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Preface and Acknowledgements 

On the front cover of this book the observant reader gets a glimpse of the 
entrance of a medieval church. The back depicts a window of that same 
church, or does it? The reader metaphorically enters the book through the 
front portal of the church and exits it by looking through a stained-glass 
window, seeing eternal greyish-blue skies. When reading texts from the past 
we react like the viewers of these images. We spontaneously identify the 
familiar and look closer when we hesitate or even fail in decoding what we 
think we read or see. If we maintain a curiosity for that which has been and 
that which is yet to come, then we will not only ask questions but also search 
for new answers. The reading and rereading, writing and rewriting of litera-
ture and history become crucial pieces for the understanding of ourselves 
and the world. If we thus looked closely at the church entrance on the front 
cover and if we had the knowledge necessary in art history, architecture, 
theology, or photography, then we would identify the “church” as the repre-
sentation of a medieval church and as a part of a museum for medieval histo-
ry in northern Manhattan, New York. If we were simply able to look out 
through the windows of the pictures we would see the Hudson River and the 
New Jersey shoreline and quickly conclude that what we see is not quite 
what we think. The pictures are taken in The Cloisters, part of the Metropoli-
tan museum, situated in Fort Tyron Park. The museum with its medieval 
collections was initiated by George Grey Barnard (1863–1938) and made 
permanent by great donations of John D. Rockefeller, Jr. (1874–1960). The 
building was assembled from architectural elements that date from the 12th 
through the 15th century and incorporates elements from five medieval clois-
ters in southern Europe, predominantly France. Within the walls of the mu-
seum the visitor finds European art from the ninth to the sixteenth century, 
some pieces—like the tapestry of the white unicorn in captivity—more fa-
mous than the museum that exhibits them. A visit to The Cloisters is very 
much a tangible experience of the European past put into a new context, 
continuously recontextualized as new items are added, old ones moved, and 
temporary exhibits invite the frequent visitor to discover the building anew. 
The Cloisters can thus be seen as the embodiment of this volume, suggesting 
new ways of looking at sources from the past. 
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This volume holds a number of contributions from a conference held at 

Stockholm University 2–4 September, 2010. It was a joint event held by the 
Department of Baltic Studies, Finnish and German in Stockholm and the 
European PhDnet Literary and Cultural Studies, initiated by Professor 
Ansgar Nünning, Justus-Liebig-University in Gießen, and supported by the 
German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD).1 The aim of the conference 
was to bring together scholars from a variety of disciplines, not only to in-
vestigate material or literary history and culture but also to bring theoretical 
aspects from different fields of research into play. For the last thirty years or 
so there have been lively theoretical discussions about the correlation be-
tween literature and history, as well as literature and culture. The “cultural 
turn,” “new historicism,” the “linguistic turn,” as well as other theoretical 
approaches and aspects have contributed to a growing interest in investigat-
ing early modern literature and culture anew. The conference brought to-
gether scholars to (re-)examine the importance of historical perspectives in 
literary studies, as well as to scrutinize the impact of “cultural studies” on 
early modern scholarship. The participants engaged in many lively discus-
sions in connection with the paper presentations, and we want to express our 
deepest gratitude to all of those who made the conference a success and who 
contributed with thought-provoking remarks that in the end were worked 
into the papers in this volume. A selection of revised papers was submitted 
to the editorial board for peer review and the reworked articles appear here. 

We have chosen to divide the volume into three parts, all of them first 
presenting articles by the keynote speakers of the conference—Jill Bepler, 
Peter Davidson, and Ansgar Nünning—and the representatives of the 
PhDnet Literary and Cultural Studies—Cora Dietl and Angela Locatelli—
then the other contributions follow in alphabetical order. The first part con-
sists of two articles and focuses on theoretical aspects of the writing of liter-
ary history as well as on the problems immediately arising when trying to 
identify text corpora, methods, and approaches. The second part includes 
nine contributions that investigate the desire among many authors (no matter 
of their choice of genre) to make sense of the world by putting thoughts and 
ideas into order—to sort and to categorize. Inspiration from Michel Fou-
cault’s Les mots et les choses: Une archéologie des sciences humaines from 
1966 cannot be overlooked, of course, but the theoretical influences from 
other philosophers, literary scholars, or historians become clear in the indi-
vidual contributions. The third and last part of the volume contains five arti-
cles. It is dedicated to different ways of communication and to material her-
itage and culture. The articles in this part clearly show the interconnected-
                                                      
1 The organizing committee also included Peter Gillgren, professor of art history at Stockholm 
University and Mats Malm, professor of comparative literature at the University of Gothen-
burg. 
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ness of people and ideas in the early modern world. Only a few articles deal 
with texts from the 20th and 21st century. It can easily be argued that the re-
cent past is as much a part of the past as more distant times, but the request 
for contributions that problematize topics like literary and cultural historio-
graphy, cultural technologies, and the (re-)writing of literary history make it 
easier to connect to research in the field of pre-modern(ist) times. It should, 
however, be stressed that the approach chosen by the contributors and the 
analytical models that are developed in the individual articles are of great 
importance for the interpretation of any text—old or new.  

A generous grant from Riksbankens Juibleumsfond made the conference 
as well as this publication possible. Further financial support was given to 
the conference from Henrik Granholms Stiftelse, Justus-Liebig-University 
Gießen, and the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD). Colleagues 
and doctoral students from the German department at Stockholm University 
were quick and kind when assisting in all kinds of practical matters at the 
conference. We are most grateful for the professional help that we received 
from the Center for Academic English at Stockholm University when we 
were preparing the contributions of this volume for publication. Laura Perry 
and Peter Ribic, doctoral students from the University of Wisconsin, Madi-
son, on exchange at the English Department at Stockholm University, were 
engaged in the final stages of proofreading. Their help was greatly appreci-
ated. 
Stockholm, February 1, 2013 
The editors 
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No Contextualization without Literary Theory and 
Concepts: Problems, Kinds and Criteria of 
Contextualizing Literary History1 

Ansgar Nünning, Justus Liebig University, Giessen 
Making some modest proposals for coming to terms with the problems in-volved in any attempt to contextualize literary history, this article argues that there is no form of literary and historical contextualism that is not under-pinned by theory and that making the underlying theoretical premises, prob-lems, concepts and criteria accessible to examination is a prerequisite for gaining insight into the different kinds of literary and historical contextualism we are actually dealing with. Reexamining the complex relationship between literary theory and literary history, the essay pursues three goals: firstly, to ar-gue that an alliance between literary theory and literary history could be an important force in the current attempts at opening the latter to cultural history as well as to contextualizing approaches to the writing of literary history; sec-ondly, to provide both an overview and a critical discussion of the main prob-lems and kinds of historical contextualism, attempting to systematize some of the most important issues and approaches; and, thirdly, to propose some crite-ria which any attempt to contextualize literary history should meet. 

I The Theory of Literary History vs. The Writing of Literary 
History: Introductory Observations on Two Strange Bed-
fellows 
Anyone who tries to come to terms with the problems involved in an attempt 
to contextualize literary history might as well begin with Uwe Japp’s obser-
vation that “few disciplines have, apparently, so little to do with each other 
                                                      
1 This essay is an attempt to apply and adapt ten hypotheses on the unavoidability of literary 
theory for literary and cultural history, which were first published in an article (see Nünning 
2001a) that originally appeared in a volume of the yearbook REAL (see Grabes 2001), to the 
problems involved in contextualizing literary history. I should like to thank the editors of the 
present volume and the colleagues who attended the conference in Stockholm for valuable 
feedback and for encouraging me to develop, and making me rethink, my ideas on the interre-
lationship between literary theory and literary history. I have also drawn on some ideas that I 
have explored in a number of articles on literary history and the Englishness of English liter-
ary histories (see Nünning 2001a, 2001b, 2006, 2008). 
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as the writing of literary history and the theory of literary history.” 2 While 
the theory of literary history has provided a number of thought-provoking, 
and very sobering, reflections on the (im-)possibility of historical contextual-
ism,3 scholars who spend their time writing literary history have largely pre-
ferred to proceed with the practice of contextualizing without bothering to 
think too much of the problems involved in their practice. Anyone who 
might think that Japp’s observation may be an unwarranted exaggeration 
would rub his or her eyes in astonishment to find out that many conferences 
in English Studies, e.g., the triennial conference organised by the prestigious 
“International Association of University Professors of English (IAUPE)” or 
ESSE, tend to devote several panels, sessions, or workshops to the various 
periods of, e.g., English and American literary history, while only one of the 
many sections deals with literary theory (including the theory of literary 
history). This curious division of labour does indeed seem to imply that the 
writing of literary history and the theory of literature and of literary history 
not only have very little to do with each other, they also seem to be oceans 
apart, with their respective practitioners tending to ignore what’s going on 
on the other side of the great divide that lies between the two fields. 

Moreover, one of the many insights of the theory of literary history is that 
“literary history used to be impossible to write; lately it has become much 
harder,” as Lipking remarked.4 Nonetheless, the writing of literary histories 
seems to be unperturbed by such pronouncements, proceeding apace as it 
does in various philologies. Though the problems involved in recontextualiz-
ing literary texts are arguably more complex than we will ever be able to put 
into words, they are also hardly if ever properly pondered, let alone concep-
tualized, by those who write literary history. It would be tempting to con-
clude from this discrepancy that Perkins is right when he opines that 
“[h]istorical contextualism tends to suppress critical intelligence.” 5 Given 
the fact that the belief “that literary works are formed by their historical con-
text” is one of the “three fundamental assumptions”6 of not only 19th-century 
literary history, but also of most literary histories written in the 20th century, 
it does come as a bit of a surprise that most literary historians have not both-
ered to pause and reflect about the issues and problems involved in contex-
tualizing. 

Taking my cue from these observations, I would like to suggest that we 
are unlikely to make much headway in grasping the complex issues sur-
                                                      
2 Uwe Japp, Beziehungssinn: Ein Konzept der Literaturgeschichte (Frankfurt am Main: Euro-
päische Verlagsanstalt, 1980), 32. 
3 See, e.g., David Perkins, Is Literary History Possible? (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 
1992), Chapter 6. 
4 Lawrence Lipking, “A Trout in the Milk,” in The Uses of Literary History, ed. Marshall 
Brown (Durham and London: Duke UP, 1995), 1.  
5 Perkins, Is Literary History Possible?, 128. 
6 Ibid., 12. 
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rounding contextualism and the impact new approaches may have for liter-
ary and cultural history without taking the question of theory into account. 
The introductory observations reflect some of the issues that are of crucial 
importance for anyone trying to come to terms with the relationship between 
the writing of literary history and the theory of literary history, and with the 
problems, kinds, modes and criteria of contextualizing literary history. 
Though it is an open and hotly debated question whether the rise in promi-
nence of theory or the opening of literary history to cultural history are laud-
able or lamentable developments, the main goal of this essay is neither to 
assume the role of an arbiter of hostilities nor to give an overview of the 
various positions that literary historians and theorists have taken over these 
issues. What I wish to do instead is propose some hypotheses on the uses, or 
indeed the indispensability, of theories in literary and cultural history and to 
provide some theoretical reflections on the main problems, kinds and criteria 
of contextualizing literary history. 

