticisms from Seidlitz and Schindler essentially boil down to a negative reaction to the 

piece's tendentious strength.106 Josef Plank, a reviewer in Vienna's Sonntagsblätter, had the opposite 

reaction to this tendentiousness, praising the piece's populist strategy. He begins by wondering if the 

technical criticisms deployed by authors like Seidlitz and Schindler were giving Bauernfeld his due as 

                                                
102 Seidlitz, 1119. Emphasis in original. 

103 Seidlitz writes: "Wir wissen nicht, welche Idee Herr Bauernfeld mit dem Begriff Schauspiel verbindet, aber 
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a dramatist: "Sind einem so ausgezeichneten Talente wie das Bauernfelds alle diese Weisheiten nicht 

eben so klar wie uns? Wir können versichern, daß er alle modernen Theorien übers Drama gelesen 

und wenigstens so gut, wie die, welche über ihn urtheilen, begriffen hat." He goes on to contend 

that "die künstlerische Konzepzion des vorliegenden Stükes" was "in einer Zeit vorgebildet, die der 

Bildung unserer Kritiker [...] etwas weit ab liegt, die Zeit des unübertroffendsten Lustspieldichters 

der Welt — des Aristofanes."107 Here, Plank situates Bauernfeld squarely in the Aristophanic 

tradition of the Charakterstück. Großjährig functions as a drama by making not simply particular 

political positions, but the very idea of a political position ridiculous. It does so by presenting 

caricatures of reactionaries and reformists, subjecting political posture to the test of parody. 

 All three critics agreed that Bauernfeld's drama had one principle flaw: dialogue was so 

overpowering that the play's action, such as it was, ceased to really matter. The critics have a point 

here: Großjährig's plot is entirely determined by the dialogic conceptual apparatuses of those 

"herumwandelnde Zeitungen" which Schindler saw populating the piece. No one thing that any 

character does or says has importance to the plot without also having a broader political meaning. 

The Baron Hermann symbolizes the potential future of a free, self-determining Germany, his 

administrator Blase a Metternichean roadblock to this development. Hermann's teacher, Spitz, is an 

opportunistic bureaucrat who blindly follows whatever ideology is in charge at the moment. His 

elderly friend, Schmerl, is a deranged old man whose role in the drama is to provide a liberal 

counterpoint to Blase. The entire drama is a political double entendre that consists in a series of 

rhetorical negations between liberal and reactionary tendencies. This masterful manipulation of 

dialogue is the first part of Bauernfeld's effectiveness as a dramatist. 
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 The second feature of Bauernfeld's dramatic prowess, and the reason why this play in 

particular still resonates over 160 years after its premiere stems from the one important exception to 

the piece's doctrine of mutually-assured dialogic destruction: the drama's own satirist, Blase's niece 

and Hermann's love interest, Auguste. As political destruction occurs in the crashing conversations 

between Schmerl and Blase, the drama offers a beacon of hope in the form of Auguste. Armed with 

a name that evokes the Augustan period of English literature (the golden age of anglophone 

satire),108 Auguste ridicules everything, making fun of her reactionary uncle, the geriatric liberal, and 

even Hermann, whom she mocks out of a comatose complaisance with his own Unmundigkeit and 

into action to assert himself. In this sense, she is, as Sigurd Paul Schleichl writes, a "Vorbildfigur" for 

Hermann,109 but her ridiculing tactics are far and away the most radical aspect of the play, setting this 

figure apart from all others and a demonstration of a means of bringing subjects to political 

maturation that rests not on reason, bot on ridicule. In Auguste, we have a revolutionary character 

who, to paraphrase Marx, no longer bothers with interpreting the world as the older men around her 

do, but seeks to change it.110 Like Bauernfeld's own intervention into Viennese society, Auguste's 

intervention follows Herder's description of the Charakterstück: her task is the rhetorical dissection of 

a living, if ill, disposition. Her scalpel is satiric ridicule, and it is born as an answer to the drama's 

meaningless confrontational dialogue. Indeed, as we shall see, language is the only medium of 

contestation in the drama. Bauernfeld's radicalized Charakterstück seeks to balance political excess 

(whether reactionary or radical) by ridiculing it; magnifying particular characteristics and turning 

                                                
108 For an introduction to Augustan satire, see: C. J. Purvis, The Offensive Art: The Liberation of Poetic Imagination 
in Augustan Satire (Doncaster: Brynmill, 1991). 

109 Scheichl, “Bauernfelds politisches Lustspiel ‘Großjährig.,’” 83.  

110 "Die Philosophen haben die Welt nur verschieden interpretiert; es kömmt drauf an, sie zu verändern." Karl 
Marx, “Thesen über Feuerbach,” in Karl Marx Friedrich Engels Werke III (Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 1969), 7. 
Emphasis in orginal. 
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Charakter into caricature. Hardened by its political subject matter and given an air of finality by its 

mercilessness, the speech on display in Großjährig is not a constructive, productive conversation, but 

a Manichean conflagration of ideas and positions that negate one another. Balance appears here only 

by negation, as an equality of nothingness born of the mutual destruction of various viewpoints in 

antithesis.  

 In what follows, we shall see three different uses of language. First, we explore how the 

"reactionary" system under Blase functions by a battery of language that distracts Hermann from any 

genuine connection to the world around him. We shall then see how reactionary and liberal 

conceptual systems crash into one another, how the drama's flat characters come into contact with 

and obliterate one another through language. Exemplars of both reaction and reform meet and 

negate one another, bringing dialogic destruction into full bloom. In a final phase, we shall see in 

Auguste the power of satiric ridicule, a negation of the various political negations the drama 

undertakes, a leveling of the field that reflects the destructively critical function of wit. Preaching a 

satiric creed that harnesses the power of ridiculing speech, Bauernfeld's concise dramatic 

denunciation of the Metternichean system is a paragon of mid-nineteenth-century comedy's capacity 

to offer an aestheticized commentary on political and social relations through negating ridicule.  

*** 
 Across the drama one finds a deluge of various mechanisms by which the administrator of 

the house, Blase, has cemented his rule over the young baron. The first hints of the conceptual 

prison into which he has transformed the house come from an admonishment he gives to his niece:  

Denken magst Du, was Du willst, Deine Gedanken gehen mich nichts an. Gedanken gehören 
überhaupt unter die erlaubten Waaren, insofern sie im Mutterlande erzeugt werden — nämlich in 
unserm Gehirn; wie sie aber gesprochen oder geschrieben die Grenze passiren, und in's Ausland — 
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das ist: in fremde Köpfe — geschmuggelt werden sollen, da tritt der Zollwächter dazwischen und 
behandelt sie als Contrebande.111 

Here, he positions himself as a spiritual policeman, a border guard whose job is to prevent 

contraband — thoughts — from being shared. As both the ridiculousness of his metaphor and the 

metaphoric ridiculousness of his name indicate,112 Blase is an obvious caricature of the 

Metternichean system. In his memoirs, Bauernfeld defined this system as "ein rein negatives: die 

Furcht vor dem Geiste, die Negation des Geistes, der absolute Stillstand, die Versumpfung, die 

Verdummung."113  Blase's function as a spiritual Zollwächter is the first indication of this system, a 

sign of "Furcht vor dem Geiste" that seeks the negation of thought through a policing of 

interpersonal communication, through censorship. Such spiritual border security is, however, only 

one part of the broader miasma in which the administrator seeks to stifle his young lord.  

 The spiritual suffocation of the young baron includes proactive measures designed to trap 

him in ignorance and meaninglessness. First and foremost is his plan to steal lordship of the baron's 

house. His plan is to declare Hermann großjährig, a legal adult, and then marry him to the niece he 

just adopted, Auguste. This will cement his rule over the house, a necessity, he says, because "[d]er 

gute Hermann ist durchaus nicht im Stande, seine Güter selbst zu verwalten; er ist nicht reif dazu — 

                                                
111 Eduard Bauernfeld, Großjährig. Lustspiel in zwei Aufzügen und dem Nachspiel: Ein neuer Mensch (Vienna: Verlag 
von Carl Gerold, 1849), 4–5. 

112 As the propagator of a series of mechanisms designed to give his lord the appearance of an education 
(without any of the substance), Blase is an empty bubble, a "Windbläser," which, according to the Grimm 
Wörterbuch is a "schwätzer" or "verkündiger von irrlehren." Jacob Grimm and Wilhelm Grimm, “Windbläser,” in 
Deutsches Wörterbuch (Leipzig, 1971), 271.  

113 Bauernfeld, Aus Alt- und Neu-Wien, 205. This is in line with Arnold Ruge's definition of "reaction" as an 
attack "gegen die Berechtigung des Verstandes, ... gegen Aufklärung und Rationalismus..." Cited in: Panajotis 
Kondylis, “Reaktion, Restauration,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe Bd. 5, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and 
Reinhart Koselleck, Unveränd. Nachdr. der 1. Aufl, Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, historisches Lexikon zur 
politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland; 5 (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1994), 199.  
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wird niemals reif werden."114 The root of Hermann's incapacity to administer his lands is, ironically, 

his classical education. Lauding the success of his teaching program in this respect, the teacher, 

Spitz, declares: "—unser Erziehungssystem ist doch so übel nicht: es macht Nichts aus den 

Menschen, und so können sie später Alles werden."115 Toward the end of the drama, the young 

baron's rant against his teacher equates the education he received with spiritual death: 

Sie haben eine Menge von Kenntnissen in meinen Kopf gepfropft — nun seh ich es ein: es war 
weniger, um meinen Geist zu nähren, zu bilden, als ihn zu erstricken, zu tödten. Sie haben Cicero's 
Periodenbau und Linnée's Nomenclaturen zu Hilfe gerufen, um mich in leeres Formelwesen zu 
verstricken; Sie haben einen Gelehrten, einen Pedanten aus mir machen wollen — aber Sie haben 
mich zu keinem Menschen gemacht.116  

 Here, Hermann's complaints point to an empty formalism ("leeres Formelwesen") that hid behind 

classical systems of thought ("Cicero's Periodenbau," "Linnée's Nomenclaturen") and gave the 

facade, but none of the substance of a true education. In asserting that his education promoted such 

formal reasoning to the detriment of his human development, the drama points to an affective 

paradigm outside of the reach of a rationalist system, a human need not satisfied by formal thought.  

 Further example of such "empty formalism" comes in the jobs that people perform in the 

drama. Whenever typical employment within the system is mentioned, it is belittled. Hermann is a 

lawyer whose job is to do nothing but read different legal Akten. Attacking this "system," Auguste 

calls him "ein kleiner Beamter — das Allerkleinste, was man sein kann —ein winzig kleines, 

niedliches Rätchen, dem sie nichts anvertrauen als — Lappalien."117 Auguste's reference to the 

                                                
114 ibid., 10. 

115 ibid., 50. 

116 ibid., 58. 

117 ibid., 37. 
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Aktenstück Hermann has to read as a "Lappalie," a "nichts wertes Ding,"118 points back to an empty, 

meaningless formalism based on systemic entrapment that functions by a battery of language to 

distract Hermann from any genuine connection to the world around him. This sentiment is echoed 

in one of the first encounters between Blase and the old liberal Schmerl, where political activity itself 

is subsumed under the rubric of meaningless formal activities. As Blase admonishes Schmerl for not 

doing anything, Schmerl offers a pointed criticism of the goings-on of the system and preaches a 

different, oppositional sort of work: 

Thun? Wer thut denn etwas? Wenn Ihr im Bureau sitzt oder auf die Börs rennt oder Eueren Namen 
ein paar Dutzend mal unterschreibt, das nennt Ihr Geschäfte, das nennt Ihr arbeiten, das nennt Ihr 
etwas thun. Ich thu' nichts, aber ich wirke — ich wirke im Großen, im Ganzen. Ich nehme Theil an 
den großen allgemeinen Angelegenheiten: ich lese die allgemeine Zeitung, lese alle Zeitungen, ich 
urtheile, ich räsonnire darüber; ich bin für den Fortschritt, für die Reform; ich nehme Partei; ich 
mache — Dings da — Opposition. Und nur Opposition, nur Opposition!119  

Schmerl claims here neither to "labor" (arbeiten) nor to "do" (thun) anything — these things are for 

him as good as nothing. What he does, in contrast, is affect change, influence things (wirken). That 

his activities are limited to "Opposition," a pessimistic dismissal of anything coming from the 

current system, indicates that he really does not do anything either. His "Wirken" is as detached as 

the signing of documents or running around "auf die Börs." Großjährig thus presents a seemingly 

hopeless system wherein liberal politics, even if they manifest as opposition, are in fact integrated 

into the system and rendered useless. 

*** 
 The uselessness of liberal language in Großjährig stems from the manner in which the drama's 

dialogue functions: most every discussion is a mutual destruction of political viewpoints in the fire 

of comic nonsensicality. The destructive dialogue in Großjährig is noteworthy because of its 

                                                
118 Jacob Grimm and Wilhelm Grimm, “Lappalie,” in Deutsches Wörterbuch (Leipzig, 1971), 
http://www.woerterbuchnetz.de/DWB?bookref=12,191,51. 

119 Bauernfeld, Großjährig, 11–12. 
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innovative approach to the dramatic norms of the time. To understand Bauernfeld's digression from 

the norm, we can turn to the example of an influential dramatist, critic, and author: Gustav Freytag, 

specifically his oft-cited and reprinted Die Technik des Dramas (1861). There, Freytag states that 

dialogue consists in the portrayal of "Satz und Gegensatz, Empfindung gegen Empfindung, Wille 

gegen Wille," the purpose of which is "aus dem Satz und Gegensatz ein Resultat herauszuheben, 

welches die Handlung weiter treibt." Antithetical viewpoints clash with one another, produce some 

result, and move the plot forward. As Freytag's account continues, it becomes clear that dialogue is 

viewed as a sort of battle of viewpoints and wills. According to Freytag, each participant in a 

dramatic discussion "sucht [...] zu bereden, zu beweisen, hinüber zu führen." 120 Quickly, the 

description of how discussants try to convince one another of the validity of their viewpoints turns 

aggressive, describing a discussant as an "attacker" who either uses strategic knowledge of the 

interlocutor's personality or summons an emotive wave "tief und wahr aus seinem Wesen" to his or 

her aid in the dialogic contest of wills. Freytag argues that Marinelli in Lessing's Emilia Galotti, Carlos 

in Goethe's Clavigo, and Wrangel in Schiller's Wallenstein each exemplify this sort of confrontational 

speech.121 

 A closer look at Freytag's concept of how this Beredung functions highlights the didactic, 

persuasive task of dialogue. According to Freytag, dialogue is used in drama to nurture a common 

opinion. While confrontational on the surface, such dialogue stems from a dramatic imperative to 

foster unity through persuasion. He writes:  

In unseren Dramen schlagen die Motive des Einen gleich Wellen gegen die Brust des Andern, zuerst 
durch den Widerstand gebrochen, dann höher, bis sie endlich über seine Wiederstandskraft reichen 
[...] Es ist bei dieser Art von Dialog gleichgültig, ob erregtes Gefühl oder kühle Reflexion den 

                                                
120 Gustav Freytag, Die Technik des Dramas (Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 1863), 189. 

121 ibid., 190. 
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Drängenden zu seiner Forderung treiben. Diese Scenen [...] entsprechen sehr der Freude der 
Deutschen an gründlicher Erörterung eines Interesses.122  

This type of dialogue functions both diegetically and for the audience as the "gründliche Erörterung 

eines Interesses." As discussants discuss, they work through a problem until one side prevails and an 

"interest" wins out; as the audience views this, they are exposed to argumentative strategy and might 

thus be invited to reflect on the process of dialogue itself. In this sense, dramatic dialogue is a 

performative instantiation of one of the foundations of the Enlightenment public sphere, the so-

called "dialogue of ideas."123 According to Gabriele Vickermann and Dietmar Rieger, such a dialogue 

was a "spekulatives Durchspielen von Ideen" that emancipated itself "als Medium aufklärerischer 

Reflexion von seiner rein rhetorischen Bestimmung."124 Observing dramatic dialogue in the form of 

a battle of ideas in which characters argue with and convince one another of certain things, viewers 

are thus trained in the methods of argumentative critique. Within Bauernfeld's drama, the liberal 

Schmerl is himself a big advocate of dialogue. He states as much on his way to a celebratory meal for 

a young liberal poet: "dabei soll gesprochen werden — gesprochen! Denn nur immerfort 

gesprochen und gesprochen! Darauf kommt's an — das ist jetzt die Hauptsache. Nur Reden 

gehalten, Zusammenkünfte, Fest-Essen, Zweck-Essen, Dinger da — meetings — Man glaubt nicht, 

was das nützt, was das die Zustände verbessert!"125 In fact, neither such meetings nor dialogue itself 

can achieve anything in the drama. 

                                                
122 ibid., 190-1. 

123 At the same time, though, the interestedness of this conceptualization of dialogue would seem to stand in 
diametric opposition to the “disinterestedness” which aesthetic theorists from Kant to Schiller took for 
granted.   

124 Gabriele Vickermann and Dietmar Rieger, “Vorwort,” in Dialog und Dialogizität im Zeichen der Aufklärung, ed. 
Gabriele Vickermann and Dietmar Rieger (Tübingen: G. Narr, 2003), 7. 

125 Bauernfeld, Großjährig, 24. 
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 While we see characters arguing with one another and trying to convince each other of the 

veracity of their viewpoint, this shatters in the confrontations between Schmerl and Blase. The 

bourgeois-rationalist notion of a dialogue that can breed consensus, pivotal to the Enlightenment 

and characteristic of nineteenth century liberalism,126 is dead in Großjährig's debased salon. Here 

follows a lengthy quotation where the drama emphasizes just how dead consensus and how 

meaningless persuasive dialogue are in the diegetic world's exchange of ideas. As the drama nears its 

conclusion, Schmerl unmasks himself as a liberal and denounces Blase as a conservative. There 

follows a humorous "dialogue" in which the two speak past one another, using identical rhetorical 

structures to attempt to persuade one another and Auguste's mother, Amalie, of their correctness: 

Blase. Conservativ? Hören Sie's, Frau Schwägerin? Conservativ! Ja, das bin ich — und ich bin stolz 
darauf. [...]Denn das ganze Weltsystem, der liebe Gott selber ist conservativ.  

Schmerl. Ich behaupte das Gegentheil.  

[...] 

Blase. Lassen Sie mich ausreden! — Ist nicht Alles so geblieben, wie's am ersten Schöpfungstage 
war? Ist das Firmament nicht stabil? Und die Sonne, der Mond, die feuerspeinden Bergen und die 
vier Jahreszeiten? Spazieren die Planeten nicht beständig in ihrer vorschriftsmäßigen Bahn herum? 
Ziehen sich die Körper nicht an nach dem Gesetz der Schwere, und gibt's irgendwo einen absolut 
leeren Raum als in gewissen Köpfen? Blöckt das Schaf nicht gerade so wie vor sechstausend Jahren? 
Und der Löwe brüllt, das Pferd wiehert, die Taube girrt und der Esel paht! Fressen nicht die wilden 
Thiere die zahmen, die Raubvögel die kleineren Vögel, diese die Käfer, der Mensch so ziemlich Alles, 
und die Würmer auch den Menschen? Ist dieses Fressen und Gefressenwerden nicht eigens weise 
darauf eingerichtet, die Welt zu erhalten? Ist's nicht conservativ? — Ja, der Hunger ist das Eine große 
Lebensmotiv, und die Liebe ist das Andere. Hunger und Liebe erhalten die Welt im Gange, und 
darum sorgen auch wir Männer der Ordnung immer dafür, daß die Kartoffeln nicht ausgehen, damit 
die Leute zu essen haben, und sich lieb haben können. Mehr braucht's nicht. Hab' ich nicht recht, 
Frau Schwägerin? hab' ich nicht recht? 

Amal. Es scheint wirklich — 

Schmerl. Ich behaupte von Allem das Gegentheil. Ihr wollt die Welt erhalten? 

Blase. Ja, das wollen wir. 

Schmerl. Warum? Wozu? 

Blase. Wir wollen — 

                                                
126  For more on the concept of associations and their importance to the Enlightenment and liberalism, see: 
Wolfgang Hardtwig, “Verein,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe Bd. 6, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and 
Reinhart Koselleck, Unveränd. Nachdr. der 1. Aufl, Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, historisches Lexikon zur 
politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland; 6 (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1990), esp. 792-4, 799-802, 809-812. 
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Schmerl. Lassen Sie mich ausreden! — Die Welt ist fertig, und sie erhält sich von selbst — bloß 
durch das Dings da — die Bewegung. Freilich, folgte man Euch, so säßen wir wackere Deutsche 
noch im finstern Urwald, das Bärenfell um die Schulter, verspeis'ten Wurzeln und Eicheln, und 
wären mit einem Wort — Dinger da — Barbaren. Aber da kam die große Bewegung — die 
Völkerwanderung — ein Zauberschlag — verschiedene andere Schläge — die neue Welt war da. Die 
Wälder brennen jetzt in unsern Oefen, aus dem Bärenfell ist ein Salonfrack geworden, aus den 
Eicheln Thee und Kaffee, und die Barbaren sind gegenwärtig Commerzienräthe, Kammerjunker, 
Garde-Lieutenants und Börse-Spekulanten — wodurch? Durch die Bewegung. Der physische 
Mensch muß sich Bewegung machen — das ist das Erste — fragen Sie nur Ihren Arzt — und ein 
Bischen geistige Commotion kann auch nicht schaden. Darum Bewegung! nur Bewegung! — Hab' 
ich nicht recht, Frau Blase-Walter, hab' ich nicht recht? 

Amal. Man sollte meinen — 

Blase. Was meinen? Ich bleibe bei meiner Meinung. 

Schmerl. Und ich bei der meinigen. Ich sage, es geht vorwärts.  

Blase. Und ich behaupte, es bleibt beim Alten. 

Amal. So ist's recht! Meine ein Jeder, was er will: so handelt Ihr Beide, wie es vernünftigen Männern 
ziemt. Bewegen Sie sich, Herr Schmerl — bleiben Sie stille stehen, Herr Schwager — kümm're sich 
Keiner um den Andern! Die Welt wird ohne Euch Beide wissen, was sie zu thun hat.127 

 This confrontation between conservative and liberal worldviews dramatically demonstrates their 

common exclusivity while at the same time using their dialogic comparison to expose a surprising 

commonality. This surprising common denominator belies the comic task of the drama as a whole: 

even though there is no ideological compatibility between the two, they are nonetheless formally the 

same and equally ineffective. Political debates between diametric opposites are cast as a sort of 

ridiculous side show, a distraction from actual political work, a work which here occurs in sarcastic 

commentary on the meaninglessness of the status quo. As Amelie comments, "Die Welt wird ohne 

Euch Beide wissen, was sie zu thun hat."  

 Blase's trap, spun above in the various hindrances to Hermann's ability to mature, is thus 

joined by a hegemonic political system consisting of two parts that cancel each other out, 

maintaining a further level of tension that restricts the possibility of any sort of progress in the 

drama. Moving beyond the typical satiric move of portraying politicians as blithering idiots, the 
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drama here indicates a political Witz on the level of Novalis's "Zustand der Auflösung aller 

Verhältnisse,"128 Opposing ideologies clash with and negate each other, leaving an uneasy balance of 

powerlessness that becomes the locus of the drama's comedic effect. The clash between liberalism 

and conservatism seems to be decided in favor of the latter, as in this tension, all that Blase has to 

do is wait until the opposition dissipates: "abwarten— das ist das Hauptgeheimnis einer guten 

Administration. Wenn man wartet, kommt alles von selbst..." the administrator quips, hearkening to 

the classic Metternichean principle of doing nothing about a political crisis until the situation has 

quieted down.129 As proof of the efficacy of Abwarten, the drama mentions that liberal poetry is no 

longer politically dangerous: "die sind aus der Mode und deßhalb unschädlich."130 In portraying the 

conditions of the drama as so absurdly self-contradicting, Bauernfeld has thus primed his audience 

for a change through comic representations. Against this miserable condition, both pinnacle and 

underlying principle of the intellectual imprisonment of the young baron, the drama offers a single 

solution: laughter. 