My project in this article will be to argue that there is no form of literary 
and historical contextualism that is not underpinned by theory and that mak-
ing the underlying theoretical premises, problems, concepts and criteria ac-
cessible to examination is a prerequisite for gaining insight into the different 
kinds of literary and historical contextualism we are actually dealing with. 
Anyone interested in coming to terms with the issues involved in contextual-
izing would arguably be wise to begin by reexamining the complex relation-
ship between literary theory and literary history. This essay pursues three 
goals: firstly, to argue that an alliance between literary theory and literary 
history could be an important force in the current attempts at opening the 
latter to cultural history as well as to contextualizing approaches to the writ-
ing of literary history; secondly, to provide both an overview and a critical 
discussion of the main problems and kinds of historical contextualism, at-
tempting to systematize some of the most important issues and approaches; 
and, thirdly, to propose some criteria which any attempt to contextualize 
literary history should meet. Though the focus will be on the synchronic 
dimension of the multifariousness of current approaches in literary history, 
the problems and trends discussed below could, and should, also be further 
explored on the diachronic axis in meta-literary-historiographical research.  
II Problems and Kinds of Historical Contextualisim: 
Hypotheses on the Importance of Theories and Concepts 
for Contextualizing Literary History  
Someone who wants to sing the praises of literary theory and emphasize its 
indispensability for our attempts at contextualizing literary history might just 
as well begin by pointing out that there are no givens for the literary or cul-
tural historian. Literary-historical ‘objects’ such as genres, periods, or 
‘movements,’ but also ‘contexts’ are neither given nor found, but construct-
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ed by an observer who uses explicit theories or proceeds from intuitive as-
sumptions. The ways in which we fabricate such constructs as literary or 
cultural history also depend on the theories, models, and metalanguages we 
employ. If one accepts the view that “literary-historical ‘objects’ . . . are con-
structed, not given or found, then the issue of how such objects are con-
structed . . . becomes crucial.”7  

For the purposes of the topic at hand, i.e., contextualizing literary history, 
these constructivist insights mean that we should turn our attention to the 
following three questions: (1) How are literary historical contexts construct-
ed? (2) What are the main problems involved in contextualizing literary his-
tory, i.e., in the construction of ‘contexts’? (3) What are the main kinds and 
modes that have been developed for constructing such contexts? The follow-
ing remarks cannot, of course, provide a definitive answer to any of these 
complex questions and the equally complex issues touched upon below, but 
will have to be provisional and tentative for the simple reason that develop-
ing an exhaustive theory or survey of historical contextualism and the prob-
lems involved therein would require a separate and fully-fledged study. I 
have deliberately couched my observations in an apodictic but hopefully 
clear form of hypotheses. They should rather be seen as the basis of further 
discussion, not as the last word on any of these issues, but rather as one of 
the first words on the theoretical problems involved in contextualizing liter-
ary history. 

As scholars who have tackled the problem of historical contextualism8 
have convincingly shown, there are no ‘theory-free’ approaches to literary 
history in general and to contextualization in particular, nor forms of ‘doing’ 
literary history that are not based on theoretical assumptions and concepts. 
The real issue is not whether literary and cultural historians use theories and 
concepts when they try to contextualize the texts they are dealing with, since 
they inevitably do, but rather how conscious they are of the categories, mod-
els, and theoretical frameworks they deploy. And it is of crucial importance 
to make these theories, frameworks, or concepts (e.g., interculturality or 
intermediality) explicit, which, more often than not, remain unacknow-
ledged. 

Although it is still anathema to many literary historians and critics who 
extol the virtues of close reading of texts and positivist ways of ‘doing’ liter-
ary history that theory is inescapable and that even something as seemingly 
empiricist as literary history is arguably theory-dependent, this insight is 
neither really new nor even controversial among those who have tried to 
keep up with the intellectual developments that are loosely labelled ‘the lin-
guistic turn’ or just ‘theory.’ The New Critic John Crowe Ransom already 
recognized that theory “always determines criticism, and never more than 
                                                      
7 Brian McHale, Constructing Postmodernism (London: Routledge, 1992), 3. 
8 See Perkins, Is Literary History Possible?, Chapter 6. 
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when it is unconscious. The reputed condition of no-theory in the critic’s 
mind is illusory.” 9 This is an assessment shared by many recent commenta-
tors. According to Terence Hawkes, for example, the most important benefit 
from the rise of literary theory has been “a sense of theory’s ubiquity”: 
“Stances claiming to be theory-free . . . readily revealed their roots in com-
plex and deliberately self-occluding theories not only of literature, but of 
history and economics too.” 10 In their valuable Reader’s Guide to Contem-
porary Literary Theory, Selden and Widdowson sum up what they believe to 
be the major “lesson that has been learnt from the theoretical debates of the 
past twenty years”: namely, “that no literary-critical activity is not under-
pinned by theory; that the theory, whatever it may be, represents an ideolog-
ical—if not expressly political—attitude; that it is more effective, if not more 
honest, to have a praxis which is explicitly theorised than to operate with 
naturalised and unexamined assumptions.”11 

If we are prepared to accept the view that there is no such thing as a ‘theo-
ry-free’ approach to literary and cultural history, then it is consequently 
pointless to ask whether literary and cultural historians use theories or not, or 
even to what extent we need them, when we want to come to terms with 
contextualizing literary history. What Helmut Bonheim has pointed out with 
regard to models, holds true for the impact of theories on literary historical 
contextualizing as well: “it is idle to think we can do without models: doing 
without them means pretending that we can deal with phenomena directly. If 
we indulge in the vain hope that we can think without categories, we are 
condemned to the unconscious use of preconceptions which distort or falsi-
fy.”12 

Whether we like it or not, or are even aware of it, the cognitive mecha-
nism psychologists call ‘concept formation through categorization’ is some-
thing that cannot be avoided in literary history: i.e., “the process by which an 
individual makes sense of the world by grouping the disparate elements en-
countered there in conceptually manageable ways” 13 plays a central role, for 
instance, in literary classifications.14 The process of concept formation may 
be more or less unconscious, or categorization can take place as part of a 
conscious, rational, and self-reflective investigation. Either way, the con-
cepts, models, and theories used for, say, literary classifications, the con-
struction of a narrative literary history, or contextualization as an attempt to 
                                                      
9 Quoted in G. Douglas Atkins and Laura Morrow, eds., Contemporary Literary Theory (Am-
herst and London: U of Massachusetts P/Macmillan, 1989), 1.  
10 Terence Hawkes, “The Rise of Theory—a Symposium,” Times Literary Supplement 15 
(July 1994):12. 
11 Raman Selden and Peter Widdowson, A Reader’s Guide to Contemporary Literary Theory 
(Hemel Hemstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993), 7. 
12 Helmut Bohnheim, Literary Systematics (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1990), 24. 
13 W. John Harker, “Information Processing and the Reading of Literary Texts,” New Literary 
History 20 (1989): 467. 
14 See Perkins, Is Literary History Possible?, Chapter 4. 
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explain literary historical change, provide a conceptual framework and a 
mode of emplotment, to borrow Hayden White’s felicitous term. 

If literary historians who are engaged in cultural contextualizing cannot 
do without theories and concepts, then it does indeed seem a good idea to 
make the ones we use as explicit as possible, and thus accessible to examina-
tion: “If we are condemned to using models,” and, I should like to add, theo-
ries, old and new concepts like interculturality and intermediality, “it is best 
to do so consciously,” as Bonheim aptly observes.15 In most literary histo-
ries, however, the different sets of theoretical assumptions and criteria used 
for contextualizations are usually not explicitly set out but, at best, merely 
introduced in passing, and they seldom, if ever, receive any examination. 

The same holds true for the question of how such entities as the ‘contexts’ 
of literary and cultural histories are constructed. Delimiting these entities as 
well as the objects of literary history16 presupposes clarity with regard to the 
underlying concepts. Within a constructivist framework, selectivity, perspec-
tivity, and constructivity constitute ineluctable features of every act of inter-
preting the data received by the senses and should thus be accepted as meth-
odological principles for any historiographical enterprise, including literary 
history. Historical knowledge does not represent real events of the past; it is 
filtered by the theoretical and methodological means historians have de-
ployed for selecting, interpreting, and organizing relevant data from their 
sources. Since literary history is a constructive process which does not re-
produce the past but provides intellectual constructs based on theoretical 
frameworks and concepts, theory is indeed inescapable for any literary histo-
rian engaged in contextualizing. 

Although its respective practitioners tend to ignore each other, literary 
theory and literary history are inextricably intertwined in a number of ways 
that have far-reaching implications for the correlation between literary texts 
and their historical contexts. Many of the approaches and concepts devel-
oped by theorists are involved in all of the fundamental problems that arise 
in the writing of literary history, e.g., the delimitation of the objects of liter-
ary history, the selection of texts and other media, the question of the canon, 
and the problems inherent in organizing, structuring, and presenting the ma-
terial.  

Attempts to contextualize literature and to explain literary change proceed 
from a number of questionable theoretical assumptions that are hardly, if 
ever, explicitly discussed, let alone properly conceptualized or theorized: 
“Certain axioms are fundamental to contextualizing explanation as a method. 
That context shapes text is an assumption that empowers the method and 
                                                      
15 Bohnheim, Literary Systematics, 24. 
16 See Tord Olsson, “Delimiting the Objects of Literary History,” Studying Transcultural 
Literary History, ed. Gunilla Lindberg-Wada (Berlin and New York: de Gruyter, 2006), 63–
65. 
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cannot itself be proved.” 17 The problem, however, is that the very terms 
‘text’ and ‘context’ are problematic at best, highly misleading at worst, since 
historical contexts are only available to us in the form of texts. Therefore, 
contextualization basically means ‘intertextualization,’ i.e., constructing or 
offering meaningful and relevant intertextual arrangements or configura-
tions. 

Moreover, contextualization itself is a practice which is as common and 
widespread as it is fraught with unresolved theoretical and conceptual prob-
lems that David Perkins has brilliantly exposed and explored in the chapter 
on “Historical Contextualism” of his thought-provoking book Is Literary 
History Possible?. Though he acknowledges that there are “quite different 
varieties of contextual literary history,” 18 he maintains “that the limitations 
and aporias inherent in the method are evident in all.” 19 To begin with, there 
are the problems of the selection of appropriate texts and contexts, and the 
ineluctable contingency that is involved in any act of contextualizing: “the 
context of any text is unsearchably extensive and can never be fully de-
scribed or known.”20 Most historians would probably be hard put to give “a 
convincing argument . . . for privileging the bit of context we choose, a step 
often omitted.”21 In addition to the endless “diversity of contexts” 22 and the 
impossibility of ever coming up with a comprehensive description of any 
context, there is the danger of circular reasoning: “We start with the text and 
then construct a context to explain it.”23 It stands to reason that the process 
of constructing contexts is itself potentially without limits, inevitably leading 
to an infinite regress which only pragmatic and practical considerations can 
bring to an end: 

Moreover, any context we use for interpretation or explanation must itself be interpreted. In other words, the context must be put in a wider context, which itself must be interpreted contextually, and so on in a recession that can only be halted arbitrarily.24  
When we consider the implications of the above observations for literary 
history and, more particularly, for such processes as the delimitation of the 
objects of literary history in general and contextualization in particular, the 
selection of texts and contexts, and the intricacies of canon formation, it 
becomes obvious that contextualization of literary history is not independent 
of, but rather shaped by the theories and key concepts used by the respective 
                                                      
17 Perkins, Is Literary History Possible?, 124. 
18 Ibid., 123. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid., 125. 
21 Ibid., 128. 
22 Ibid., 127. 
23 Ibid., 130. 
24 Ibid., 128. 
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historians. As O’Donnell has shown in his convincing critique of prominent 
tendencies in new historicism, there is a widespread, but highly “misleading 
understanding of history as an alternative to theory—an understanding that 
hypostatizes history, essentializes context, and induces an unmediated idea 
of the manner in which ‘historical’ information putatively explains various 
features of texts.”25 Though the new historicists, and the many epigones who 
have jumped on their bandwagon, have developed the genre of the anecdote 
into a new art form, they have neither laid whatever theoretical cards they 
may have on the table nor managed to solve the crucial problem of media-
tion between literary texts and their alleged contexts.26 

The theoretical issues involved in historical and literary contextualization 
therefore serve to show that, despite their contrary methodological assump-
tions and goals, theory and literary history are not as incompatible as is sug-
gested by its respective practitioners, who tend to ignore, or violently attack, 
each other’s work. It is true, however, that many literary historians who are 
engaged in contextualizing literary texts are babes-in-the-woods when it 
comes to dealing with theoretical problems of contextualization, hardly if 
ever reflecting upon the problematic issues involved in their practice, even 
though their discipline abounds with them. In his seminal book Is Literary 
History Possible?, David Perkins observes that “[f]ew literary historians 
have reflected upon the processes by which they obtained their classifica-
tions. They have worked naively and ad hoc.”27 The same arguably holds 
true for the processes and problems of contextualizing. Literary theorists, on 
the other hand, practise their own kind of ostrich-policy, as a rule either  
eschewing literary history altogether or preferring to just theorize about it 
rather than ‘do’ it. With their practitioners living in splendid isolation, the 
theoretical debates about the methodological problems involved in the writ-
ing of literary history and the actual practice of contextualizing are almost 
completely detached from one another. 

Nonetheless, instead of construing what I take to be artificial, and even 
misleading, oppositions between theory and literary history, I should like to 
emphasize that the topic at hand, i.e., the question of contextualizing, serves 
to demonstrate that the two are not only inextricably intertwined but that 
they can also be mutually beneficial. Rather than belabouring fruitless oppo-
sitions like the one between theory and literary history, we should follow in 
Berkhofer’s footsteps and investigate more closely the actual functions of 
theory in the writing of literary and cultural history. 