*** 
 Großjährig's frenetic stasis is one born out of contrast between opposing ideologies, a tense 

parity upheld by contradictory pulls in opposite directions. An unexpected third element that has an 

altogether different operative mode intervenes, shattering the stagnation. This is ridicule, embodied 

in Auguste. In more radical fashion than Amalie, the drama's other female figure, Auguste takes a 

                                                
128 Hardenberg (Novalis), “Blüthenstaub,” 441. 

129 As Bauernfeld writes of the time around 1820: "Das berüchtigte österreichische System mit seiner Devise: 
'abwarten' bremste auch die Staatsmaschine so lang, bis sie zuletzt völlig ins Stocken gerieth, wenn gleich die 
gedankenarme und kraftlose Gerontokratie, welche in der Folge an's Ruder gelangte, im schläferigen 
Regierungs-Dusel und in unnützer Geschäftigkeit inzwischen ihre Actenstücke rastlos weiter erledigte..." 
Bauernfeld, Aus Alt- und Neu-Wien, 23–24. 

130 Bauernfeld, Großjährig, 10. This plays to some extent on the assertion of a Frankfurt censor from 28. 
February 1843: “Das Interesse für die politische Poesie ist gewaltig im Abnehmen. Freiligrath hatte 
volkommen recht, als er der politischen Poesie ein baldiges Grab prophezeite.” See: Glossy, “II. Theil (1843-
1847),” 46. 
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hammer to the world of men and turns everything into a joke. As opposed to typical "ohnmächtige 

Frau" of the nineteenth century,131 Auguste has a unique agency in the drama powered by Witz. 

Asked by her uncle if she knows how to run a household, she replies: "Das will ich meinen! Wofür 

war ich denn in einer Hausfrau-Bildungsanstalt?" She recounts her education there: "Dort lernt man 

alles Mögliche: Geographie, Gurken einlegen; Astronomie, Wein abziehen; vaterländische 

Geschichte, Komödie spielen; Aesthetik, Hühner abstechen — o Herr Onkel, ich bin abgerichtet 

wie ein Vogel im Kunstkabinet: ich kann Alles, Alles."132 The pairs she lists here constitute a 

complex not of opposites, but of things that have nothing to do with one another. Her Witz within 

the drama is a combination of the final two pairs: she intercedes in Blase's reactionary schemes as a 

joke (the intervention of comedy in vaterländische Geschichte), her aesthetic value is to cut the throats of 

the political “hens,” Blase and Schmerl, with ridicule. Thus does she kill political stasis (coded as a 

pointless activity) with laughter, enabling a new path for Hermann by canceling out every aspect of 

the world as it was.  

 Given that Auguste is the lynchpin in Blase's plan to forever lord over Hermann's 

household, all she has to do is charm Hermann into marrying her. However, Blase's niece does not 

behave according to plan. We see this from her first appearance in the play, where her uncle asks her 

explicitly to quit joking around: "Laß Deine Possen, Nichte! [...] In meinem Haus herrscht ein solider 

Ton."133 As Blase tells Auguste what a man Hermann has become, she replies: "Wirklich? Damals 

kam er mir mehr wie ein Riesenkind vor — wie eine Art großes Wickelkind..." To this, Blase again 

                                                
131 On the image of the "ohnmächtige Frau" in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century drama, see: Cécile 
Ellwanger, “Zwischen Stabilität und Konflikt: ohnmächtige Frauen in der Literatur des 18. und 19. 
Jahrhunderts.” (Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München, 2011), 90–232, esp. 185–190, 226-32. 

132 Bauernfeld, Großjährig, 18. 

133 ibid., 17. 
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cautions: "Keine Posse, sag' ich." At this point, Schmerl sees an opportunity and invites her to join 

forces with the liberals: "Kehren Sie sich nicht an den alten Onkel! Wir jüngeren Leute halten 

zusammen; wir machen Dings da — Opposition." Welcoming the suggestion, Auguste accepts: 

"Wenn man mich am Lachen hindern will — von Herzen gern."134 Here, Großjährig's satirist echoes 

both Cato's defense of the Harlequin in Gottsched und Gellert135 and Ludolf Wienbarg’s remarks in the 

Ästhetische Feldzüge (discussed in more detail in Chapter 3), attacking an older literary elite for not 

properly understanding the low aesthetic form of the joke or how a younger generation might make 

use of humor.136 Officially forbidden from laughing, she nominally joins Schmerl in "Opposition," 

but from a much more radical standpoint than the old liberal's useless posturing.  

 As opposed to Schmerl's uneasy tension with Blase, Auguste unleashes a negating opposition 

based on ridicule that actually produces a change in the diegetic balance of power. She liberates 

Hermann from his spiritual imprisonment by belittling everything he does. As she and Hermann are 

introduced, one of the first things she does is tell the baron about her uncle's plan: "Sie sollen mit 

Nächstem für großjährig erklärt werden, man will Sie aber für alle Zukunft am Bändchen halten[...] 

ich soll dazu beitragen. Es ist also eine politische Heirat — verstehen Sie?" She then tells Hermann 

that while she herself cannot intervene in this plan, Hermann can, all he has to do is: "Selbstständig 

auftreten, thun, was Sie wollen." She continues, telling Hermann that he should take matters into his 

own hand, whereupon he replies he does not know what to do: "Ich weiß mir nicht zu rathen. Ich 

will [...] die Hände in den Schooß legen." Instead of offering any sort of advice on what Hermann 

                                                
134 ibid., 18-9. 

135 "... Sie wissen nicht, daß es einer Nation erwünscht und werthvoll sein kann: die Laune und den Witz des 
Volkes auf dem Theater dargestellt und wirksam zu sehen, wenn das Volk sonst nirgends Veranlassung hat 
witzig zu sein." Laube, Gottsched und Gellert, 193. 

136 Wienbarg, Aesthetische Feldzüge, 307–8. 
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might do other than lay his hands in his lap, Auguste begins her provocative belittling: "Thun Sie 

das: es ist das bequemste. Werden Sie ein Pedant, ein Philister, wie mein Oheim." Shortly after this, 

she starts tearing up the legal files Hermann brought home from work in order to wrap some silk in 

the paper, emphasizing how little she thinks of the system she is busy tearing apart: "Was ist's denn 

weiter? Es bleibt noch genug übrig!"137 In a few words and a tiny action, she has vivisected the core 

of Hermann's professional life. 

 Her activity, an assertion of the satiric right to offend, starts an emotional cascade in the 

young baron whereupon he starts questioning every aspect of the world and his place in it. After 

Hermann complains that she can never be serious, she lets loose a biting attack on the baron: 

Sie glauben, ich kann nicht ernsthaft sein? Wohlan, Herr Baron, jetzt will ich ernsthaft mit Ihnen 
sprechen. Sie sind im Mannesalter und lassen sich am Gängelbändchen leiten. Sie besitzen reiche und 
blühende Ländereien, die unter fremden Händen verwildern. Sie haben Unterthanen, die man 
verwahrlost und bedrückt; Sie sind ein Diener, ein Knecht, wo Sie Herr und Gebieter sein könnten 
— pfui, schämen Sie sich junger Mann! — Verzeihen Sie, künftiger Herr Commerzienrath, 
Kammerrath, wie-immer-Rath, daß sich ein naseweises Mädchen herausnimmt, Ihnen den Text zu 
lesen; aber es war meine Absicht, Ihre Energie zu wecken; gelingt es mir — wohl und gut; wenn 
nicht, so bleiben Sie, was Sie sind, ein kleiner Beamter...138  

 Her critical line here accuses Hermann of having all of the trappings, but none of the substance of a 

young baron: he is a grown man who is led around "am Gängelbändchen," he has nice lands that 

others are letting go wild, he is a servant when he should be a lord. His status as a baron is as 

meaningless as Schmerl's nominal "opposition;" in exposing the contradictions at the root of 

Hermann's being, Auguste seeks to encourage him to take action: "es war meine Absicht, Ihre 

Energie zu wecken..." In this way, she presents a series of the baron's interests which are being 

ignored. Her plan succeeds. After Auguste leaves, Hermann stands alone and wonders: "... warum 

bin ich denn eigentlich ein Beamter? Warum? Wozu? Es war der Wille meines Vaters. — Ach, es 
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war sein Wille, daß ich keinen Willen haben soll! — Aber ich will! Ich will wollen!"139 Here, 

Auguste's ridiculing has begun a process of self-determination for the baron that is quite in line with 

the Young Hegelian Arnold Ruge's thoughts on the subject of comedic art and individual liberty: 

"Das Komische [...] und der Witz, beide sind die Selbstbefreiung, welche als Besinnung in der 

Endlichkeit und über die Endlichkeit des Geistes zur Erscheinung kommt..."140  The baron's road to 

self-liberation has begun as a result of Auguste's ridicule. 

 The birth-pangs of Hermann's freedom are violent and confrontational. Immediately after 

his encounter with Auguste, the baronn intercepts a servant with a letter addressed to him, who 

planned to take the correspondence to Blase. As Hermann demands to see the letter, the servant 

states: "Sie dürfen Ihre Briefe nicht lesen. [...] Herr Blase und Herr Spitz haben sich's vorbehalten, 

zuerst einen Blick hineinzuwerfen." Spitz comes along and confesses to the practice of opening his 

letters, admitting that the current letter seems to be from the forester, complaining about over-

logging. "Entsetzlich!" Hermann shouts, "So handelt man an mir, an meinem Gut?"141 Immediately 

after this exchange, Blase shows up with good news: Hermann has been promoted to "Assessor" 

and so Blase proclaims that Hermann will be declared großjährig and gives provisional blessing to a 

marriage between the baron and Auguste. As Hermann stands "in sich gekehrt," Auguste exclaims 

triumphantly at the end of the first act: "Jetzt ist der Philister fertig."142 Auguste's ridicule has started 

a chain of events that foil her uncle's plans and lead to Hermann finally asserting himself. 

*** 

                                                
139 ibid., 37. 

140 Arnold Ruge, Neue Vorschule der Aesthetik: Das Komische, mit einem komischen Anhange (Buchandlung des 
Waisenhauses, 1837), 183. 

141 Bauernfeld, Großjährig, 38–40. 

142 Bauernfeld, 41–42. 
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 Having shocked the baron out of complacency, Auguste has opened up a revolutionary 

moment in the drama that results from the gender dynamic between her and Hermann: her 

emasculating ridicule of the young baron has made him realize his lack of manhood and forced him 

to do everything he can to assert his masculinity. In some ways echoing Schiller's denunciation of 

revolutionary women in "Das Lied von der Glocke,"143 Spitz's remarks on the change in the baron 

indicate the danger of this re-awakened spirit: "Ein neuer Geist ist in ihn gefahren seit — Sie im 

Hause sind. Aber nehmen Sie sich in Acht, Fräulein! Sie haben die Büchse der Pandora geöffnet — 

Sie haben die bösen Geister heraufbeschworen — vergessen Sie das Zauberwort nicht, das sie 

wieder bändigt."144 This revolution, possible only because Auguste refused to play the part of 

innocent, passive object of male desire,145 unfolds over the second act in two phases. In the first, 

Hermann is absent, brooding over the machinations of his uncle, as Auguste embarks on a minor 

reformist coup as part of what Antonio Gramsci would call a "war of position."146 After ignoring an 

attempt by her mother to talk up the baron, she likens her situation to a castle siege:  

Der erste Sturm ist glücklich abgeschlagen. Eigentlich kam's noch gar nicht dazu. Die Mama ward als 
Plänkler vorausgesendet — aber ihr Angriff war nicht herzhaft genug. Nun wird der Onkel 

                                                
143 "Da werden Weiber zu Hyänen/ Und treiben mit Entsetzen Scherz,/ Noch zuckend, mit des Panthers 
Zähnen, Zerreissen sie des Feindes Herz." Friedrich Schiller, “Das Lied von der Glocke.” In Schillers Werke I 
(Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1992), 66-67. 

Auguste's satiric assaults on the world around her both evoke the laughter of the hyena and the tearing apart 
of the panther's tooth, though they are positively coded here in opposition to Schiller's denunciatory tone.  

144 ibid., 52. 

145 In the most recent English-language treatment of Bauernfeld to-date, John Warren mentions a change in 
Bauernfeld's portrayal of women from those who were "unduly compliant" to a more assertive model most 
clearly visible in the character Katharina in Bürgerlich und Romantisch, whom Warren calls "an early feminist." 
Warren, “Eduard von Bauernfeld and the Beginnings of Austrian Social Drama,” 138. Auguste is, perhaps, 
the most radical of Bauernfeld's assertive women. 

146 See the translator's notes in: Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, ed. 
Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith, 8. pr (New York: International Publ, 1985), 206–8.  
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nachrücken mit dem schweren Geschütz: 'Du bist mir Dankbarkeit schuldig' — bum! — 'Du mußt 
an Deine Zukunft denken!' — bum! — 'An Deine Versorgung" — bum! bum!147 

As she resists her mother and uncle, refusing to play an active role in trapping the baron, Auguste 

opens up the possibility of meaningful change in the household. Having warded off her mother's 

attempts to gain her commitment to the marriage, the revolutionary daughter manages to alter the 

balance of power by flipping Spitz to the cause of the opposition. Spitz himself had once been more 

radical but had acquiesced to the system after he had been expelled from the university "wegen 

Verdachtes der Hinneigung zu liberalen Tendenz-Annäherung." In spite of his years of service to 

the reactionary system, he claims to still be "jeder Metamorphose fähig, denn mein Geist ist frisch 

und versatil" and promises to help Auguste: "Wir befreien den jungen Mann."148 Having won over 

the teacher and thus shifted the balance of power into a parity between oppositional and reactionary 

forces, Auguste's resistance seems on the verge of success. 

 Her alliance with Spitz is quickly put to the test and fails. The administrator first reads out an 

official letter declaring Hermann of legal age, whereupon Spitz attempts to publicly distance himself 

from Blase:  

Sie sind jetzt großjährig und im vollen Besitze Ihrer Freiheit und Unabhängigkeit [...] In welchem 
Sinne Sie aber auch in der Folge Ihre Angelegenheiten zu führen gedenken, vergessen Sie nicht, Herr 
Baron, daß ein getreuer Spitz an Ihrer Seite steht, welcher bereit ist, Ihnen sein Leben lang zu dienen, 
und sich genau einem jeden System zu benehmen, welches Sie einzuschlagen belieben werden.149 

Spitz's invitation here for the baron to institute any sort of system he wishes is quickly undercut by 

the practical spinelessness of the speaker. Blase intervenes, declaring: "Über das System ist keine 

Frage: es ist und bleibt das Blase'sche [...] Der Herr Assessor kennt uns Beide, er weiß, daß wir sein 

Bestes wollen. Ihre Kenntnisse werden ihn fortan unterstützen." Flattered, Spitz adds that Blase's 
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"guten Rathschläge" will also help.150 The soft, reformist coup Auguste had tried to institute with 

Spitz's help thus fails on the heels of the teacher's shortsighted opportunism. Blase asks for the 

hands of Hermann and Auguste as the niece wonders what Hermann will say.   

 No matter the failure of the reformist agenda, a much more radical process had been put in 

motion by Auguste's ridiculing. Hermann conducts, by all accounts, a revolution. He first asserts 

that he himself will take over the administration: "... so will ich vor Allem in Zukunft meine Güter 

selbst verwalten." He declares reform after reform: "Meine Wälder sollen nicht länger ausgerottet 

werden; ich will neue Pflanzungen anlegen, neue Bauten herstellen, Sümpfe und Moräste 

austrocknen —" After shocking the assembled with his new plans and denouncing Blase and Spitz 

for destroying his "Lebensglück," Hermann departs: "Ich gehe, den ersten Schritt zu meiner 

Befreiung zu thun."151 After Hermann leaves, Blase worries about what is about to happen: "der 

Welt-Untergang steht vor der Thür, wenn man uns beseitigen will, uns Männer des Bestehenden, der 

Ordnung."152 With the storm of the young baron's eminent return threatening to break at any 

moment, the people in the house assume the worst is about to happen. Spitz tells Auguste that "[d]ie 

bösen Geister" are returning and implores her to use her "Zauberformel," Hermann's attraction to 

her, in order to prevent total chaos.  

 It is, however, too late for Auguste to try and stop Hermann. The baron returns and declares 

his intention to go traveling in order to finally grow up; he has quit his job and now wants to have 

words with Blase. It is here that a revolutionary, if comical, fit overcomes the young baron: 
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"Niemand soll mich hindern, ein Mann zu sein..." Auguste warns him: "seien Sie nur mäßig." 

Hermann then discloses that it was in fact Auguste who woke up his wild side: 

Mäßig? Nichts da! Ich war lange genug zahm, aber es kommt nichts heraus dabei. Sanfte und 
geduldige Menschen werden verlacht, verspottet, verhöhnt — nun will ich wild werden, wild — 
Nicht gegen Sie mein Fräulein! Nicht gegen Sie! Ihnen dank' ich ja meine Selbstständigkeit, meine 
Energie! Sie haben meinen schlummernden Geist geweckt — zwar durch Lachen, durch Spotten — 
doch gleichviel! Ich bin jetzt ein Mann — ein Mann — das ist genug. Ich will mich auch in Zukunft 
nur mit Männern umgeben, ich will arbeiten, wirken, thätig sein, will mich in's Leben stürzen, in die 
Welt — in eine lebendige, schaffende, in eine thätige, neu gestaltende Welt — — Wär' nur gleich 
etwas da, das ich neu gestalten könnte! (er stößt einen Stuhl hart auf den Boden). 153 

Enraged, Hermann declares his intent to get revenge on "Ihr Onkel — Herr Spitz — Herr Dings da 

— Alle, Alle!" — except Auguste: "Sie haben nichts zu bersorgen [...] Sie sind von diesem 

Augenblicke an frei..."154 He throws a few more chairs around and asks if Auguste's mother and 

uncle are home.  

 Given Bauernfeld's avowed liberal tendencies and the formulaic nature of the Lustspiel, one 

would expect Hermann to then throw out Blase and marry Auguste, instituting a happy new order in 

his house. Such a domestic revolution would symbolize the typical yearnings for freedom of 

Vormärz liberalism at the same time as it conformed to common tropes about the triumph of a 

simple cure-all: love. As Eloesser notes, however, love has a more nuanced nature in Bauernfeld's 

dramas: "die Liebe ist mit ihren Formen und Äußerungen den gesellschaftlichen Verhältnissen 

unterworfen, [...] sie bringt innere Gegensätze zusammen, die zu Konflikten treiben, sie ist häufig 

gerade der Anfang von Verwirrungen, Krisen..."155 Accordingly, the drama ends on a rather different 

note. As Blase comes, Hermann tells the administrator that he refuses to marry Auguste because, as 
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Spitz observes, "[e]r will das Herz eines Mädchens nicht zwingen..." Hermann departs, promising to 

return in a year "als Mann, als neuer Mensch."156 The drama ends on an uncertain note:  

Blase. Herr Spitz! Ist's denn wirklich? Wir sind wieder nothwendig? 

Spitz. (händereibend). Der Status quo ist hergestellt — 

Blase. Es bleibt beim Alten — Blase — Blase — 

Schmerl. Nein, es geht vorwärts! Das hat man uns zu danken — der Dings da — der Opposition.157  

Ending as it does with the revolutionary Hermann departing to come back as a new man, leaving in 

place the awkward stasis against which Auguste's satiric intervention had had some effect, the drama 

has a curious, mixed message. The political deadlock between an absent-minded liberalism (Schmerl) 

and a resolute conservatism (Blase) remains in place. The satirist Auguste managed to disrupt this 

system, but the revolutionary key, Hermann, was unprepared, and so the drama's deadening stasis 

reasserts itself. The shock to his masculine self-image delivered by Auguste's belittling attacks, 

however, had changed him, had opened up the possibility of something different and planted the 

idea in his head that things could be different. There is the drama's critical function.  

*** 
 The disruptiveness of Auguste's satire is the cornerstone of the pedagogical task of the 

Charakterstück, demonstrating on a diegetic level what Großjährig itself sought to do within the war of 

words between liberalism and conservatism in the Vormärz. Through belittling jokes, it cut through 

to the heart of the potentially revolutionary subject (Hermann), awakening him to the myriad abuses 

suffered upon him, and yet was not the revolutionary moment itself. Bauernfeld himself writes that 

he composed Großjährig in order to expose problems at the root of political discourse: "Übrigens ist 

das Lächerliche kein ausschließliches Privilegium der Conservativen — die Radikalen sind dazu gleich 
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berechtigt."158 In a radical representation of the outrageousness of the status quo, the drama sought 

to outrage audiences, spark a critical distance from this status quo and open up a new discursive 

space. Bauernfeld's satiric vivisection of the discursive boundaries of Vormärz political praxis, 

symbolized in "eine Gesellschaft herumwandelnder Zeitungen" was a cry for change, a change 

whose first step was the ridiculing negation of a system of nominal opposites that in reality 

reinforced one another and contributed to a political paralysis that would disappear for the few brief 

months of the Märzrevolution. That he chose a rigidly formulaic comedy in a typical domestic 

setting159 to do so was testament both to his belief in the popular stage as a vehicle of societal 

criticism and the fact that, to succeed, his comedy would have to be able to assimilate to the 

expectations of the Vormärz stage. By injecting his venomous critical program into a common, 

effective, and successful comedic setting, Bauernfeld displays the potential of the period's drama to 

functionally transform the notion of a public sphere into a satiric, comic medium where the 

Charakter of an age could be pilloried.  

5.4 Conclusion 

 This analysis has assessed two of the most biting examples of the satiric Charakterstück from 

the late-Vormärz repertoire, examining the Schlacht these plays exercised upon political constellations 

through comedy. In Gottsched und Gellert, we saw this predominantly on a formal level, concentrating 

on the mechanism of Witz and its use in the presentation of common interests. Common interest 

was the driving force to unify a kaleidoscopic array of heterogeneous characters behind opposition 

to Prussian intrusions into academic life and in support of emancipatory liberalism's end-goal: 

German unification. The efficacy and understandability of the political valence of Laube's drama was 
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only possible through a comic mechanism (Witz) and thus indicates its author’s belief in the 

profound utility of the comedic stage for a revivification of the German public sphere. Such a 

revivification of the public sphere, however, requires a vivisecting act on the body politic. This we 

saw in more detail in Bauernfeld's Großjährig, where ridiculing attack, the negative correlate of the 

constructive principle of Laube's Schlachtdrama, was explicated as a matter of practice in the 

destabilizing ridicule of the drama's satirist, Auguste. Taken together, these two successful comedies 

demonstrate a radical revision of the purpose of the stage, a bold formula for the reform of 

entertainment in the service of social emancipation.  

 That this new phase of literary Befreiungskrieg took place in a dramatic genre designed to go 

after mindsets and personality traits was not a coincidence. In the Charakterstück, liberal authors such 

as Bauernfeld and Laube found fertile ground for an entertaining critical enterprise. Both dramas use 

Witz to excise those mindsets anathema to the principles of a free society (the ridiculing joke). 

Conversely, both plays built a diegetic ensemble of minds capable of instituting change in the hopes 

of spawning within their audiences a community of ridiculers put off by the excesses these dramas 

displayed within a stagnating society. This 'wit-ical' public sphere oversteps the bounds of simple 

agonism — what Chantal Mouffe calls "struggle between adversaries," and bleeds into antagonism, 

"struggle between enemies."160 While there is agonism in the adversarial exchanges between figures 

such as Gottsched and Cato or Auguste and Hermann, there is also antagonism, a destructive drive 

toward absolute refutation and expulsion, directed at those institutions of state the dramas rally 

against, such as the Prussian military (Gottsched und Gellert) or the Metternichean system (Großjährig). 