Theoretical considerations are arguably of crucial importance with regard 
to all of the fundamental problems that arise in the writing of literary history 
and in the processes of contextualizing in particular. Perkins has highlighted 
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26 See Perkins, Is Literary History Possible?, Chapter 6. 
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many of the “dilemmas in writing literary history”, while also “illuminating 
important current issues in the theory of literary history.”28 Risking great 
oversimplification, one can attempt to provide a list of the main problems 
involved in literary historical contextualization.29 Given the fact that literary 
history abounds with problems, it goes without saying that the list represent-
ed below does not claim to be exhaustive. Contextualizing literary history is 
inevitably confronted with 
• the problem of delimitating the object of enquiry, i.e., defining key 

concepts like ‘literature,’ ‘context,’ or ‘culture,’ concepts which are 
themselves subject to historical change,30 

• problems involved in the selection of texts and contexts, and the ques-
tion of the canon, 

• problems involved in interpreting literary texts and contexts, 
• the problems of (single or multiple) point of view and of objectivity,31 
• the problem of periodization and establishing ‘thresholds of new 

epochs’ (Epochenschwellen; see the essays in Gumbrecht and Link-
Heer, and Herzog and Koselleck), 

• the problem of selecting a suitable ‘mode of emplotment’ (sensu 
H. White) by means of which authors and texts can be arranged into 
narrative sequences, 

• other problems inherent in organizing and structuring the material, 
• the problem of contextualizing works through synthesizing and classi-

fications based on concepts like ‘genres,’ ‘movements,’ and ‘tradi-
tions,’ 

• the problem of contextualizing literary texts diachronically by relating 
them to various cultural traditions, 

• other problems of contextualizing literature, i.e., relating it to political, 
social, and cultural contexts,  

• the problem of determining possible channels of mediation between 
the respective texts and the political, social, and cultural contexts, 

• the problem of explanation, i.e., attempting to account for literary 
change, 

                                                      
28 David Perkins, ed. Theoretical Issues in Literary History (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 
1991), 8. 
29 For a more detailed account of these problems, see De Certeau, Moisan, Perkins, Berkhofer, 
and the essays in Haubrichs; Voßkamp and Lämmert; Eggert, Profitlich, and Scherpe; Danne-
berg and Vollhardt. 
30 See Herbert Grabes, “Selektionsprinzipien und Literaturbegriff in der anglistischen Litera-
turgeschichtsschreibung.” Germanisch-Romanische Monatsschrift 38 (1988): 3–14; and Ols-
son, “Delimiting the Objects of Literary History,” 63–65. 
31 See Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The ‘Objectivity Question’ and the American Histor-
ical Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1988).  
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• problems inherent in presenting the subject and in finding adequate 
forms in which to convey sophisticated conceptions of the literature 
and culture of past ages.32 

Since most of these issues have been discussed in great detail, and since I do 
not have an ace in the hole for solving any of these problems, I shall be very 
brief and merely draw attention to the pertinent works of such theorists as 
David Perkins, Jörg Schönert, and David Berkhofer. It is worth emphasizing 
once again, however, that literary theory is not only inextricably intertwined 
with the questions of selections, the canon and the problems of periodization, 
but also with attempts to contextualize literature and to account for literary 
change. 

The most pressing of these problems seems to be that the relation between 
literary texts and what used to be called ‘contexts’ is undertheorized at best, 
the more so since contexts are not given but “constructed by literary histori-
ans.”33 Though the economic metaphors so dear to the new historicists, e.g., 
their favourite circulation-metaphor,34 may be flowery, vivid, and suggestive, 
for instance, they provide only very opaque explanations of the possible 
correlations between literary texts and their cultural contexts. From a metho-
dological and theoretical point of view, and with regard to the intricate ques-
tions posed by historical contextualism,35 such metaphors tend to be unen-
lightening at best, unwittingly fostering contextual reductionism at worst.  

Moreover, there is a host of other problems involved in the operations 
called ‘contextualization.’ The contingency of any act of contextualizing 
mentioned above is enhanced by the diversity of contexts, which eludes any 
attempt at classifying the possible contexts that literary historians can take 
into consideration: “The areas of context usually cited are literary, cultural 
(Geist), or material, the latter being subdividable into the political, econom-
ic, and sociological.”36 To make things even worse, the modes in which lit-
erary texts can be correlated with these and other contexts are just as varied: 
“The modes in which texts can be related to these contexts are as simple 
mirrors or expressions, as symbolic, as organic parts of wholes, or as sys-
tematically differentiated.” 37 

Given this impressive list of problems associated with the topic of this 
volume, what is very interesting is that there is a curious gap between the 
                                                      
32 See Perkins, Is Literary History Possible?, 53. 
33 Ibid., 147. 
34 See Brook Thomas, “Figuring the Relation between Literary and Cultural Histories,” in 
“Literary History/Cultural History: Forcefields and Tensions,” ed. Herbert Grabes, special 
issue, 341–57, REAL – Yearbook of Research in English and American Literature 17 (Tü-
bingen: Niemeyer, 1989).  
35 See Perkins, Is Literary History Possible?, Chapter 6. 
36 Perkins, Is Literary History Possible?, 133. 
37 Ibid. 
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revitalized recent theorizing about the (im)possibility of literary history and 
contextualization on the one hand, and the flourishing disciplines of literary 
and cultural history, and of contextualizing, on the other. Most practitioners, 
especially literary historians in Britain, seem to be relatively unconcerned 
about both the problems allegedly involved in literary history and the work 
of the theorists who bend over backwards to tell them that literary history 
and contextualization in particular are impossible.38 Though there may be 
nothing wrong with such a peaceful coexistence, the question of relating 
literary texts to historical contexts cannot be settled without taking the theo-
retical assumptions and concepts deployed in conceiving and writing literary 
and cultural histories into account. 

Moreover, the problems of contextualization can only be rationally debat-
ed if we consider the criteria by which works of art have been accorded high 
or diminished status and the underlying (and usually unacknowledged) 
frameworks that are involved in the process of selection. These criteria 
themselves derive from more or less explicit theoretical frameworks or from 
unacknowledged cultural assumptions. Nina Baym has convincingly demon-
strated that theories “account for the inclusion and exclusion of texts,” and 
that theories have specifically led “to the exclusion of women authors from 
the canon.”39 In short: every canon is the result of selections, the selections 
are based on criteria, and the criteria depend on the underlying theoretical 
and conceptual framework. 

What I would like to suggest is that acknowledging and clarifying these 
theoretical frames of reference and conceptual presuppositions provides the 
clue to transforming the current acrimony that flares up as soon as the 
(im)possibility of literary historical contextualization or the ‘culturalization’ 
of literary history are mentioned into rational discussion. These underlying 
(and usually unacknowledged) theoretical presuppositions have direct bear-
ing on both the processes of contextualization and canon formation and the 
attempt to open up literary history to cultural history. In a pioneering article, 
Herbert Grabes has shed light on the interrelation between the principles on 
which works are selected for inclusion in literary histories and the general 
notions of what literature is in a given culture.40 Two of the lessons that his 
equally informative and thought-provoking article teaches us are that the 
very quality of ‘literariness’ depends on a framework of theoretical presup-
positions and that literary theory is inextricably intertwined with both the 
writing of literary history in general and with the questions of the canon and 
of contextualization in particular. Anyone engaged in coming to terms with 
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the problems of contextualizing would be well-advised to keep these valua-
ble insights in mind. 

Coming to terms with the problems involved in contextualizing also pre-
supposes clarity with regard to the question of what kind of context and 
mode of contextualization we are dealing with in any single case. Though it 
is by no means clear whether different people mean the same thing when 
they use the term ‘literary history,’ few people have bothered to take stock of 
the great variety of literary histories and kinds of approaches to contextual-
ization that actually exist. The communication model provides a convenient 
starting point for developing a preliminary typology of the diversity of dif-
ferent kinds of literary histories and of different varieties of contextual liter-
ary history, and for pointing out what areas of context can be foregrounded: 
“The difference between explanations depends partly on what area of con-
text is foregrounded—literature as an institution, other discourses, sociologi-
cal structures, the economic order, political history.” 41 

Though it is a truth universally acknowledged in theoretical works on the 
subject that literary history is a very ambiguous term, referring as it does 
both to past events (the res gestae) and to their historiographic representa-
tions (the historiae rerum gestarum), its inherent ambiguity is seldom, if 
ever, taken into account in the writing of literary history. This curious over-
sight is even more deplorable because, as Lee Patterson has pointed out, the 
term can refer to both “an immanent or intrinsic history of literature” and to 
“a critical practice concerned not with the history of literature as a self-
contained cultural practice but with the relation of literature, as a collection 
of writings, to history, as a series of events.” 42 With regard to contextualiza-
tion, this means that we should distinguish between literary, or intrinsic, 
contextualization, i.e., classifying literature according to concepts like gen-
res, movements, and traditions, and cultural or historical, i.e., extrinsic, con-
textualization, i.e., trying to relate literary texts to broader cultural, econom-
ic, political or social contexts. 

In addition to this general distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic his-
tories of literature and modes of contextualization, which is “useful both 
theoretically and historically,” 43 one can distinguish between text-centred 
approaches to contextualization focussing on the ‘internal’ development of 
literary structures or themes on the one hand, and author-, context-, and re-
ception-oriented literary histories on the other: “In a theoretical framework 
. . . literary history necessarily becomes a three-pronged process: the history 
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of production (genesis), the history of reception and the history of literary 
structures.”44  

The well-known communication model, which distinguishes between the 
author, the reader, the text, and the cultural contexts, thus provides a conven-
ient starting point for developing a preliminary classification of the diversity 
of literary histories extant and a typology of different kinds of contextualiz-
ing. On that basis one can distinguish between production histories, histories 
of literary themes and structures, reception histories, and cultural histories of 
literature, or histories of civilization, which focus on authors, readers, texts, 
and contexts, respectively. By the same token, we can distinguish different 
kinds of contextualizing on the basis of whether they use the author, the 
reader or other kinds of contextual factors as their dominant frame of refer-
ence. 

Rather than representing just three different, but internally homogeneous 
approaches, these different types of literary history need to be further differ-
entiated if we want to come to terms with the actual variety of kinds and 
modes of contextualizing that is practised in literary histories. There are, for 
instance, many different kinds of production history, which, together with 
the author, whose demise was apparently prematurely announced, seems to 
have returned with a vengeance.45 It was the Prague School which released 
the formerly positivist production history “from its dependence on external 
(psychological, social) factors,” focussing instead on the intrinsic relation-
ship between the individual creative acts and supra-individual aesthetic 
norms (tradition), thus shifting “the core of production history to the study of 
the evolution of the text and of its sources in language, thematic tradition 
and artistic devices.”46 Similarly, histories of literary structures and reception 
history have also undergone significant transformations. In other words, 
there has been a proliferation of different kinds of literary histories, but nei-
ther have their correlations as yet been clarified nor have there been any 
successful attempts at integrating the various types of literary histories into 
one big synthesis. 

In sum, there is thus no such thing as ‘literary history’ in the abstract (or 
singular), but only different kinds of literary history and of contextualization, 
each of which is informed by a number of theoretical considerations and 
conceptual underpinnings. Therefore it is as futile to argue about literary 
history and cultural history in the abstract as it is to try to determine the pos-
sible similarities or divergences of such chimeras. From today’s vantage-
point, it definitely looks as though literary history has not only survived the 
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challenges of ahistorical approaches like deconstruction and poststructural-
ism, it has also developed in a number of interesting new directions. This is 
partly due to the impulses, but also the defamiliarization that inter- and 
transcultural,47 intermedial and interdisciplinary approaches have had on the 
theory and writing of literary history. If we want to come to terms with the 
complex relationship between literary history and the various cultural con-
texts and theoretical developments, we should, however, first of all 
acknowledge the fact that there is no such thing as literary history, or cultur-
al history, for that matter, in the abstract or singular. Thus, if we do not want 
to be accused of either putting up straw men or of flogging dead horses when 
we discuss the possibilities of opening literary history to cultural history, we 
would be well advised to begin by taking stock of what has actually been 
going on in the areas under discussion. 

An obvious starting-point for any discussion of different kinds of literary 
histories and forms of contextualizing are the histories themselves, but they 
are often a good deal less illuminating than one might think. In most cases 
largely unaffected by the extensive theoretical work on literary history, many 
exemplars of the genre still look like strange remnants of a bygone or a more 
innocent age on whose positivist nature even rigorous methodological nur-
ture will never stick. To make things worse, the underlying presuppositions 
on which particular literary histories rely are not usually explicitly set out 
but at best merely introduced in passing, and they seldom, if ever, receive 
any theoretical examination. More often than not, theoretical reflections are 
conspicuous by their absence. There are, of course, laudable exceptions to 
this rule,48 but the proliferation of literary histories has not been accompanied 
by any sustained attempts at incorporating the insights that the theorizing of 
the discipline has yielded. While the rethinking of the theory of literary his-
tory has proceeded apace, the writing of literary history remained largely 
unaffected by the insights of the theorists. 