The mechanism of such destruction was not rational argumentation, but scathing, attacking humor, 

an affective tool whose inclusivity extends only to those not classified as a target.  
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 These attacks were as effective as possible, considering the material conditions of their time 

and the inherent ambiguity of the comedic medium. Here, the subaltern status of the revolutionaries 

in these dramas works both for and against the efficacy of the satiric attack. A servant (Schladritz), a 

criminal (Cato), and a woman (Auguste) are the main vehicles of the dramas' subversive content. On 

the one hand, this speaks to those subalterns dispossessed by the Vormärz regime and could be seen 

as an encouragement for revolt among nominally controlled populations. On the other, pairing their 

subversion with their subaltern status is a hallmark of the comedic form, as we saw above. Thus is 

the edge of their revolutionary potential blunted in the cushion of laughter. Laughing about 

revolutionaries in the theater is, however, still an open engagement with them, and in this way does 

the ambivalence of the comic form offer a public forum for these dispositions in spite of itself. Like 

his Cato, Heinrich Laube had tried his hand at direct public agitation for change, and it landed him 

in jail. Given the material danger inherent in political activity, the comic stage, ambiguous as it is, 

was the closest an author could dream of to a feasible venue for the dispensation of political ideals 

ulterior to those of the Vormärz system. The comic stage becomes "einer Nation erwünscht und 

werthvoll" not simply in its admittedly limited potential for criticial discourse, but in its witty 

rejuvenation of communal spirit. As a bastion to maintain and nurture a sense of commonality 

through the affective paradigm of the joke, these dramas indicate both the widespread desire for 

reform in German-speaking society and the very limited feasibility thereof: where real change was 

improbable, the comic public sphere these dramas instantiated offered at least the opportunity to 

joke about it.  Through this opportunity to laugh at the system, both authors sought, in spite of the 

seeming impossibility of the situation, to instigate change through the power of ridicule.    
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CONCLUSION. DRAMATIC SATIRE AND THE MÄRZREVOLUTION: REQUIEM 
FOR A SILLY GUERILLA WAR 

 
The previous chapters portrayed a steady rhetorical heightening of conflict between liberal 

reformers and the reactionary apparatus of the German Confederation in the Vormärz under the 

aegis of a satiric theater that had its aesthetic roots in the conflicts of the 1790s. Satirists developed a 

broad range of formal and tactical methods whereby they sought to use the stage toward 

transformational ends. The satiric whip, still in playwrights’ hands no matter the classicist or 

ironizing impulses of the era, was a scourge upon the ossifying structures of early nineteenth century 

society. 

This story began, as we saw in Chapter 1, in the personal and aesthetic polemics of the 

1790s, where August von Kotzebue and the Jena Romantics fought one another for dramatic 

supremacy and ended up  forging two of the primary, interrelated theatrical means by which satire 

continued on as a means of public discourse when this was elsewhere impossible. Unlike other 

forms of aesthetic distancing meant to preserve the political by replacing it with the aesthetic, satiric 

attack maintained its political nature even as it masqueraded as an esoteric Romanticism or a 

seemingly ephemeral popular theater.  

These two forms evolved in the reactionary, post-Napoleonic landscape into a means of 

hidden satiric attack on the pillars of Metternichean central Europe from the obscurity of fantastic 

dreamscapes, as we saw in Chapter 2. Authors like Joseph von Eichendorff, August von Platen, and 

Christian Dietrich Grabbe continued on the Romantic path and used the high-brow form of the 

Lesedrama to radicalize the Zauberstück, manipulating the surreal worlds they created to parabolically 

attack the deficiencies of their own time. At the same time, the popular Viennese tradition of 
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Volkstheater, re-founded in fantastic fashion by Mozart’s Zauberflöte, effected a shift in the moralizing 

capacity of the popular stage. Where the Zauberstücke of Ferdinand Raimund continued to offer a 

reinforcement of the ethical and moral status quo of reactionary society by re-emphasizing the 

values of the traditional bourgeois family, later plays such as Charlotte Birch-Pfeiffer’s Walpurgisnacht 

and Johann Nestroy’s Der böse Geist Lumpazivagabundus implicitly or overtly undermined these values, 

attacking thusly the moral basis of the post-Napoleonic order. No longer was the stage used solely 

to moralize in defense of the status quo of the German Confederation, but it began to be used in 

order to question that status quo. 

Enabled by these aesthetic developments, a new generation of dramatists in the 1830s and 

1840s declared war on Vormärz society. As we saw in Chapter 3, this war was apparent both to the 

agents of the Metternichean system and to authors themselves, where the rhetoric of war, coupled 

with a preoccupation with comedic acts, led to “ein lustiger Guerillakrieg” between the two sides. It 

was this silly guerilla war that we then saw develop in the works of Georg Büchner and Karl 

Gutzkow in Chapter 4. A series of dramaturgical developments enabled Büchner to re-fashion the 

theatrical fool as a subversive partisan fighting for the overthrow of society from the popular form 

of the Intriguenstück. Gutzkow then took this Büchnerian form and made it more palatable to a broad 

audience (and censoring authorities), seeking thereby to popularize a mode of aesthetic resistance. 

Gutzkow’s success was more than one would expect,  given the strictures of the day. But his success 

was not lasting, for his was a subterranean war. Against the weapons of censorship, such sneaky 

strategies, coupled with the relative underdevelopment of liberal channels for dissent, proved below 

the task of instantiating societal change. Nonetheless, as the decade before 1848 wore on, resistance 

continued, becoming, as we saw in Chapter 5, even more open in the Charakterstücke of Heinrich 

Laube and Eduard Bauernfeld. On the eve of the Märzrevolution, bourgeois liberalism’s aborted 

attempt to fashion a united and free German state, things seemed, then, to be looking up.  
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From what this dissertation has heretofore established, it would seem as though satiric 

theater was one of the most effective tools in the rhetorical arsenal of those looking to effect change 

through art. Such an alignment between the satiric mode and the hopes of liberal reformers, 

however potent and promising it might have seemed in the days of resistance, never materialized, or 

if it did, did so in ways that highlighted the bifurcation between the liberal notions of freedom and 

the sort of ridicule satire trades in. The story recounted over the previous five chapters does not 

have a happy ending, for neither do we see in 1848 a free, united Germany, nor do we find satirists 

continuing to fight for liberal ideals. However, in the ending of this story during the Märzrevolution, 

the political and aesthetic trends of the previous five chapters come together one last time to 

compose a requiem to the aesthetic education satire sought to offer through its “lustiger 

Guerillakrieg.”  

Viennese Satires of the Revolution and the Attack on Idealism 

As has often been noted, the Märzrevolution of 1848 produced within German-speaking 

Central Europe a deluge of satirical writings.1 Writing in 1918, literary historian Julius Bab contends 

that the “everyday” of political life gives rise only to satire. “Für das Pathos eines leidenschaftlichen 

Mitgefühls schaffen nur die großen Augenblicke der politischen Geschichte Raum, die Stunden der 

Leidenschaft, der katastrophalen Verdichtung… [d]ie Tage oder mehr noch die Vortage nationaler 

Katastrophen schaffen politische Lyrik.”2 Bab implies here that satire has no place within the 

                                                
1 See, for example: Horst Denkler, Restauration und Revolution: Politische Tendenzen im deutschen Drama zwischen 
Wiener Kongress und Märzrevolution (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1973); Edward McInnes, “Drama und 
Theater,” in Bürgerlicher Realismus und Gründerzeit 1848-1890, ed. Edward McInnes and Gerhard Plumpe, vol. 6, 
Hansers Sozialgeschichte der deutschen Literatur vom 16. Jahrhundert bis zur Gegenwart (München: 
Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1996), 343–93; Wolfgang Häusler, “Freiheit in Krähwinkel? Biedermeier, 
Revolution, und Reaktion in satirischer Beleuchtung,” Österreich in Geschichte und Literatur (mit Geographie) 31, 
no. 2 (1987): 69–111. 

2 Julius Bab, Die Deutsche Revolutionslyrik: Eine geschichtliche Auswahl mit Einführung und Anmerkungen (Vienna and 
Leipzig: Strache, 1919), 5-6. Emphasis added.  
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revolution itself; that in fact in criticizing, satire undermines the revolutionary moment. From this, it 

seems as though we ought, in a revolution, to expect tragedies to dominate. Tragedies, however, 

could not seem to grasp the situation. Horst Denkler writes: 

Tragödien, die nur dem Pathos der ersten Aufbruchstage angemessen gewesen wären, angesichts der 
allgemeinen Aufregung und in der Eile jedoch nicht gefertigt werden konnten, fallen nahezu völlig 
aus, zumal die Revolution ihr tragisches Pathos mehr und mehr einbüßte und immer deutlicher einer 
tragikomischen Selbstpersiflage zu gleichen begann.3   

As the typical iteration of revolutionary theater, we might (with some justification) impute to 

“tragikomische Selbstpersiflage” — satire — a certain capacity, evident in its aesthetic function as 

related throughout this dissertation, to be the theatrical form best fitted to revolution. As a means of 

overcoming, negating, neutralizing the ever-worsening situation within the revolution, satire, making 

use of people’s need to laugh in trying times, seems to offer a necessary outlet as well as a means of 

retaining sense in a world of seeming nonsense. In the theatrical world, these satires varied 

substantially in the object of their criticism: from negative appraisals of the revolution (such as 

Charlotte Birch-Pfeiffer’s Vatersorge)4 to heroic hi-jinx upon the barricades (Roderich Benedix’s Die 

Barricadenbauer),5 political agents of every hue were criticized by writers of the time. This is all quite in 

line with the way we have seen satire used in the previous chapters. 

 As we move further south, however, toward Vienna, the criticisms become more all-

encompassing; not just one side or the other, but every single political position comes under attack.6 

Within the Habsburg capital, criticisms of the broadest sort made themselves manifest. Perhaps 

                                                
3 Denkler, Restauration und Revolution, 334. 

4 Charlotte Birch-Pfeiffer, Vatersorgen. Komisches Zeitgemälde in drei Akten, 1849, 
http://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sophiedrama/5.  

5 Published as: Roderich Benedix, “Die Lügnerin,” in Gesammelte dramatische Werke, vol. 6 (Leipzig: Weber, 
1851), 1–38. 

6 Denkler, 336-7.  
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most telling from within the revolutionary situation was, as Wolfgang Häusler has mentioned,7 the 

satirical newspaper Wiener Katzenmusik. Despite the irreverence of this paper, the final article of its 

last printing before being shut down in October 1848 provides a hint at the general mood of the 

time and the altered task of the satirist: 

Diese Revolution hat kein Ziel, ist also nicht teleologisch, was jede Bewegung sein soll, sodann hat sie 
keinen absoluten Gehalt, oder wie Hegel sagen würde, es fehlt ihr die Immanenz, ihre Formlosigkeit 
zegt uns, dass sie zur Anarchie führen müsse. Die Wiener revoltiren ohne Reflexion und deshalb 
fehlt ihren Kämpfen der Werth[…] Diese Revolution ist[…] eine irrationell-informell-sozialistisch-
anarchist-national-centrifugal-relativ constatirte Revolution, welche aber viel zu wenig vorbereitet 
und viel zu wenig ins Bewusstsein des Volkes gebracht wurde.8 

 
A goal-less revolution, one without a sense of itself outside of the fact that it is a revolution: this is 

what many critics, even those who were opposed to the pre-1848 order, would level against the 

events of 1848. Following the thinking of such critics, neither were the people ready, nor were the 

ostensible leaders of the revolution clear as to what it was they hoped to accomplish.  

According to the thesis explicated over the previous chapters, it was precisely satire, 

attacking society from the stage, that was to have prepared the ground for the liberal revolution. In 

the Wiener Katzenmusik, a satirist admits that the enterprise failed. Eduard Bauernfeld, one of the 

most forceful critics of “das System” that we saw in the previous chapters, agreed with the 

Katzenmusik’s declaration of failure, attacking the entirety of Vienna’s bourgeois class for failing at 

the task of revolution: “Der Wiener ist nichts weniger als Revolutionär, wohl aber eine Art 

gemüthlicher Frondeur, der gegen Alles und Jedes Opposition zu machen bereit ist, was ‘Regierung’ 

oder ‘Gesetz’ heißt. ‘Es muss anders, es muss besser werden!’ rief Einer dem Andren zu — um das 

                                                
7 Häusler, 85. 

8 Sigmund Engländer, “Kritik der hier Anwesenden über die Wiener Oktober-revolution,” Wiener Katzenmusik, 
Oktober 1848, 422. 
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wie fragte Niemand.”9 For Bauernfeld, the “wie,” the question of how the revolution ought to 

proceed, is precisely the question not asked by the Viennese revolutionaries. Johann Nestroy, 

perhaps an even stronger critic of the Vormärz than Bauernfeld, had similar thoughts about the 

Märzrevolution. A single individual turned Nestroy away from the revolution: one of its principal 

leaders in Vienna, the satirist and publicist Moritz Gottlieb Saphir. During the revolution, Saphir 

volunteered to head a group of patriotic national guards. This drew Nestroy’s ire: 

Ich saß da vom Freyheitsschwall so gut ergriffen wie Hunderttausend Andere, da weckte mich ein 
Wagengeräusch aus republicanischen Träumen [...] Du dummes Saphirchen, du selbst warst es. Du 
als Nationalgardist einen großen Säbel angeschnallt, [...] mit allen möglichen Bändern der Freyheit 
geschmückt [...] Da bekam ich ein degout von der Freyheit, die Vernunft behauptete ihr Recht wider, 
und ich sage es mit Stolz, ich bin ein Schwarzgelber geworden, und zwar vom allerschwärzesten 
Gelb.10 
 

Nestroy’s attack on Saphir is in its essence the same as that voiced by the Wiener Katezenmusik and by 

Bauernfeld. The silliness attendant to a newspaper editor parading as a national guard (something 

Nestroy himself did)11 manifested a contradiction between the idealism of the revolutionaries and 

the reality of the situation.12  

As we have noted at various points in the previous chapters, the difference between the 

ideas people have about the world and the reality of the world itself is precisely that which satire 

accentuates, attacks in parabolic fashion by bringing audiences close to the excesses of the material 

                                                
9 Eduard Bauernfeld, Aus Alt- und Neu-Wien, Gesammelte Schriften von Bauernfeld 12 (Vienna: Wilhelm 
Braumüller, 1873), 250. Emphasis in original.  

10 Johann Nestroy, Briefe, ed. Walter Obermaier (Wien: Jugend und Volk, 1977), 82. 

11 As John R.P. McKenzie notes, this was “little more than cheap publicity” thought up by the director of 
Nestroy’s theater to lure the crowds in during the revolution. John R.P. McKenzie, “Political Satire in 
Nestroy’s ‘Freiheit in Krähwinkel,’” The Modern Language Review 75, no. 2 (April 1980): 323. 

12 In a turn from his earlier, Sturm-und-Drang era praise of satire as a means to educate the lower classes, the 
classicist Schiller of the 1790s writes: “Satirisch ist der Dichter, wenn er die Entfernung von der Natur und 
den Widerspruch der Wirklichkeit mit dem Ideale… zu seinem Gegenstand macht.” Friedrich Schiller, “Über 
naive und sentimentalische Dichtung,” in Schillers Werke, vol. 8 (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker 
Verlag, 1992), 740. 
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or ideological world in order to fabricate distance through ridicule. While it might thus seem strange 

that nominally liberal authors such as Bauernfeld and Nestroy would turn against a revolution aimed 

at those ideals they had fought for in the previous decades, it makes sense within the broader 

mechanism of satiric attack developed throughout this dissertation. As we have seen in the previous 

chapters, theater had ceased to be a Schillerian “moralische Institution” and become more of a 

“meinungsbildende Institution,”13 a space wherein playwrights sought to broaden the horizons of 

their audiences and overcome the deficiencies of Vormärz society. This transformation from a 

theater of Moral to one of Meinungsbildung indicates a distinctive shift in the political task of the 

theatre, away from the traditional “moralische Institution” sense (as Schiller wrote about it), where 

the stage acted as a sort of channel for disseminating views the state wanted to see inculcated in its 

subjects.14  

In the Vormärz period, we have seen something different. Cultivated for decades in both 

Lesedrama and the Volkstheater, drama became a pivotal platform in the public relation of critical 

opinions originating from non-state actors (such as Bauernfeld or Nestroy).15 Thanks to censorship, 

for much of this time, any critical view toward societal or political issues had to be done with 

                                                
13 Jürgen Hein, ed., Theater und Gesellschaft: das Volksstück im 19. u. 20. Jahrhundert (Düsseldorf: Bertelsmann-
Universitätsverlag, 1973), 9. 

14 Friedrich Schiller, “Was kann eine gute stehende Schaubühne eigentlich wirken?,” in Schillers Werke, ed. 
Rolf-Peter Janz et al., vol. 8 (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1992), 194–98. 

15 W.E. Yates, Nestroy; Satire and Parody in Viennese Popular Comedy (Cambridge [Eng.]: University Press, 1972), 
5; Due to precisely this latter fact (theatre as a means of the dissemination of opinions), there were incredibly 
strict censures as to what might be performed. For a review of the general theatrical situation in Vormärz 
Vienna, see: Reinhart Meyer, “Theaterpraxis,” in Zwischen Restauration und Revolution 1815-1848, ed. Gert 
Sautermeister and Ulrich Schmid, vol. 5, Hansers Sozialgeschichte der deutschen Literatur vom 16. 
Jahrhundert bis zur Gegenwart (München: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1998), 366-73.  
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incredible subtlety.16 However, these fetters on criticism were abruptly lifted (along with censorship) 

in the early days of the Märzrevolution, and among the myriad works of that year, the two that we are 

about to see stand out for the simple fact that the authors go beyond a criticism of the old system to 

engage in a full-on rhetorical assault on virtually every aspect of the revolutionary situation. They 

attack revolutionaries and reactionaries alike for operating according to “ideals” that have little to do 

with reality.  

Bauernfeld’s Die Republik der Thiere and Nestroy’s Freiheit in Krähwinkel offer a swansong to 

previous decades’ attempts to politicize aesthetic production within the theatrical tradition of 

nineteenth-century Germany, which, especially in Vienna, was at the height of its popularity before 

the Märzrevolution.17 Die Republik der Thiere follows a fictional revolution from its early days when the 

king (a lion) is forced out of his castle through to the founding of a republic under Premierminister 

Nachtigall, the decay of this system and, in short order, the onset of reaction through a legion of 

polar bears and walruses who then install a fire-breathing dragon on the throne. Nestroy’s Freiheit in 

Krähwinkel follows one Eberhard Ultra, a mischievous revolutionary who, using a series of disguises, 

overthrows the system. Throughout both texts, we see, through myriad iterations of a humor-tinged 

criticism of the revolutionary situation, a relentless negativity.18 This negativity is satire unchained by 

                                                
16 The undisputed master of such attack in Vienna at the time was Nestroy. See: Yates, Nestroy; Satire and 
Parody in Viennese Popular Comedy, 78-95; Jürgen Hein, Spiel und Satire in der Komödie Johann Nestroys (Berlin, 
Zürich: Verlag Gehlen, 1970), 42-74. 

17 William M. Johnston, The Austrian Mind: An Intellectual and Social History 1848-1938 (Berkeley: Univ. of 
California Pr, 1976), 22. 

18 Many scholars have picked up on this negativity, noting that both Nestroy and Bauernfeld turned their 
critical gaze not only onto the old government apparatus, but also toward the revolutionaries themselves. In 
many ways, their negative sentiments can be boiled down to a plea for their audience — whether it be the 
people sitting in the theatre, the people reading the text, street fighters, or those running the government — 
to see reason.  For Bauernfeld, “[h]ier trifft die satirische Fuchtel gleicherweise die infamen und perfiden 
Herrschenden wie die naiven und unverständigen Revoluzzer.” Skreb, “Die Gesellschaft in den Dramen 
Eduard von Bauernfelds,” 72 ; For Nestroy: “Obwohl Nestroy dem absolutistischen Regime offensichtlich 
sehr kritisch gegenübersteht, zielt er letztlich darauf ab, die dem Verhalten aller politisch Handelnden 
zugrunde liegende Unvernunft zu enthüllen.” McInnes, “Drama und Theater,” 375. See also: Häusler, 
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the strictures of censorship and then paradoxically turning on the liberals who had fought for the 

abolition of reactionary censorship. Bauernfeld’s Republik has elements of the Zauberstück and the 

Charakterstück, while Nestroy’s Freiheit is the paragon of an Intriguenstück. It is fitting, then, to 

conclude this study with these two works, paradoxical as they are, for they show us the outcome of 

the trends we have so carefully traced throughout the preceding chapters. 

Bauernfeld’s Republik der Thiere 

Bauernfeld’s “fantastisches Drama” satirically attacks the idealism of the revolution by 

maintaining constant tension between the ideal and the real. The most potent incorporation of this 

tension occurs in the scene where the republic is declared. Shortly after the revolution descends 

upon the capital in Bauernfeld’s play, the newly-elected Premierminister Nachtigall makes his first 

speech, happy to see “freedom” realized:  

Meine Brüder! Ein göttliches Gefühl durchströmt mich, da ich die Idee der Freiheit durch Euch 
verwirklicht sehe. Ich möchte Jubellieder singen — aber ich singe fürder nicht mehr (mit einem stillen 
Seufzer). Ich lege meine Lyra für immer nieder und widme mich den Staatsgeschäften. Von nun an ist 
der Staat zugleich die höchste Poesie. Millionen vereinigt zu einer einzigen herrlichen Harmonie— 
das ist mein ganzes politisches Programm.19 

 
This is a play not just on the election of poets and philosophers to government, as happened in 

1848,20 but on the whole notion of the revolution, of an ideal to be realized by nothing but nice 

phrases such as  “eine einzige herrliche Harmonie” or the state being “von nun an[…] die höchste 

                                                
“Freiheit in Krähwinkel? Biedermeier, Revolution, und Reaktion in satirischer Beleuchtung” ; Peter C. 
Meilaender, “Freedom and Its Boundaries: Johann Nestroy as Political Thinker,” German Studies Review 40, no. 
2 (May 30, 2017): 249–266. 

19 Eduard Bauernfeld, Die Republik der Thiere: Phantastisches Drama sammt Epilog (Vienna: C. W. Seidel, 1848), 
32-3. 

20 Alexander Broecker notes that the character of the Nachtigall evokes the figure of Lamartine, the French 
poet-turned foreign minister who came into power during the February Revolution, or Heinrich von Gagern, 
a prominent liberal during the March Revolution and first president of the Frankfurt Assembly. Alexander 
Broecker, Die Wirkung der deutschen Revolution auf die Dichtung der Zeit, mit besonderer Berücksichtigung der politischen 
Lyrik (Cöln: Druck von Greven & Bechtold, 1912), 60-1. 
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Poesie.” In the remainder of this scene, the various ministers of this new “Republik der Thiere” each 

offer their own ridiculous plans for the future, including a butterfly minister of labor who states that 

from thenceforth work would be solely “out of love,” a gold-bug as finance minister who gets rid of 

taxes and introduces universal charity, and a hare minister of war who declares that since in the 

future the whole world will live in peace, he really has the easiest job of all.21  

Through the grandiose notions put forth by the Nachtigall and his fellow ministers, we see 

that this drama’s satire takes aim at the idealistic liberal revolutionaries of 1848.22 The Nachtigall’s 

declaration of the state being “the highest poetry” seems to be a sarcastic parody of Schiller’s 

aesthetic state, “durch welche man zu der Freiheit wandert.”23  Ironically, Bauernfeld is using a 

ridiculously simplified “aesthetic state” within the drama in order to create just the same sort of 

distance from the revolution as would be required of the “aesthetic state.” The idealism of 

revolutionaries who thought that it would be as simple a matter as instilling the ministry of state with 

good will in order to better the world is here lampooned, and with it, the author seeks to create 

within the audience the requisite distance with which a people in the throes of a revolution might 

bring about a lasting change in the political order: the distance is both aesthetic and satiric.  