In order for any discussion about the issues and problems involved in 
contextualization to make sense, it is therefore necessary to establish the 
underlying theoretical premises and conceptual underpinnings of any given 
approach. To discourse about the subject without first of all clarifying what 
kind of literary history we actually mean is futile because literary history 
(just like cultural or intercultural history) in the abstract is nothing but a 
chimera. Rather than trying to determine the possible similarities or diver-
gences of such chimeras, we should begin to take stock of the plethora of 
different types of literary histories. 
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Since there are almost as many different kinds of literary (and cultural) 
history as approaches in contemporary literary theory, taking stock of the 
plethora of types of literary histories is a prerequisite for coming to terms 
with the relationship between literary history and such new developments as 
intercultural, intermedial, or interdisciplinary approaches. The foregoing 
theoretical sketch could be supplemented with an overview of the different 
kinds of literary history, focussing on recent developments and new ap-
proaches. Instead of constructing artificial oppositions between antagonistic 
camps designated ‘literary history’ and ‘cultural history,’ which are, after all, 
chimerical beasts we are unlikely to encounter in open nature or literary 
studies, we should investigate more closely the different kinds of literary and 
cultural history that are currently being practised. Otherwise one runs the 
risk of not being able to see the trees for the wood or pitting two bloodless 
phantoms against each other. There are indeed many different kinds of trees 
in the forest we call literary history: 

Its major modes have been Hegelian, naturalist, positivist, geistesgeschicht-lich, Marxist, formalist, sociological and, paradoxically, postmodern. . . . The genre includes works on the literature of nations, periods, traditions, schools, regions, social classes, political movements, ethnic groups, women, and gays, and these studies may foreground the genesis or production of texts, their ef-fect on society or on subsequent literature, their reception, or all these mo-ments synthetically.49 
Impressive though this list is, it by no means exhausts the broad spectrum of 
different kinds of literary histories and approaches to contextualization that 
have resulted from the proliferation of theories and approaches. As the use of 
the plural—New Literary Histories—in the title of a recently published 
monograph by Claire Colebrook underscores,50 there is no longer one capi-
tal-‘LH’ Literary History, something that Jonathan Arac also emphasizes 
when mentioning the “energy of the new literary histories.”51 A brief glance 
at an entry on ‘literary history and the writing of literary history’ in an ency-
clopedia of literary and cultural history will suffice to demonstrate that there 
is a great diversity of different kinds of literary and cultural histories, as tes-
tified by the names of some of the new approaches. In addition to the vari-
ants mentioned by Perkins in Is Literary History Possible?, who also briefly 
alludes to “studies of the institution of literature in past ages and of the ‘lit-
erary field,’”52 the broad spectrum of approaches discussed in that entry 
includes, e.g., histories of literary themes and motifs, approaches focussing 
                                                      
49 Perkins, Is Literary History Possible?, 1. 
50 Claire Colebrook, New Literary Histories: New Historicism and Contemporary Criticism 
(Manchester: Manchester UP, 1997). 
51 Jonathan Arac, “What is the History of Literature.” Modern Language Quarterly 54.1 
(1993): 106. 
52 Perkins, Is Literary History Possible?, 9. 



 28

on sources and influences, intellectual history, the history of mentalities, 
histories of reception and impact, functionalist approaches, the new histori-
cism, feminist literary histories, empirical literary histories, and intercultural 
literary histories.53 

Given such a plethora of new approaches in the broad field of literary his-
tory, it is indeed no longer justified or appropriate to talk about literary histo-
ry as though it were a monolithic discipline relying on one single approach. 
It would be equally misleading to assume that a positivist paradigm has 
merely been replaced by the project of a ‘new literary history,’ inaugurated 
by the journal of that name, which was founded by Ralph Cohen in 1969. 
The journal New Literary History was certainly a major impetus to the boom 
in more explicitly theorized approaches to literary history, and it definitely 
contributed to a new practice of writing literary history. What it arguably did 
not accomplish, however, was either to establish a new, poststructuralist or 
postpositivist,54 paradigm, or to usher in an opening of literary history to 
cultural history. 

What we are actually faced with today, is neither just one new historicism 
nor a one and only one form of literary history or of contextualization, but 
rather a broad range of different ways of conceptualizing, practising and 
contextualizing literary history, each of which is informed by a number of 
different theoretical considerations. What was once a more or less unified 
enterprise has branched out into different directions and fields, producing a 
great diversity of new approaches, many of which display little if any family 
resemblance to their positivist great-grandfather, which may for conven-
ience’s sake be called the ‘old historicism,’ though this is arguably a chimera 
as well. Popular though the dichotomy between the ‘old historicism’ and the 
‘new historicism’ is, it suggests unwarranted assumptions of homogeneity, 
and does not do justice to the complexity of, and the differences between, the 
approaches conveniently, but all too often misleadingly, subsumed under the 
wide umbrellas of the two terms.  

In his seminal book The New Historicism and other Old-Fashioned Top-
ics, Brook Thomas has provided a perspicacious analysis of the history and 
confused use of the term ‘historicism’ in English, and done a brilliant job at 
clarifying the question of what is actually new about the new historicism by 
setting it off from various older historicisms and by duly emphasizing “the 
importance of a historical understanding of past historicisms.” 55 As far as the 
label ‘new historicism,’ for instance, is concerned, Thomas identifies “two 
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strains: a reconstructive strain—the effort to reconstruct more inclusive liter-
ary histories—and what we could call the new historicism proper—work 
resembling Greenblatt’s version of a cultural poetics,” 56 though he hastens to 
add that such a “division of the new historicism into two strains” is itself 
“too schematic.”57 It may therefore be more productive to highlight some of 
the innovative trends that have recently emerged in literary history. 

Mapping the actual and great diversity of different kinds of literary (and 
cultural) history is thus a prerequisite for gaining insight into the force-fields 
and tensions between traditional notions of literary history and new devel-
opments like inter- and transcultural, intermedial, or interdisciplinary ap-
proaches, and for being able to gauge the impact that new concepts may 
have for the practice of contextualizing literary history. Since limitations on 
space make it impossible to provide a detailed overview of the proliferation 
of new kinds of literary histories and a discussion of their respective strate-
gies of contextualization, I should like to refer the interested reader to a pro-
visional classification, mapping new ways of writing literary history, that I 
have published elsewhere58 and to the titles listed in the bibliography.  

In a more comprehensive study, one would, however, have to distinguish 
between literary histories ‘proper’ and work done in the field of literary his-
tory; a list of examples of the latter category would, of course, be endless. 
The plethora of genres of literary history “includes works on the literature of 
nations, periods, traditions, schools, regions, social classes, political move-
ments, ethnic groups, women, and gays.” 59 I have also left out such ‘post-
modern’ exemplars of the genre as the Columbia Literary History of the 
United States60 and A New History of French Literature,61 “both of which are 
a collection of separate essays and deliberately avoid consecutiveness and 
coherence.”62 

Though I am aware of the many pitfalls of pigeonholing and the question 
of representativeness raised by such classifications that are inevitably some-
what artificial, the figure below tries to illustrate what has resulted from 
what, adapting a phrase by Barry, one might call ‘Literary History’s Centrif-
ugal Force.’63 It presents a selective and schematic survey of the most im-
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portant new approaches and mentions the names of some of their major pro-
ponents or practitioners, even though the labels of some of the approaches 
are merely the result of ad hoc coinages. While some of the approaches men-
tioned in the list have been fully elaborated, at least as far as their theoretical 
frameworks are concerned (e.g., the Sozialgeschichtliche Ansätze, the Funk-
tionsgeschichte, or the approaches based on systems theory), others have 
already produced a significant body of scholarly work (e.g., feminist literary 
history or the so-called new historicism). I present this matrix with a certain 
trepidation, being fully aware of the hazards of putting the wrong label on 
someone’s work or putting someone in the wrong pigeonhole. 

 

1. Contextualist, Thematic and Political Literary Histories: 
Marxist literary histories Fredric Jameson, Robert Weimann 
Cultural materialism Catherine Belsey, Jonathan Dollimore,  

Alan Sinfield 
New historicism/cultural poetics Stephen Greenblatt, Louis Montrose,  

Brook Thomas 
Postcolonial literary histories Homi Bhabha, Edward Said 
Feminist literary histories Nina Baym, Sandra Gilbert/Susan Gubar,  

Elaine Showalter 
Literary histories written from the point of view of gender studies Ina Schabert 
 

2. Formalist, Generic and Narratological Literary Histories: 
Histories of genres and modes of writing Andreas Höfele, Michael Wheeler 
Literary histories based on feminist narra-tology Susan Lanser, Robyn Warhol 

Literary histories based on a ‘natural’ narratology Monika Fludernik 
 

3. Social, Structural and Functional Literary Histories: 
Social histories of literature Peter Keating 
Social/structural-functional literary histo-ries (Sozialgeschichtliche Ansätze) Renate von Heydebrand, Claus-Michael Ort, Dieter Pfau, Jörg Schönert 
Functional literary histories (Funk-tionsgeschichten) Winfried Fluck, Wolfgang Iser, Jürgen Schlae-ger, Wilhelm Voßkamp 
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4. Literary Histories Based on Extraliterary ‘Meta-Theories’: 
Literary histories based on historical dis-course analysis (Michel Foucault) John Bender, Jürgen Link 

Literary histories based on the theory of civilization (Norbert Elias) Reiner Wild 

Literary histories based on systems theory (Niklas Luhmann) Peter Hühn, Gerhard Plumpe, Christoph Rein-fandt, S.J. Schmidt 
Literary histories based on radical con-structivism (Ernst von Glasersfeld, Heinz von Foerster) 

Brian McHale, S.J. Schmidt 

Empirical literary histories S.J. Schmidt 
Literary histories based on the theory of modernization Hans Ulrich Seeber, Hubert Zapf 
 

5. (Inter-)Cultural, Intermedial and Interdisciplinary Histories of Literature: 
Media-oriented literary histories Friedrich Kittler 
Approaches based on literary anthropology Wolfgang Iser, Jürgen Schlaeger, Simone Winko 
Approaches based on cultural anthropo-logy Doris Bachmann-Medick 

Approaches based on the cultural-memory paradigm Aleida Assmann, Matt K. Matsuda, Astrid Erll 

Approaches based on the nationalism /ideas-of-nationhood paradigm Jonathan Arac, Homi Bhabha, Herbert Grabes, John Lucas, Gerald Newman, Vera Nünning, Cannon Schmitt, Brook Thomas 
Approaches based on the history-of-mentalities paradigm Sabine Jöckel, Friederike Meyer, Vera Nünning, Ansgar Nünning 
Interdisciplinary approaches to literary and cultural history (e.g., studies on science and literature or on law and literature) 

Gillian Beer, Brook Thomas 

Multidisciplinary approaches to literary and cultural history Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth, Steven Connor, Trudi Tate 
Other kinds of (inter-/trans)cultural histo-ries of literature Jonathan Arac, Stephen Arata, G.J. Barker-Benfield, Peter Melville Logan, Lawrence Man-ley, David Morse, Gunilla Lindberg-Wada et al. 
Fig. 1: A selective survey of new kinds of literary histories and of some of their major propo-
nents.
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Although the schematic form of the matrix suggests unwarranted assump-
tions of homogeneity, and does not do justice to the diversity, breadth, and 
scope of either the different approaches subsumed under the wide umbrellas 
of the terms that I have used or the work of the scholars mentioned by name, 
it may serve to highlight some of the innovative trends that have recently 
emerged in the area of literary history, giving at least a rough idea of the 
plethora of kinds and modes of contextualizing literary history that have 
been developed. Notwithstanding differences in methodology and general 
orientation between the various new approaches, there are arguably a num-
ber of identifiable features that constitute the lowest common denominators 
of various recent developments in literary history. First and foremost, intrin-
sic literary history, i.e., “literary history as the history of literature,” 64 though 
still championed by, for instance, Harold Bloom and Claus Uhlig, has gone 
out of fashion, becoming the exotic literary exception to the cultural rule. 
Second, the changes brought about by the new kinds of literary histories are 
epitomized by both an understanding of literature and culture as ‘text’ 65 and 
a methodology based on cultural semiotics, both of which many of the ap-
proaches listed above share. 