Die Republik der Thiere hammers this message home in a conversation between two 

philosophers who are given the character of an eagle and a mole. These animals represent, 

respectively, idealism and realist materialism.24 The mole trundles onto the scene, beginning a highly 

telling discussion: 

                                                
21 Ibid., 33-5. 

22 Schiller, “Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen,”  667. 

23 Ibid.,  560.  

24 In an essay entitled “The Old Mole and the Prefix ‘Sur-,’” Georges Bataille remarks that there are two 
general symbols of the “high” and the “low,” these being respectively the eagle and the old mole. The eagle 
represents monarchy, imperialism, “the idea,” and idealism in general. The mole on the other hand is the 
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Ein Maulwurf zu einem Adler: Wie geht’s, Herr College? Was macht die Philosophie? Ist’s noch 
immer die beste Welt? 

Adler: Besser als je.  

Maulwurf: Wirklich? Dann sehen Sie weiter, als ich. 

Adler. Das hoff’ ich.  

Maulwurf: ‘s ist nur der Unterschied, dass Sie in den Wolken droben studieren und ich auf der Erde 
— unter der Erde — wohin wir alle kommen, wo wir alle bleiben. Es ist einmal unser Planet.  

Adler: Zugestanden. Aber gehören die Wolken, die Atmosphäre nicht auch dazu? 

Maulwurf: Die sind mir zu luftig; ich halte mich an’s Solide. — Soll ich Ihnen sagen, wie Alles 
kommen wird? Die Republik wird sich nicht halten. Die Leute werden sich gegenseitig zu Grunde 
richten — ein Bürgerkrieg, ein allgemeines Blutbad — darauf ein Tyrann, ein militärischer Despot — 
das wird das Ende vom Liede sein. 25 

The contrast employed here could not be clearer. The mole, trapped “on earth — under the earth,” 

holding on to “the solid,” and thereby grounded in firm, tangible reality; he can look at the 

revolutionary events and see only impending tragedy.  

The eagle, on the other hand, is an idealist. Shortly after the above exchange, the mole asks: 

“was erspäht denn Ihr Adlerblick so gar extra Schönes?” The eagle gives an overly simple answer 

which betrays a larger set of suppositions: “Die Idee — den Geist.”26 Here, the drama takes the 

reader away from the political events of the day and gives an interpretation of those moments, a 

                                                
materialist, the realist; the revolutionary in the dirt who tunnels under the old system and destroys it. Georges 
Bataille, “The ‘Old Mole’ and the Prefix Sur,” in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-1939, trans. Allan 
Stoekl, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985), 34-35.The eagle is, in the German context, a 
particularly nationalistic symbol. In presenting the new coat of arms (replete with eagle) to the Frankfurt 
Assembly in 1848, a pamphlet was produced with the following opening line: “Glück auf! Der alte deutsche 
Adler, mehr und mehr ohnmächtig geworden durch die Eigenwilligkeit seiner Glieder, ja endlich mit deren 
eigener Hülfe von einem fremden Eroberer völlig zu Grabe gelegt: er soll wieder erstehen, soll in verjüngter 
Kraft seine Fittige über das Vaterland breiten; wir werden wieder ein großes, mächtiges, nach außen starkes, 
und wie wir zu Gott hoffen, endlich einiges Deutschland haben…” Friedrich Wilhelm Ghillany and Carl 
Heideloff, Der deutsche Adler und die deutschen Farben (Stuttgart: Verlag d. G. Ebner’schen Kunsthandlung, 
1848), 3. Despite this nationalist bent, the eagle is within the context of Die Republik der Thiere a supremely 
ambivalent figure. While Bauernfeld would certainly characterize himself as a proponent of German unity, the 
blindness of the eagle’s far-seeing eye here renders it, like so many others in the text, a figure of dubious 
quality, neither particularly positively nor negatively portrayed.  

25 Bauernfeld, Die Republik der Thiere, 71-2. 

26 Ibid., 72-3. 
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diagnosis of the revolutionary situation. What was the proper meaning of the events? Was the 

revolution destined for success or failure? The mole, a pessimist looking at the events from 

underground, “wohin wir alle kommen, wo wir alle bleiben,” sees the death of the republic in the 

approximate future. Up in the clouds, the eagle  sees bright and shiny days coming, and 

consequently claims that “spirit” will manifest itself and save the republic. Like the idealistic 

revolutionaries, the eagle is blinded to political reality and cannot, even from on high, see the tragic 

end awaiting the animal republic.   

Nestroy’s Freiheit in Krähwinkel 

The fantastic, tragic farce of a revolution detailed in Die Republik der Thiere finds in the absurd 

goings-on of Nestroy’s Freiheit in Krähwinkel a coterminous denunciation of all political actors during 

the Märzrevolution. Nestroy’s drama attacks the revolution through outsized ridicule. Some critics 

took Nestroy’s poking fun at the revolution to be a sort of mortal sin, an attack on all things sacred. 

In Der Humorist, the newspaper of Nestroy’s nemesis, M.G. Saphir, Julius März wonders: “[W]er 

oder was ihn [Nestroy] dazu berechtigte, die Sache unserer Freiheit, eine Sache, die wir mit unserem 

Blute bezahlten, in’s Lächerliche, Gemeine herab zu zerren!”27 März’s harsh words ignore the critical 

function Nestroy’s play was performing: in criticizing the revolution, Freiheit in Krähwinkel was in a 

sense performing Denkler’s notion of Selbstpersiflage; mocking the extremes of ridiculousness 

manifested in overly-enthusiastic idealism and thus making use of satire as a rhetorical weapon 

                                                
27 Julius März, “Kunst- und Theaterhalle,” Der Humorist,  3. Juli 1848, 655. The editor of this newspaper, M.G. 
Saphir, a prominent Viennese critic for much of the nineteenth century, claimed to find an “undeniable 
similarity” between Bauernfeld and Nestroy. W.E. Yates, Theatre in Vienna A Critical History, 1776-1995 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 65. Perhaps the social-critical function of the dramas 
Nestroy and Bauernfeld produced during the months of press-freedom in 1848 lends to this view some 
credence. The editor of Der Humorist told Julius März that he was not sure how “freiheitswidrig” Nestroy’s 
play was, but that he certainly had his doubts about it. See: Julius März, “Erklärung,” Der Humorist, 10. Juli, 
1848, 679. Saphir’s criticism of Nestroy would extend to reach a fever-pitch on December 1, 1848, when he 
accuses comedy writers writ large of being so irresponsible as to prove themselves “unworthy of freedom of 
the press.” See: M.G. Saphir, “Didaskalien,” Der Humorist, 1. Dezember 1848, 1. 
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against the entire revolutionary situation. In spite of Freiheit in Krähwinkel’s happy ending in a 

successful revolution, the outrageousness of the lines uttered by nearly every character in the drama 

serves to undermine the plot-level victory and thus to afford the revolutionary situation nothing but 

a caricature of itself from which viewers of the play might learn something.  

Nestroy's drama smashes reaction and revolution against one another by ridiculing them 

both. As the revolution descends upon Krähwinkel, a fictional town used in theater since August 

von Kotzebue’s Die deutschen Kleinstädter (1802) to signify any of the backwards, provincial towns of 

German-speaking Central Europe, 28 we are introduced to the revolution’s main protagonist in the 

village. Ultra (performed in 1848 by Nestroy himself), an assistant to the local newspaper editor, 

plays through several different societal roles, producing a satirical row of figures of import to the 

revolutionary goings-on. In his first appearance in the play, Ultra laments the lack of material for the 

local newspaper. Due to censorship, the newspaper is, hours before printing, empty: “Das 

verdammte weiße Papier! Dieser Druck in Rücksicht des Druckes ist etwas Drückendes für einen 

Menschen, der da lebt vom Druck!”29 The line can be read in two ways, with the one indicating that 

censorship makes it difficult for someone working in print journalism to work, and the other 

suggesting that print journalism makes the life of a censor more difficult. It is in this way that the 

text assaults not just the old government censorship, but also the prerogatives of a free, critical 

press. Playing on the double meaning of the German “Druck,” Nestroy seems to indicate that a 

journalist’s press and the pressure of the censor react in order to negate one another. And if these 

two meanings cancel one another out, with what are we left? “Rücksicht” and “Mensch.” With these 

two words staring out, it is evident that Nestroy was encouraging the viewers (Menschen) of his plays 

                                                
28 For a brief history of the “Krähwinkliade,” see: Eda O’Shiel de Sagarra, “Krähwinkel, Imperial Village: An 
Episode in the Viennese Popular Theatre,” German Life and Letters 23, no. 4 (1970): 310–15. 

29 Johann Nestroy, “Freiheit in Krähwinkel,” in Werke (Berlin und Weimar: Aufbau, 1969), 298. 
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to reflect (Rücksicht) upon “Druck” and its two meaning valences. The use of such a rhetorical 

technique here at the seminal moment of Freiheit in Krähwinkel indicates that Nestroy is playing 

notions off of one other in order, in some sense, to negate them, to dissolve a contradiction within 

itself (in this case the revolutionary situation), to clear the ground for a different sort of approach to 

the events of the day.  

Freiheit underlines the contradictions of the revolution by displaying a series of revolutionary 

and reactionary characters and scenarios that smash the outermost bounds of the conceivable. 

Through such exaggeration, the drama emphasizes the alleged ridiculousness of the actual 

revolutionary situation; it relegates any hope for a positive outcome based solely on idealism to the 

realm of fantasy. One of the primary agents behind this process is the main character, Ultra. 

Towards the end of the play, the revolutionary appears before the people of Krähwinkel dressed as 

the “European Freedom and Equality Commissioner.” He declares:  

Ich verkündige für Krähwinkel Rede-, Press- und sonstige Freiheit, Gleichgültigkeit aller Stände, 
offene Mündlichkeit, freie Wahlen, nach vorhergegangener Stimmung, eine unendlich breite [Wahl-] 
Basis, welche sich nach und nach in die Länge ziehen wird, und zur Vermeidung aller diesfälligen 
Streitigkeiten gar kein System.30 
 

Ultra’s words here speak to a sort of exaggerated idealism against which the satiric persiflage of the 

play is being leveled. The criticism is of those who took their enthusiasm for the revolution too far, 

seemingly positioning the work’s message away from such excess.  

What is of interest for us here is a sort of triadic meaning system inculcated by this and 

similar scenes. The playwright Johann Nestroy performed the part of the revolutionary Ultra, who 

then goes on to play various other lampooned figures, among others a Redemptorist (a Catholic 

missionary group), a Russian prince, and a diplomat clearly meant to invoke the recently abdicated 

                                                
30 Nestroy, 332.  
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Klemens, Prinz von Metternich.31 As this diplomat, “ein hoher Herr Incognitus,” Ultra discusses the 

mayor’s plans for an assault on the revolutionaries, which the “diplomat” thinks should only happen 

at night. This is because, according to Ultra/Herr Incognitus, the night was always the most 

effective setting for his machinations: “Die Großen der Erde sind Sterne, folglich können sie nur 

dann leuchten, wenn’s finster ist. In der Sonne der Freiheit verlischt das Sternengeflimmer, d’rum 

darf man sie nicht zu lange leuchten lassen.”32 The metaphor here, that great people are stars and 

thus need darkness to truly shine, offers a defense of the old order. However, as we know that the 

person speaking these lines — Ultra — does not endorse them, the words are undercut in the 

moment of utterance. The only thing which seems to escape the satiric undercutting here is the 

contrast between dark and light. 