In order to highlight the differences that distinguish these ‘newer’ forms 
of literary history from both the positivist paradigm within which the ‘old 
historicism’ allegedly operated and from intrinsic approaches like the ones 
developed by the Russian formalists and by the Prague School, one might 
venture two more generalizations: the two basic transformations can be de-
scribed as a greater degree of theorization and as a shift from text-centred 
and formal models to models that are not only structural and functional, but 
also attentive both to the texts and to the various contexts of literature. More 
than anything else, it is the growing awareness of the complex interplay that 
exists between texts and their contexts that sets these cultural approaches off 
from the intrinsic paradigm of literary history. The formalists’ and New Crit-
ics’ preference for intrinsic approaches has given way to a general move 
toward integration and synthesis and towards ‘thicker descriptions,’ to adapt 
Clifford Geertz’s famous term. 

All types of literary history are equal (read: equally theory-dependent), 
but with regard to broader cultural questions and contexts some of the ap-
proaches outlined above are more equal (read: cultural and context-oriented) 
than others, with inter- and transcultural as well as intermedial approaches 
being particularly geared towards cultural issues. The differences between 
intrinsic approaches and the various new types of literary histories point to a 
broader reconfiguration of the landscape in literary history. Questioning the 
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traditional assumption that the relationship between art and reality is based 
on mimesis, cultural histories of literature proceed from the assumption that 
it is more rewarding to conceptualize literature, as well as other forms of art, 
as an active force in its own right which is involved in the actual generation 
of ways of thinking and of attitudes and, thus, of something that stands be-
hind historical developments. In his seminal monograph Imagining the Peni-
tentiary, in which he argued that widespread attitudes toward prison were 
formulated in English fiction which enabled the conception of the 18th-
century penitentiary, John Bender sums up this new understanding of the 
active and constitutive role that fictions can play in the process of forming 
institutions and shaping mentalities:  

I consider literature and the visual arts as advanced forms of knowledge, as cognitive instruments that anticipate and contribute to institutional formation. Novels as I describe them are primary historical and ideological documents; the vehicles, not the reflection, of social change.66  

Lee Patterson succinctly summarizes this new understanding of the relation 
between literature and the various contexts that make up the cultural matrix 
at large: 

The breaking down of the category of literature has made it possible for liter-ary historians to see that literary writing is best understood not as a diacritical or disengaged activity but instead as one of the many forms of cultural pro-duction by which men and women have made their world. Far from being di-vorced from the world, literary production is itself a form of social practice: texts do not merely reflect social reality but create it. Under the influence of this essentially anthropological perspective, recent literary historians have sought to replace literary texts within the larger cultural formations of which they were originally a part.67 
However, the dichotomies between the ‘old historicism’ and the ‘new’ ap-
proaches to literary history should not be exaggerated. They present us with 
a set of false choices, between text and context, between form and content, 
between formalism and contextualism, and between ‘neutral’ description and 
‘ideological’ evaluation. The problem with such binarisms is not so much 
that they are based on questionable generalizations, as the failure of such 
rigid distinctions to do justice to the aims and complexities of literary and 
cultural history, both synchronically and diachronically. It is the attempt to 
address these complexities, to cross the border between textual formalism 
and historical contextualism, and to close the gap between intrinsic and ex-
trinsic approaches that is the motivating and driving force behind the various 
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projects which can be put under the heading ‘cultural histories of literature,’ 
i.e., those approaches that display a keen interest in contextualizing literary 
history. 

The above survey of new kinds of literary histories may also serve as a 
convenient mental map or foil against which the force-fields and tensions 
between traditional kinds of positivist literary history and more recent brands 
of intercultural, intermedial, and interdisciplinary approaches to literary his-
tory can be gauged. Considering the various similarities and differences of 
the new literary histories, two things need to be emphasized. First, though all 
types of literary history are equally theory-dependent, both the degree of 
elaborateness with which they are consciously theorized and the degree of 
explicitness with which the underlying theoretical assumptions are set out 
vary to quite a large extent. Second, with regard to broader cultural questions 
and contexts, some of the new approaches outlined above are more equal, 
i.e., more oriented towards cultural concerns, than others. As far as the de-
gree of theorization is concerned, the spectrum of possibilities might be dia-
grammed along an axis, with positivist literary history, or the ‘Old Histori-
cism,’ situated at the undertheorized pole, and such new approaches as histo-
ries of the changing functions of literature (Funktionsgeschichten) and liter-
ary histories based on system theory or on the theory of modernization,68 
which are more consciously and explicitly theorized than, say, any feminist 
literary history I have come across, at the theorized pole of the spectrum. 

The traditional demarcation of literary history and cultural history has al-
so been challenged by recent developments in the field of the ‘new cultural 
history’69  as well as by inter- and transcultural approaches to the histories of 
literature.70 Thus, instead of pitting monolithic chimeras like ‘literary histo-
ry’ and ‘cultural history’ against each other, we rather ought to map the 
‘spaces in-between’ and explore the complex processes and problems of 
contextualization and cultural exchange and transfers. Recent developments 
in the field of cultural history in general71 and the ‘new cultural history’ 72 in 
particular have also challenged the traditional demarcation of literary history 
and cultural history. While the new kinds of literary histories outlined above 
have focussed on the historicity of literary texts and the textuality of cultural 
contexts (to slightly modify and embellish Louis Montrose’s famous chias-
mus), approaches grouped under the umbrella term of ‘new cultural history’ 
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have made various inroads into the realm of literary history. Just as literary 
critics have moved toward history again, so have more and more cultural 
historians begun to take literature into consideration. These developments 
have resulted in the blurring of clear-cut genre distinctions between literary 
and cultural history, opening up new possibilities for representing the cultur-
al matrix of the past. 

Crossing the boundary between literary and cultural history has thus not 
been a one-way affair but a mutual process reinforced by recent trends on 
both sides:  

Thus the rise of a new historicism within literature departments has been ac-companied by the rise of a new cultural history within history departments, producing the common ground of cultural studies for both historians and liter-ary critics discontent with particular constraints within their respective disci-plines.73  

Though limitations on space preclude any possibility of offering an over-
view, let alone a close scrutiny, of the various new approaches that have 
been developed by the practitioners of what has come to be known as the 
‘new cultural history,’ 74 one might at least mention in passing that the realm 
of cultural history has also shown a proliferation of new approaches. Suffice 
it to say that the ‘new cultural history’ has become just as diversified and 
complex a field as literary history. There is a wide range of both new models 
for cultural history and new approaches, including ‘history from below,’ 
women’s history, microhistory, oral history, and history of the body. In addi-
tion, there are new trends in the fields of the history of ideas and intellectual 
history,75 with critics and (meta-)historians like Philippe Ariès, Peter Burke, 
Dominick LaCapra, Roger Chartier, Thomas Laqueur, Jacques LeGoff and 
Hayden White spearheading the rethinking of these disciplines. 

In short: there neither is, nor ever was, one capital-‘C’ and capital-‘H’ 
Cultural History, but rather a wide range of very heterogeneous cultural his-
tories. Some of these new models and approaches in cultural history are 
more concerned with literature than others. Whereas literature plays only a 
minor role in the works of cultural historians like Foucault, E.P. Thompson 
and Natalie Zemon Davis, John Brewer’s seminal work The Pleasures of the 
Imagination, though certainly not a paradigm of the ‘new cultural history,’ 
arguably deserves to be singled out as a successful integration of literature 
into a broader history of English culture in the eighteenth century. These few 
examples may suffice to show that the field of cultural history is certainly 
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much too large and diversified to permit valid statements about its contours, 
let alone generalizations about methods, goals, or directions. 

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that no models have yet been proposed 
to account for these new developments in literary/cultural history, which 
have resulted in crossing borders between different disciplines and blurring 
genres. Such a mental map could provide us with a way of classifying differ-
ent kinds of literary/cultural history. Foregrounding those features which 
bear directly on the topic at issue, i.e., the complex problems involved in 
contextualization discussed above, such a model could attempt to map the 
‘spaces in-between,’ indicating where a particular approach might be situat-
ed on a gliding scale between the poles of ‘literary history proper’ and the 
‘new cultural history.’  

I have elsewhere76 posited a continuum of increasing (or diminishing) de-
grees of contextualization and culturalization according to which literary and 
cultural histories can be distinguished. Intrinsic literary histories, which fo-
cus mainly on immanent features like literary themes, motifs, or structures, 
can be found at one pole. At the other pole would be the various new kinds 
of context-sensitive cultural history, which could be further distinguished 
according to the degree to which they take literary texts, other art forms, 
discourses and media, technological developments like the invention of the 
printing press, or the system of literature and culture at large into account. 
Occupying a midpoint on the spectrum are those approaches which try to 
relate literature to various extra-literary forces and contexts. My point is that 
many recent approaches to literary history and the new cultural history are 
much more closely intertwined than one might expect, in respect to, e.g., 
dealing with popular texts, taking account of other discourses and media, and 
raising new questions about popular culture, collective mentalities, and inter-
/transculturality. 

Taken together, all the models that I have sketched provide a basic profile 
or a mental map of the diversified area between the poles of ‘literary history 
proper’ and the various new approaches that have been developed in inter-
cultural, intermedial, and interdiscilinary approaches to literary history, 
showing that there are indeed many ‘spaces in-between.’ The movement 
from literary history to the various contexts of cultural history has been just 
as subtle and gradual as the one from the opposite direction. Another thing 
that most of the new kinds of literary and cultural histories mentioned above 
have in common is that they have managed to open new directions of re-
search and that they have reminded literary critics and historians of the bo-
nus of understanding which the combination of information from two or 
more disciplines affords. Brook Thomas, for instance, emphasizes “that in 
cross-examining the histories of two disciplines, which have often been kept 
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apart [i.e., law and literature], I could produce a story about that culture 
which otherwise would remain untold.”77 
III Some Inconclusive Conclusions and Criteria for 
Contextualization 
Though the present essay does not pretend to have exhausted the complex 
issue of gauging all the problems of contextualization and the kinds of con-
textualizing, I should like to provide a very short, albeit inconclusive conclu-
sion. I have argued that if we are to make sense of the key topic discussed in 
this volume, i.e., contextualizing literary and cultural history, we would be 
wise to begin by looking at both the theoretical frameworks that inform the 
practices of contextualizing literary and cultural history and the plethora of 
new approaches that have been developed. Moreover, I have argued that 
postulating a dichotomy between monolithic entities designated ‘literary 
history’ and ‘cultural history’ is not very helpful because what we are actual-
ly faced with is a broad range of hybrid approaches and blurred genres, 
which occupy various ‘spaces in-between’ that deserve to be mapped much 
more carefully. 

A higher degree of theoretical self-awareness is not only necessary for the 
development of more professional forms and modes of contextualizing in 
literary and cultural history, it is also a prerequisite to gauging the force-
fields and tensions between literary texts and the great diversity of cultural 
contexts that literary historians can draw on and foreground. Though all of 
the theses and propositions outlined above would, of course, need some sub-
stantial fleshing out not possible in an article, and though this essay yields no 
real conclusions, positivistic or otherwise, it may at least suffice to show that 
literary history is no longer what it was supposed to be and that it has devel-
oped into a flourishing and highly diversified discipline, branching out in 
many interesting new directions and managing to keep almost as many pro-
fessors busy as James Joyce.  

Although one of the prerequisites of any rational debate about contextual-
izing literary and cultural history would be establishing a consensus about 
the ticklish question of what the criteria for a convincing and good form of 
contextualization might be, we are unfortunately still far removed from 
reaching such a consensus, notwithstanding the fact that we seem to have 
reached agreement on the fact that contexts are “always only a construction 
of the literary historian” 78: “We cannot deny that contexts are constructed by 
literary historians; we cannot concede that all constructions are equally val-
id; and we cannot completely agree on criteria as to which to prefer.” 79  
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But even if scholars have so far been unable to agree on criteria as to 
which kind or mode of contextualization to prefer, it is arguably very “im-
portant to distinguish among better and less good stories” 80—and contextual-
izations, one might add— “‘better’ not in the sense of objectively truer (a 
criterion discredited by the constructivist approach), but in terms of such 
criteria as rightness of fit, validity of inference, internal consistency, appro-
priateness of scope, and above all productivity.”81 In my opinion, these crite-
ria would also serve as a suitable yardstick for distinguishing between better 
and less good contextualizations. As a supplement to the five criteria that 
Brian McHale mentions, I would like to suggest four additional criteria that 
acts and forms of contextualizing should fulfil: relevance (both for the texts 
in question and for the respective research question), plausibility, intersub-
jectivity, and above all the problem-solving capacity of a proposed contextu-
alization. 

I have offered these Teutonic hypotheses and reflections as a means to 
sketch and map, if yet in rough outline at least in greater detail than previous 
uses of the terms ‘contextualizing’ or ‘contextualization,’ ‘literary history’ 
and ‘cultural history’ have displayed, the varied landscape of current theories 
and practices of literary histories in general and forms of contextualization in 
particular. Given the abundance of new approaches for literary and cultural 
history and the differences between the various national traditions, there 
appear to be two basic options. First, one can simply accept the gap between 
recent theorizing about the (im-)possibility of literary history and the actual 
practice of writing it, and keep on with the business (as usual) of doing what 
one has always done, perhaps taking comfort from the condition of peaceful 
coexistence of Teutonic theorizing, Frenchified philosophizing, and the An-
glo-American penchant for ‘doing’ literary history82 and for getting down to 
the facts. The second option would be to intensify our attempts to relate con-
temporary literary theory and concepts to the practices of writing literary 
histories and of contextualizing, and to foster an interdisciplinary and inter-
national exchange as well as application of the various new concepts and 
methods of contextualizing literary history. Though the philological depart-
ments in different countries no longer live in splendid isolation or blessed 
insularity, one ought, I think, to turn one’s attention to fostering an informed 
discussion and comparison of the array of competing theoretical paradigms 
                                                      
80 McHale, Constructing Postmodernism, 9. 
81 Ibid. 
82 See Ansgar Nünning, “On the Englishness of English Literary Histories: Where Literature, 
Philosophy and Nationalism Meet Cultural History,” in Critical Interfaces: Contributions on 
Philosophy, Literary Theory, and Culture in Honour of Herbert Grabes, eds. Gordon Collier, 
Klaus Schwank, and Franz Wieselhuber (Trier: WVT, 2001), 55–83, and Ansgar Nünning, 
“On the Englishness of English Literary Histories as a Challenge for a Transcultural Literary 
History,” in Studying Transcultural Literary History, ed. Gunilla Lindberg-Wada (Berlin and 
New York: de Gruyter, 2006), 158–68. 



 39 

and traditions of writing literary history, which have so far, more often than 
not, been largely confined to particular countries. We could arguably do 
worse than overcome nationalism, provincialism, and parochialism in these 
things, establishing an intellectual and international stock market for the best 
theoretical paradigms, models and approaches available for new kinds of 
contextualizing literary and cultural history.  

These inconclusive conclusions and suggestions for criteria for contextu-
alization, just like the foregoing Teutonic hypotheses on the indispensability 
of theories and concepts for both the writing of literary histories and contex-
tualizations, are not, however, meant to be the last word on any of these 
complex subjects. I hope that they might rather be one of the first words on a 
reconceptualization of the relationship between the recent insights of the 
theory of literary history and the practice of writing literary histories and that 
they may lead to better contextualizations, i.e., to relevant, internally con-
sistent, plausible, and intersubjectively verifiable and valid forms of contex-
tualizing literary history that serve to solve problems that literary historians 
have been, and are, grappling with. Needless to say, that would really make 
my day. 
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Context—Intertext: A Prerequisite of Cultural 
Relevance and Value 

Maik Bierwirth, University of Paderborn 
Literary histories always determine a literary canon. This essay examines some fundamental aspects of canon research like ‘reference,’ ‘relevance,’ and ‘value’ based on a broad understanding of intertextuality and cultural practice. A descriptive approach to the analysis of relations between literary texts and their evaluating references is suggested. Thus, it proves inevitable to include contexts in literary histories. Moreover, it is argued that the explicit and trans-parent positioning of historiographers with regard to their own norms for evaluation and selection is necessary.  

Introduction 
Writing a literary history involves creating and determining a canon to re-
confirm, to revise, or, at the very least, to renew a former corpus of estab-
lished names, works and activities. This set of apparently relevant cultural 
acts is constantly subject to change, though they do stabilize in value over 
time, so that it becomes more and more difficult to erase well-known actors 
or artifacts from the archived canon—and this can only be done by constant-
ly ignoring them. The tools and criteria employed when the critic decides 
what to include in an updated literary history always contain some normative 
notion. Thus, a descriptive approach to literary and cultural historiography is 
generally harder to pursue.  

A historiographer almost necessarily adopts a double perspective on liter-
ary history while writing it. First, she/he takes the position of an outside 
observer, a position which implies an impersonal, even somewhat objective 
point of view. At the same time, the historiographer selects, qualifies and 
quantifies the material she/he finds valuable and worthy of inclusion in a 
history. Thus, the updated selection she/he tries to establish is part of the 
material any upcoming historiography will be based on (unless it gets lost in 
the archive of literary discourse). Therefore the historiographer takes part in 
cultural history itself and cannot claim an outside perspective, though the 
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literary or cultural history is intended to be an objective overview.1 More-
over, these paradoxical obstacles to objectivity hint at the futility of pretend-
ing to qualify literary works independently of their historical aesthetic and 
social contexts. They also indicate the shortcomings that result from ignoring 
the historicity and the societal entanglements of recipients and evaluators 
themselves. Both of these aspects have gained a renewed importance in liter-
ary studies after the cultural turn during the last decades. 

In several essays—including one in this volume—Ansgar Nünning offers 
an in-depth survey of a wide range of theoretical and methodological ap-
proaches towards literary history.2 He demands a thorough and explicit re-
flection on fundamentals by literary historiographers, since he recognizes a 
striking gap between the theory of literary history and actual literary histo-
ries that tend to neglect open discussion of their point of view and base as-
sumptions. A reflection on one’s methods does not necessarily put the histo-
riographer in the position of a descriptive observer, though. Aestheticist as 
well as interventionist approaches to literary historiography imply their own 
normative standards of selection, interpretation and focus. For an enlight-
ened outlook on literary studies, however, it does seem proper to elucidate 
one’s aesthetical and/or ideological norms.  

In his research, Nünning does not elaborate on canon theory and its indis-
pensable connection to literary historiography. To gain insight into how rele-
vance and consequential archival and canonical status is created and stabi-
lized, it will prove useful to analyze the relation between literary works and 
their cultural context—diachronically and synchronically—in terms of pro-
duction, distribution and reception.3 Thus, I will discuss the emergence of 
the literary, or, broader put, cultural value of artworks and related actions in 
the long-term discourse on literature. A heterogeneous set of actors is in-
volved here: the (actual) literary texts, the practices of publishers or editors, 
legal documents and their implication for literature (e.g., copyright law), and 
intertextual or contextual references. In this essay, I will confine my reflec-
                                                      
1 On outside and inside perspectives in research see Maik Bierwirth, “…jenseits geplanter 
Prozesse: Einleitendes und Methodisches,” in Ungeplante Strukturen, Tausch und Zirkulation, 
ed. Maik Bierwirth, Oliver Leistert, and Renate Wieser (Paderborn: Fink, 2010), 13–14.  
2 E.g., Birgit Neumann and Ansgar Nünning, “Kulturelles Wissen und Intertextualität: 
Grundbegriffe und Forschungsansätze zur Kontextualisierung von Literatur,” in Kulturelles 
Wissen und Intertextualität: Theoriekonzeptionen und Fallstudien zur Kontextualisierung von 
Literatur, ed. Marion Gymnich, Birgit Neumann, and Ansgar Nünning (Trier: WVT, 2006), 5. 
See esp. the scale of theoretical approaches according to degrees between text-centredness 
and culture-orientedness.   
3 See also Renate von Heydebrand and Simone Winko, “The Qualities of Literatures: A Con-
cept of Literary Evaluation in Pluralistic Societies,” in The Quality of Literature: Linguistic 
Studies in Literary Evaluation, ed. Willie van Peer (Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Ben-
jamins, 2008), 225. Their paper is an elaborated short version of their groundbreaking study 
on literary evaluation: Renate von Heydebrand and Simone Winko, Einführung in die Wer-
tung von Literatur: Systematik – Geschichte – Legitimation (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1996). 
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tions to a few basic aspects of a descriptive perspective on cultural evalua-
tion. 

Methodologically, my approach is based on New Historicism—
particularly the concept of circulating social energies—and structuralist as 
well as poststructuralist ideas of intertextuality. This theoretical positioning 
is made with regard to two immediate and popular debates in literary and 
cultural studies, namely, value or canon research and so-called cultural eco-
nomics. These research fields provide me with arguments and counter-
arguments for how to avoid either aestheticist or simply quantifying criteria 
while describing the emergence of cultural relevance in the most neutral or 
abstract way as possible.  

At the outset, I have to claim that the establishment of value is and must 
be based on topical relevance in a larger discourse. Therefore the crucial 
question is: how and how far are texts, authors or other actors in the literary 
sphere constantly referred to and thus gain relevance and stabilize value? 
Renate von Heydebrand and Simone Winko, two advocates of descriptive 
canon research, differentiate between two ways of ascribing value: 
“[L]iterary evaluation takes two distinct forms: on the one hand, explicit 
linguistic utterances . . . ; and on the other, frequently overlooked, non-
linguistic acts of selection whose evaluative significance may not be appar-
ent to the actor.”4 I take issue with this dichotomy as both forms can be de-
scribed in terms of semiotics, and often the classification into one of their 
categories might be arguable. For example, if you buy a book, if you attend a 
theatre play and applaud, if you hang a drawing in your gallery or office, 
etc., linguistic and non-linguistic acts might interfere with each other: In a 
book store, you take the selected book from the shelf but at the register you 
might at least say “this book, please” in addition to putting it on the register 
etc.; in a theatre, you may shout “bravo” (linguistic?) but you may also whis-
tle and clap hands (non-linguistic?). Yet the emphasis on the evaluative act 
of selection must be taken seriously just as the import and value of “all   
literature-related acts of evaluation”5 themselves. Heydebrand and Winko 
concisely analyze the prerequisites of literary evaluations: 

The quality of literature . . . is invariably defined in relation to the collective normative spheres in which the judgement applies and the selection is to be accepted. In each case the task then remains of analyzing how a particular evaluation actually takes place, in the interaction between collective and indi-vidual norms and values and, where applicable, of the conflict of different roles.6 

                                                      
4 Heydebrand and Winko, “Qualities of Literature,” 225. 
5 Ibid., 226. 
6 Ibid., 232. 
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Heydebrand and Winko question the essential aspect of why literary objects 
are evaluated. Their answer is that the objects are evaluated because they 
relate to a standard of value applied by an individual, collective or institu-
tion. But both researchers deal less with the other, preceding problem of how 
evaluation structurally takes place, even though they do describe the diverse 
subjects of literature-related acts and their functions as evaluators. Their 
groundbreaking work is based on action- and systems-theory, which leads 
them to conclude that the agents of literature-related acts are responsible for 
literary evaluations, regardless (to some degree) of their intention.7 However, 
certain possible relations that function as literary evaluations must be ig-
nored according to this approach, for instance, incidents that draw attention 
to a certain work, genre or epoch. It seems possible to go one step further 
back than Heydebrand and Winko, and to look at the bare framework and 
structure in which literary evaluations emerge.  
Literary Evaluations 
In her 2002 dissertation, Friederike Worthmann tries to establish a purely 
descriptive model for the analysis of literary evaluation. She emphasizes 
descriptiveness, since “most of the research on literary evaluation is norma-
tive.”8 This observation seems obvious when we think of the comparison 
between aesthetic rules and literary texts from different periods. To select a 
text for canonization because of its uniqueness or innovation still proves to 
be just as normative as applying aesthetic rules to their contemporary literary 
texts; Harold Bloom’s concept of an “anxiety of influence” 9 exemplifies this, 
as well as Baudelaire’s early claim for “originality” and “newness.” 10 At the 
                                                      
7 See Heydebrand and Winko, Einführung in die Wertung, 80. Heydebrand and Winko de-
scribe pre-conscious selection as a second type of evaluation; intentional selection and verbal-
ized judgements are the two other, more transparent types.   
8 Translation throughout the article by the author if nothing else is mentioned. The originals 
are cited in footnotes, sometimes in broader context: “Ebenso wenig wäre es sinnvoll, einen 
Überblick zur innerhalb der Literaturwissenschaft vorliegenden Wertungsforschung vorzule-
gen. Dies mag auf den ersten Blick überraschen. Es erklärt sich jedoch durch den Umstand, 
daß der Großteil der literaturwissenschaftlichen Wertungsforschung normativer Art ist.” 
Worthmann, Friederike, Literarische Wertungen: Vorschläge für ein deskriptives Modell 
(Wiesbaden: Deutscher Universitätsverlag, 2004), 19. Heydebrand and Winko also demon-
strate this lack of focus on the evaluation process in contrast to the multitude of arguments for 
what literature should be or why certain works are better than others. See Heydebrand and 
Winko, “Qualities of Literature,” 224. They even mention Worthmann as a rare exception. 
Worthmann, on the other hand, criticizes normativity as found in Heydebrand and Winko’s 
definition of ‘literature.’ See Worthmann, Literarische Wertungen, 38–50.  
9 See Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford 
UP, 1997). 
10 See Charles Baudelaire, “The Painter of Modern Life [Le Peintre de la Vie Moderne, 
1863],” in The Painter of Modern Life and Other Essays, 2nd ed. (London: Phaidon, 1995), 1–
41. 
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same time, a framework for normative originality includes minority litera-
tures, an aspect that led to the establishment of a new canon after the cultural 
turn. Deconstructionist research contains its own norms and thus creates its 
own canon, as do gender and postcolonial studies. Is this normative notion 
inevitable when discussing literary value? 