Contrast, between Ultra’s appearance (as a priest or a diplomat) and his function (as a 

revolutionary), between what a character says and what is meant, is the means by which a certain 

multifold distance is created in Nestroy’s satire. In this vein, Jürgen Hein writes, “[d]ie 

distanzierende Spielweise unterstreicht den demonstrativen Charakter der Satire und fordert das 

Publikum auf, Einsicht in die Mißstände der Welt und der Gesellschaft zu nehmen.”33 First, the 

ridiculous words of the figure stand alone, allowing for the observer to reflect upon them. Second, 

as in each of these cases the figure is being acted out by Ultra, we see an intensification of the 

ridicule which reaches a fever pitch at the third phase of distance, between Nestroy the actor and 

Ultra, the character. In this way, the play’s author/lead actor/main character blurs the lines between 

                                                
31 Ibid. For the Redemptorist (“Ligorianer”), see: 310-12; Russian Prince: 323-326; Diplomat: 347-349. 

32 Ibid., 347. 

33 Hein, Spiel und Satire in der Komödie Johann Nestroys. 126. Hein’s assessment suggests rather convincingly that 
exactly in such distance-creation is where we can find the vehicle of Nestroy’s satirical critique. See: Ibid, 126-
31.  
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all of the different meaning valences and creates thusly a sort of chaotic middle ground, a distance 

from revolution and reaction and a sort of play on the revolution which in turn invites the viewer to 

take a distance from those satirized events and approach the world with a more sober attitude.  

Ending Bauernfeld’s Republik and Nestroy’s Freiheit: Bleak Prospects 

By way of concluding this analysis, we might look to how the works themselves end and see 

thereby the consequences of a failure of an insufficiently prepared liberal revolution. Bauernfeld’s 

work ends bleakly with an army of polar bears and walruses marching in to institute a Restoration. 

The general of the polar bears shouts to the people: “Fliehe nicht, Volk! Du bist befreit von der 

Schreckensregierung — wir sind deine Retter. Die alte Ordnung kehrt zurück.” The general declares 

that the old king is dead, that the crown prince and others are gone, and thus a new dictator is 

needed. A tiger and a panther (former lords of the land) each hope that they will be crowned 

dictator. However, their hopes are quickly dashed: out comes a fire-breathing dragon. The general, 

appraising the situation, says to the new dictator: “…erlaub’ ich gehorsamst zu melden, dass Strenge 

nötigt sein wird.” The dragon flaps his wings, breathes fire and says, “Dafür lasst mich nur sorgen!” 

Reaction has come to the city; “order” is restored. The polar bears, clearly an allusion to the 

Russians,34 are portrayed as rather violent, and the dictatorship with which the Republic dies is 

clearly not a happy one. Bauernfeld writes here an ending both tragic and outrageous (even for a 

drama about animals) and in so doing, he exposes in the first degree the failure of the animals’ 

revolution, and in the second the scant chance of the real revolution’s having any success. 

In Freiheit in Krähwinkel, the ending is not so much a fantasy as it is farce. Toward the middle 

of the play, the revolutionary Ultra declares that one key piece of the puzzle in order for the 

                                                
34 Bruce Thompson, “Two Liberals of the Vormärz: Eduard von Bauernfeld and Anastasius Grün,” in From 
Vormärz to fin de siècle: essays in nineteenth century Austrian literature, ed. M. G Ward (Blairgowrie, Scotland: Lochee 
Publications, 1986), 51-2. 
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revolution to succeed is missing: “Krähwinkel hat keine Studenten.” His love interest, a Frau von 

Frankenfrei, declares: “Da könnte ich vielleicht Rath schaffen…“ She will provide the “students.”35 

After a series of other subversions of the mayor’s plans for reaction, the final showdown comes at 

last. The mayor wanders in from stage left to a frightful sight: “Kühnheit ohne Gleichen! Man 

errichtet Barrikaden!” After the mayor and Klaus briefly marvel at the speed with which the 

barricades were built, Frau von Frankenfrei appears with other women from the town (in costume) 

on the defenses: 

Frau von Frankenfrei: … Was soll’s? — Wir sind bereit zum Kampf auf Tod und Leben — 
 
Bürgermeister: (wie vom Donner gerührt): Himmel! Studenten!  

Upon seeing the “students,” the mayor gives up his plans: “Hier ist nicht mehr zu thun… es is 

nichts mit der Reaktion… und Du, widerspenstiges Krähwinkel, such Dir einen andern 

Bürgermeister, ich gehe nach London.”36 With that, the mayor is vanquished and freedom secured. 

The ridiculousness of the student-hoax, combined with the mayor following in the footsteps of 

Metternich as he left Austria, simply confirms the farcical nature of the text.   

These outrageous endings are, again, a function of the aesthetic principle at work in the two 

texts. Reaction remains in power in the Republik; an order of the worst kind has extinguished the 

passionate sense of the people in a dragon’s fire. It might seem as though the revolutionary, Ultra 

has succeeded, but this is in fact an element of the text’s subversion. Ultra impersonated these 

orderly, formal aspects of the reactionary regime in order to undermine them, and in so doing 

undermines the happy ending of the play. The entirety of the victory of the Krähwinkel residents 

depends on a farcical lie about some students, through which the audience might see how ridiculous 

                                                
35 Nestroy, Freiheit in Krähwinkel, 340. 

36 Ibid, 358. 
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the situation is.37 In spite of the mayor’s departure, the weight of the farce in turn collapses the 

victory and renders the revolution impotent. Thus do both endings — Bauernfeld’s in fire and 

fantasy, Nestroy’s in self-negating persiflage — drive home their political task. These dramas, from 

hopeful start to negated finish, show, via the rhetorical smashing of the revolution upon itself, the 

hopelessness of the situation and the urgent necessity of some change in ethos. Here, revolutionary 

idealism has fallen short. 

Through the fantastic tragicomedy of Republik der Thiere and the farcical comedy of Freiheit in 

Krähwinkel, Bauernfeld and Nestroy turn the revolution into a teaching moment, a time when, in the 

midst of tumult, people might clear their heads of the ideas floating about and see the earnestness of 

the situation. As we have seen, the authors render the entirety of the revolutionary world the object 

of an uncompromising satiric game. They do rhetorical violence not only to idealist revolutionaries, 

but also to insidious, predatory aristocrats and lazy, self-serving mayors. Through this rhetorical 

strategy, the authors present an aestheticized version of their contemporary political moment und 

unabashedly smash it to pieces with satiric ridicule.  

Die Republik der Thiere and Freiheit in Krähwinkel show, perhaps more than any other Viennese 

cultural product from 1848, the incredible fertility of the theatrical world as relates to political 

commentary. The two works, participating in a tradition of clever criticism, invoke that very 

tradition to shatter illusory, idealistic perceptions of the situation. Their satiric attack is a productive 

annihilation of malformed opinions as to what exactly was happening in the revolution, were those 

opinions to come from either reactionary or radical points of view. What it was that these authors 

might have posited instead of the topsy-turvy world of the revolutionary Vienna as it existed is 

unknown, but we might get a hint from the epilogue Bauernfeld wrote to his drama: 

                                                
37 For a similar point, see: McKenzie, “Political Satire in Nestroy’s ‘Freiheit in Krähwinkel,’” esp. 332.   
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D’rum, deutsches Volk, Europa’s Mark! 
Sei edlen Willens, einig, stark! 
Die Kette, die dich band, ist los — 
Doch hat ein Gott in Deinem Schooß, 
… 
Den Keim zu neuer Saat gelegt, 
So pflegt ihn innig, treu und klar — 
Ein Rieslein wird’s wohl über’s Jahr— 
Und sprießt’s nur langsam, hab’ Geduld!…38 
 

Perhaps, at the time, the success of the revolution was impossible, as the authors of that final article 

for the Wiener Katzenmusik wrote. But through works like Freiheit in Krähwinkel and Republik der Thiere, 

perhaps someday, the seeds of a reasoned way forward would grow into a new, freer future.  

The End: Satire’s Ends 

 What does it mean to us that at the very moment in which satirists no longer had to contend 

with censorship, when dramatic satire could openly function in the public sphere for which it no 

longer had to be a surrogate, that it is turned back against the liberalism it had been used to nurture, 

even protect, during the time of the Vormärz?  We might answer in a manner similar to how a 

Metternichean agent judged Heinrich Laube and claim that satire only “spielt wohl den Liberalen” 

because that was what was expected “unter den Literaten.”39 We can, however take this further and 

reconsider such an ambivalence as something integral to the satiric mode: what the satiric turn 

against liberal revolution just related indicates is nothing less than that the satiric project, political as 

it is and polemical as we have seen it across the previous pages, is never content with the status quo. 

Satire is by definition in constant, parabolic tension with the world as it is; no satire qua satire is ever 

content. As Herder outlined in his dialogue between Kritik and Satyre, satire’s means of critiquing 

                                                
38 Bauernfeld, Die Republik der Thiere, 94-5. 

39 Karl Glossy, ed., “II. Theil (1843-1847),” in Literarische Geheimberichte aus dem Vormärz (Wien: Konegen, 
1912), 85. 
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may not be productive, but destructive, the tearing down of presumptions and the clearing of the 

field for something else. Indeed, some argue that satire’s nihilistic mode of conduct sits uneasily with 

its rather idealistic aspirations for some sort of improvement in the human community.  

 We have seen this unease across the better part of six decades of dramatic production. 

Whether it was August von Kotezebue trying to put a stop to what he saw as a dangerously esoteric 

Romanticism, the Jena Romantics trying to demonstrate that Kotzebue’s trivial dramas are 

distracting audiences from humanity’s higher purposes, August von Platen trying to wake people up 

to the limitations of the reactionary world, Christian Dietrich Grabbe making humans more devilish 

than the devil, Johann Nestroy singing an allegorical song about the excesses of those “lights in 

heaven” which rule over the world, Georg Büchner showing an audience how to revolt, Heinrich 

Laube aesthetically demonstrating the viability of a united Germany, or Eduard Bauernfeld 

contesting that each and every political position is a sham when nobody knows what to do, every 

author in this study has sought to harness the affective, political, and social power of laughter to 

intervene in the world. These are examples both of the ends toward which laughter liberates and of 

the portents of a liberated laughter.  

 This dissertation has traced these two types of laughter across the duration of the 

revolutionary epoch, one that has been liberated so as to offer relief from a weary world, and one 

that liberates so as to remake that world. We have seen the aesthetic, polemical, and political shifts 

attendant to satiric drama from the early conflict between Kotzebue and his enemies up to the 

conclusion of the revolutionary era in the shattered Märzrevolution. This period in the history of 

German literature is notable for its accommodation of a multiplicity of competing, opposing 
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tendencies, a “Schwellenzeit.”40 We have seen in the previous pages that these contradicting forces 

offered fertile ground for a method of satiric attack that could offer, from the stage, a place for these 

tendencies to be compared, attacked, criticized, ridiculed, and maybe even overcome.  

 That the story ends not with a unified, constitutionally-liberal German state that ensured 

personal freedoms was apparent from the beginning, but this did not stop satirists from trying, and 

it is this effort that maintained a horizon of possibility beyond that which existed. While Germany 

would eventually be unified by the “education” provided by Prussian steel and warfare, the 

education given by satire is a requiem to those shattered moments of possibility where dramatists 

attempted an intervention to correct course and offer some alternative to the militarist path of 

German history, to lighten the atmosphere through laughter, to expose the flaws of an integrating 

society, to sublate the excesses of their time by parodying them. It is in this way that the alternate 

public sphere instantiated on the satiric stage left open the possibility of an alternate form for 

German society, one which almost materialized in 1848 and which showcased not only the 

limitations, but the imaginative potential of nineteenth-century German liberalism. With each step 

through the march of a difficult, contradictory period of German history, dramatic satirists followed, 

trying to excise that which did not belong and affirm that which did in the German body politic.  

 

  

                                                
40 For more on the historical understanding of the period as a “Schwellenzeit,” see: Stefan Jordan, 
Geschichtstheorie in der ersten Hälfte des 19. Jahrhunderts: Die Schwellenzeit zwischen Pragmatismus und klassischem 
Historismus (Frankfurt ; New York: Campus, 1999). 
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