Worthmann supports an open, pragmatic definition of literature that in-
cludes didactic, trivial or instructive texts and is unbiased to historical 
changes to the term literature: “On the one hand literature is what an evalua-
tor regards as literature and on the other, what an observer of the evaluator 
regards as literature.”11 The immediate question about the potential evalua-
tors of literature and their own productivity is ‘who evaluates?’ It is not ‘who 
is supposed/allowed to evaluate?’ Worthmann emphasizes the function of 
amateurs, non-academics whose opinions, she believes, should not be ig-
nored in descriptive research on evaluation. She lists “authors, readers, pub-
lishers, critics, teachers, literature scholars, or other people,” (italics added)12 
as capable of taking part in literary evaluation. With regard to subject criti-
cism, I have to add non-individual and even non-human cases, e.g., textual, 
institutional or other actors whose effects extend beyond intentionality, 
which Worthmann neglects as a result of her commitment to action theory. 
To give an extreme example, one could argue that climate change lends a 
new relevance to eco-dystopian literature. Immediately after the recent Fu-
kushima catastrophe, the moralistic anti-nuclear novel Die Wolke (1987, 
translated as Fall-Out) by Gudrun Pausewang was broadly discussed in 
German media. It even re-entered the bestsellers lists and the author was 
interviewed about Chernobyl and Fukushima, since the events are apparently 
associated with her novel. With regard to actor-network theory, the nuclear 
meltdown in Fukushima might refer to the novel and even serve as a literary 
evaluation. At least several journalists13, editors14 and the author herself15 
obviously regarded it as such. 
                                                      
11 Worthmann, Literarische Wertungen, 52: “Literatur ist zum einen, was der Wertende für 
Literatur hält, zum anderen, was ein Beobachter des Wertenden für Literatur hält” (Worth-
mann’s italics). 
12 “In den Gegenstandsbereich . . . fallen . . . nicht nur Wertungen von Texten, die die jeweils 
Wertenden (seien es Laien oder Experten, Autoren, Leser, Verleger, Kritiker, Lehrer, Litera-
turwissenschaftler oder andere Personen), für literarisch halten, sondern auch Wertungen von 
Texten, welche die Literaturwissenschaftler, die diese Wertungen untersuchen, für literarisch 
halten . . . .” Ibid., italics added. 
13 E.g., Susanne Messmer, “Mehr als eine Weltuntergangsphantasie,” die tageszeitung, March 
18, 2011, accessed April 05, 2011, http://www.taz.de/1/leben/buch/artikel/1/mehr-als-eine-
weltuntergangsfantasie. 
14 “Ich habe davor gewarnt: Gudrun Pausewang im Gespräch,” interview by Lena Bopp, 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung online, March 15, 2011, accessed April 05, 2011, 
http://www.faz.net/-01po8k. 
15 Gudrun Pausewang, “Solange ich lebe, werde ich warnen,” SPIEGEL online, March 17, 
2011, accessed April 05, 2011, 
http://www.spiegel.de/kultur/gesellschaft/0,1518,751287,00.html.  
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In contrast to Worthmann, I regard any form of (observable) reference to 
another cultural artifact as an event of evaluation and assessment. Any men-
tion of a literary object or literature-related action or text16 includes an evalu-
ation, even if it is just the implicit confirmation of its relevance against its 
forgetting in the archive. The reference or link must itself be recognizable 
and describable. Any normative ideal is unnecessary and misleading for the 
description of the act and process. Instead, its immediate relevance can be 
noticed and the continuous stabilization of the value of an object may be 
examined. Of course, a reference can include a qualitative evaluation and be 
qualitatively assessed. And, of course, it does make a difference if a quota-
tion is preceded by ‘great’ or ‘ridiculous’ or if it was chosen by chance. Rel-
evance, however, is attributed in all three cases. Recall that even a disastrous 
event and a polemical article put Pausewang and her novel Die Wolke back 
into the immediate literary discourse.17 
On ‘Cultural Economics’ and Quantitative Research 
After defending a descriptive approach to literary evaluation against norms 
of aesthetic principles, I will discuss the problem of quantifying or objectify-
ing cultural and literary value, e.g., the commercial criteria. When I polemi-
cally called the academic field of cultural economics a so-called field, it was 
because this interdisciplinary subject is less devoted to the actual economy 
of culture, i.e., its processes of exchange18 and development (this would be 
highly important for the conditions of canonization), but the research instead 
discusses the (possible) economization of culture according to a market 
economy, or at least elements of market economy in culture.19 
                                                      
16 Though the problem of text- vs. action-based terminology in literary discourses is an im-
portant one, a treatment of its subtleties falls outside the purview of this study. A textualist 
position based on Structuralism and New Historicism can be found in Moritz Baßler, Die 
kulturpoetische Funktion und das Archiv: Eine literaturwissenschaftliche Text-Kontext-
Theorie (Tübingen: Francke, 2005). 
17 See Magnus Klaue, “Versöhnen statt spalten: Gudrun Pausewang und die positive Macht 
der Vernichtung,” Jungle World, March 24, 2011, accessed April 05, 2011, http://jungle-
world.com/artikel/2011/12/42873.html: “Experten prognostizieren, dass sich in den kommen-
den Monaten, ausgehend vom deutschen Kernland, über ganz Europa eine toxische Sprach-
wolke ausbreiten könnte, die jeden, der sich von ihr benebeln lässt, mit lebenslanger Verblö-
dung bedroht.” (Experts expect a toxic language cloud over Europe during the next month’s 
coming from the German mainland. Everyone who lets her/himself get fogged is threatened 
with lifelong stultification.)  
18 Boris Groys’ Über das Neue: Versuch einer Kulturökonomie is an exception, for he actually 
suggests that a model of exchange is at work in modern culture and that this model is based 
on innovation rather than market economy. See Boris Groys, Über das Neue: Versuch einer 
Kulturökonomie (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1992). 
19 See Peter Bendixen, Einführung in die Kultur- und Kunstökonomie, 2nd ext. ed. (Wiesba-
den: Westdeutscher Verlag, 2001), 12. “Die Wechselwirkungen zwischen Kultur und Wirt-
schaft [verstanden als Marktwirtschaft] sind das Sachgebiet der Kulturökonomie, wie sie hier 
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As an example, I will discuss Ingrid Gottschalk’s Kulturökonomik, a lead-
ing book on the topic. She defines ‘art and culture’ as “activities . . . that 
occupy themselves with the creation, distribution and maintenance of artistic 
works. This includes a core area of art and culture, and preceding and subse-
quent fields.”20 The integration of art and culture as one unit of meaning is 
consistent, since this terminology of culture only refers to the arts (and not to 
civilization), but aspects of culture separate from the production of art and 
literature, aspects such as marketing, distribution and archiving in the cul-
tural field are emphasized as well.21 

However, Gottschalk’s combination of culture and market must be criti-
cally evaluated. She barely differentiates between commercial and cultural 
value, while, in my view, these are different, if related, areas of discourse. 
She defends a quantitative, economistic assessment of cultural success: “art 
is . . . what is offered and demanded as an art object.” 22 In a graphic illustra-
tion, she sums up the “cultural economic definition of art” as the “sum of 
works and performances offered and demanded as art.”23 She argues that 
institutional or governmental support for art shall be justified through the 
attainment of new and bigger audiences, i.e., according to quantifying crite-
ria. The stakes this implies for minor, innovative, experimental or didactic 
art productions are obvious. These productions might have to change their 
objectives to cope with the “demand-oriented approach,” 24 with the commer-
cial, quantitative pressures their prospective evaluation would be subject to. 
Hence, the plurality of cultural expressions might be at risk.  
                                                                                                                             
verstanden wird.” (The interaction between culture and economy [meaning market economy] 
are the subjects of cultural economics as interpreted here.) Bendixen himself argues that 
culture is usually subordinate to economy in most research on cultural economy. However, he 
does not discuss forms of economic exchange that are not based on market economy or its 
relation to the latter. See ibid., 11–17. See also Ruth Towse, introduction to Cultural Econom-
ics: The Arts, the Heritage and the Media Industries, vol. 1, ed. Ruth Towse, (Cheltenham 
and Lyme: Edward Elgar Publ., 1997), xiii: “[W]e are still only beginning to understand the 
complexity of markets in the arts, heritage and cultural industries and how they interact with 
government policy, subsidy and regulation” (italics added).  
20 Gottschalk, Ingrid, Kulturökonomik: Probleme, Fragestellungen und Antworten (Wiesba-
den: VS, 2006), 75f: “alle Aktivitäten . . . , die sich mit der Schaffung, Verbreitung und Erhal-
tung von künstlerischen Werken beschäftigen. Dazu gehören ein Kernbereich von Kunst und 
Kultur sowie ihm vor- und nachgelagerte Bereiche.” 
21 See Gottschalk, Kulturökonomik, 21. She distinguishes (with reference to Werner Heinrich) 
between four understandings of culture. The fourth would be most relevant in culture eco-
nomics: “Kultur als Kunst als der für den Kulturbetrieb wichtigste und umfassendste Bereich 
mit allen künstlerischen Sparten und der Produktion, Vermittlung und Dokumentation von 
Kunst” (Culture as arts, as the most important and extensive sphere for culture industry, in-
cluding all creative branches and the production, distribution and documentation of arts). 
22 Ibid., 23 (with reference to Frank E. Münnich): “Kunst ist das, was sich als Kunst versteht – 
was als Kunstobjekt angeboten und nachgefragt wird.” 
23 Ibid.: “Kulturökonomische Abgrenzung von Kunst”; “Summe der als Kunst angebotenen 
und nachgefragten Werke und Leistungen” (figure 4). 
24 Ibid., 57: “Im nachfrageorientierten Ansatz werden nicht die Kulturinstitutionen, sondern 
stattdessen die Kulturkonsumenten subventioniert.”  
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Works of culture—including works of art—need polyphonic acceptance 
and a manifold reference system in order to generate value, as I hinted at 
before. But the evaluation of a text or action is not quantifiable or even ob-
jective unless an evaluation and its analysis are restricted to numerical sche-
mata. The number of references a piece of literature gets might confirm its 
relevance and it might be an interesting experiment to compose a literary 
history according to the number of reviews, quotes or essays on authors and 
their works, yet such a history would not capture the complete impact of a 
work of art: “It’s one of the frontiers of critical work: the challenge of quan-
tity—of the 99 percent of all published literature that disappears from sight, 
and that nobody wants to revive.” 25 When analyzing quantitative, empirical 
data, a literary historiographer could convincingly adopt an apparently ob-
jective overview. But it would still imply strict selection and restrictions. 
Once the material is represented in quantitative form, it seems likely that 
some norms are implicit. If you look at library statistics like Franco Moretti 
does,26 you only get information about what is archived in libraries at a given 
time (e.g., foreign literature), but you cannot describe the contemporary 
relevance of foreign literature apart from that aspect. Thus, quantification 
helps answer specific research questions, but it cannot serve as the main 
objective of descriptive canon research.27 Many relations and references, i.e., 
evaluations, are too subtle to be displayed and recognized in statistical mate-
rial anyway. A numerical figure representing quotation frequency can only 
be one auxiliary way of approaching literary evaluation. A general reference 
system may provide the structure in which literary evaluation appears. How-
ever, the assessment of the diverse qualitative aspects in references must be 
decided upon by a literary researcher, namely, the literary historiographer. 
One might object that a vague relation between texts or merely mentioning 
the author is negligible to historiography and canon research. However, as 
Sherlock Holmes stories demonstrate, most evidence is concealed in the 
story’s details.28 A thorough detective, or rather, a thorough historiographer, 
should bring a flashlight. I agree with Nünning that it would be a desidera-
tum for literary histories to be explicit and transparent about their conditions 
and goals. I would apply this to their evaluating function as well. 

                                                      
25 Moretti, Franco, Atlas of the European Novel 1800–1900 (London and New York: Verso, 
1999), 5. 
26 Ibid., e.g. 148, figure 70: “Presence of foreign novels in British circulating libraries [1838–
1861].” 
27 Moretti discusses the boundaries of quantitative research in Graphs, Maps, Trees: Abstract 
Models for Literary History (London and New York: Verso, 2007), 9. 
28 On Arthur Conan Doyle’s concealed circumstantial evidence in the Sherlock Holmes sto-
ries see Moretti, Graphs, Maps, Trees, 70–75. 
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Works of Culture 
In order to define cultural relations or evaluative references in a way that 
enables analytical application, it will prove useful to take a closer look at the 
terminology of ‘culture’ in New Historicism. Stephen Greenblatt’s approach 
to culture and his distinction between literature and society are pragmatically 
rooted in a tradition of poststructuralist philosophy dealing with text-context 
relations. He suggests an expanded historical system of references as the 
object of a context- and culture-oriented literary analysis. It may include 
“legal arrangements,” “child-rearing practices,” “political debates,” and even 
“predictions of the imminent end of the world.”29 Nonetheless, an immanent, 
formal approach to literature is not obsolete or excluded. In order to under-
stand the “complex whole” 30 of a certain culture, it is necessary to consider 
the relation between the historical archive of events and symbolic, artistic 
practices. This relation is not an affirmative or reproductive interdependency 
but an ‘unsettling,’ ambivalent set of discrepancies that resist the narrowing 
hegemonic forms of culture. “[T]he power of art and the embeddedness of 
culture in the contingencies of history” 31 are recognizable when art ap-
proaches the restrictions of the sayable at a particular place and time. How-
ever, Greenblatt does not approve of the Poststructuralist practice of decon-
structing cultural signs to find nothing but other cultural signs behind them 
ad inifinitum. Instead he tries to grasp the polyphonic “voice of the displaced 
and oppressed”32 displayed in texts or practices. He picks up the idea of cul-
ture as an ever-incomplete text and confirms the impossibility of understand-
ing texts as isolated entities. In opposition to Kristeva’s and Barthes’s33 well-
known essays on intertextuality and the dead author, in the end, he aims at 
regarding single, specific cultural practices in literary texts and other social 
acts just as in the biography of the author, to gain knowledge of cultural facts 
through comparisons. 

Greenblatt’s understanding of culture as a “particular network of negotia-
tions”34 is based on a model of reciprocal, synchronic interaction between 
cultural practices, meaning it is a network of dominant codes in the arts and 
other neighboring societal practices.35 He maintains a ‘circulation of social 
                                                      
29 Stephen Greenblatt, “Culture,” in Critical Terms for Literary Study, ed. Frank Lentricchia 
and Thomas McLaughlin, 225–32, 2nd ed. (Chicago and  London: U of Chicago P, 1995), 230.  
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid., 231. 
32 Ibid., 232. 
33 Roland Barthes, “Der Tod des Autors [1967],” in Texte zur Theorie der Autorschaft, ed. 
Fotis Jannidis et al. (Stuttgart: Reclam, 2000); Julia Kristeva, “Bachtin, das Wort, der Dialog 
und der Roman [1967],” in Literaturwissenschaft und Linguistik: Ergebnisse und Perspekti-
ven, vol 3, Zur linguistischen Basis der Literaturwissenschaft, ed. Jens Ihwe (Frankfurt am 
Main: Athenäum, 1972). 
34 Greenblatt, “Culture,” 229. 
35 See Stephen Greenblatt, Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of Social Energy in 
Renaissance England (Berkeley and Los Angeles: U of California P, 1988), 5: “We examine 
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energies.’ A binary interrelation of this circulation is maintained instead of a 
complexity of relations. The reciprocity of Greenblatt’s model is the essen-
tial difference from older text-context-relations in Historicist analyses. Louis 
Montrose famously states: “In effect, this project reorients the axis of inter-
textuality, substituting for the diachronic text of an autonomous literary his-
tory the synchronic text of a cultural system.”36 This quote bears a broader 
meaning than the simple interdependency of effects, emphasizing simultane-
ousness. For the actual method of literary analysis, unfortunately, the plain 
dialectics somewhat succeed within New Historicism. Instead, a Deleuzian 
rhizomatic structure or an alternative manifold structure makes more sense. 
The description of such complex processes and manifestations would also 
confirm its own non-dialectic method, while a binary interrelation could be 
regarded as a normative restriction of perspective. 

According to an expanded version of Greenblatt’s approach, the institu-
tional and individual acts of the diverse actors in cultural discourse must also 
be regarded as cultural ‘objects’ as soon as they are referred to by other ac-
tors and in that way valued, e.g., the work of publishers, gallery owners, 
critics, museum directors, dramaturges or patrons. Their work or activity is 
not necessarily textual, but structurally it should not be regarded any differ-
ently than actual literary texts or other primary artistic pieces or performan-
ces. It should only be related to the arts in some way. The dyadic structure of 
Greenblatt’s research (artistic practice vs. neighboring, social practice) must 
be neglected here because the generative interaction of these diverse actors 
and elements is more complex than he suggests. At the same time, this pre-
carious relation of literary texts and social or cultural phenomena cannot 
sufficiently be addressed only by means of structuralism or action and com-
munication theory. 
On the Relation of Relevance and Value 
If cultural value is ascribed to an object through repeated and polyphonic 
reference to it and, at the same time these references are a sign and proof of 
relevance, then what is the difference between value and relevance? Debates 
on canonization usually claim that the possible canonical status of an author 
cannot be confirmed until a certain period of time has passed since the publi-
cation of a particular piece or after the death of the author. Consequently, the 
passage of time is necessary to stabilize value. This is not the case with the 
relevance of a work of art. Relevance focuses on the synchronic axis of topi-
cality. Helene Hegemann’s debut novel Axolotl Roadkill gained widespread 
                                                                                                                             
how the boundaries were marked between cultural practices understood to be art forms and 
other, contiguous, forms of expression.” 
36 Louis A. Montrose, “Professing the Renaissance: The Poetics and Politics of Culture,” in 
The New Historicism, ed. H. Aram Veeser (New York: Routledge, 1989), 17. 
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media attention and praise in early 2010.37 Debate around the book emerged 
and grew more controversial when a blogger discovered that Hegemann had 
lifted whole passages from another subcultural novel without quotations or 
attribution. While her literature was at first regarded as authentic, critics now 
accused her of plagiarism. Iris Radisch, Feuilleton editor of the renowned 
weekly Die ZEIT, argued against the grain and accused some of her male 
journalist colleagues of patriarchalism and reactionary yearning for authen-
ticity.38 However, Hegemann’s novel immediately became a bestseller and 
was widely discussed in media and academic circles. This is also the differ-
ence between relevance and consumption or market quantity: although there 
were other bestselling authors, as a cultural phenomenon, Hegemann was 
apparently more relevant.39 Yet, it is impossible to predict her importance in 
10 or 100 years, or if her relevance—presently already diminished—will 
evolve into renewed cultural value in the coming years. This is another rea-
son for the hype around the book in the first place: every journalist or schol-
ar also stands to gain if she/he can be said to have ‘discovered’ a canonized 
author at the beginning of the writer’s career. 

To sum up: some cultural work is relevant simply because we talk and 
write about it, but does it enter the canon that way? This gives us a reason to 
shift from the synchronic perspective towards a diachronic view. Value is 
assessed at one specific historical point in time, yet on the other hand, it sta-
bilizes only with the passage of time.40 What does this mean for the emer-
gence of literary value and for the importance and impact of context in liter-
ary historiography? 
                                                      
37 Even though it was not the very first review, the enormous attention this work has received 
has been attributed to the euphoric review by fellow author Maxim Biller, “Glauben, lieben, 
hassen,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Sonntagszeitung, January 23, 2010, accessed April 04, 2011, 
http://www.faz.net/-00meb1. 
38 Iris Radisch, “Die alten Männer und das junge Mädchen: Warum das männliche Kul-
turestablishment auf Helene Hegemann einschlägt,”  
Die ZEIT, February 18, 2010, accessed April 04, 2011, http://www.zeit.de/2010/08/Helene-
Hegemann-Medien.  
39 In February of 2011, roughly a year later, there was renewed interest in and discussion 
about Hegemann in context of the Guttenberg scandal. After the German minister of defense, 
Karl-Theodor zu Guttenberg, was exposed as having largely plagiarized his Ph.D. thesis the 
media again turned its attention to authorship and integrity. At the beginning of the affair, on 
17th of February, the conservative daily FAZ put a photograph of an axolotl on its first page 
with the ambiguous head line “Der Lurch des Jahres” (amphibian of the year) with a para-
graph connecting Hegemann’s literary scandal to Guttenberg’s academic transgression. The 
main article below the photograph reports on the accusations of plagiarism against Gutten-
berg. (See Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, February 17, 2011, 1) This example leads to 
another research question: what is the difference between implicit or explicit references and 
plagiarism with regard to (cultural) evaluation? 
40 In the context of media evolution, Hartmut Winkler speaks of an inertia in cultural dis-
courses as part of his “model of cultural continuity.” See Hartmut Winkler, “Discourses, 
Schemata, Technology, Monuments: Outline for a Theory of Cultural Continuity,” in Config-
urations 1 (2002): 91–109. 
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Literary History as a String of References on a String of 
References 
The main significance of context and intertext is not an ‘after the fact’ dis-
covery of a cultural work, but involved in the production of any literary text 
or literature-related action. It may just as well refer to all kinds of signs float-
ing around before and after. Yet the diachronic perspective on this process 
seduces us into a discussion of literary texts as arising as a result of certain 
foregoing influences. Although literary texts are themselves static historical 
documents, their meaning and the processes they participate in are anything 
but fixed. The literary text always has a secondary function in its reference 
to the preceding and surrounding context. Works of literature thus evaluate 
aspects of the culture from which they emerge. Therefore, a perspective cen-
tered on works of art which are possibly masterpieces is necessarily an over-
simplification.  

Nevertheless, processes of evaluation have a describable starting point, 
even though it may be difficult to discover. A first, establishing evaluation of 
a literary or other cultural work takes place, but by a secondary authority 
(rather than the author), to transfer the object into the cultural archive. A text 
or author is acknowledged and supported by someone, i.e., a publisher, re-
viewer, etc., and archived by means of this initial reference. Then, the object 
must be continually updated through a system of references. Repeated rela-
tions to the artistic object re-evaluate it and renew this archiving procedure. 
If these secondary references are relevant to other evaluators, then they at-
tribute value to the object and gain value themselves through this reference. 
For example, a newspaper review of a novel gets quoted on a new, updated 
edition of the book, and other papers or blogs mention the review either to 
agree or disagree with it. In this way, the object (the novel) might gain a 
contemporary status as a historic, canonized work, and the reviewer makes 
her/himself relevant analogously. 

Secondary cultural productions (or literature-related acts) thus gain their 
value through this network of references as well. Therefore literary texts and 
related practices are formally on the same level. Some publishers are regard-
ed as more important than their authors, e.g., Klaus Wagenbach and his pub-
lishing house.41 At the same time, there is no equivalence between works of 
art and the acts of evaluation. The primary (a literary text) becomes relevant 
through the work of the secondary (its evaluation). In this way, the evaluator 
only achieves the potential of getting referred to and evaluated himself: here 
Wagenbach’s work as a publisher. Once again, this evaluation happens apart 
                                                      
41 Wagenbach wrote some books on Kafka, mostly printed in his own publishing house (Ver-
lag Klaus Wagenbach) that he tried to organise as a co-op. Moreover he was an intellectual 
among the movement of 1968, and published several important literary works of that time 
including poems by Erich Fried and Ernst Jandl. He also was sued for publishing documents 
by RAF members.   
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from the control of the cultural worker (i.e., outside of the artist’s control).42 
If she/he is referred to continually, though, the author might enter the canon, 
or rather a canon, such as a literary history. The same phenomenon can be 
seen in elements preceding and influencing the creation of a literary text. If 
they are cut off from the emergence of literary texts, an understanding of 
artistic autonomy is reclaimed that in itself maintains a normative restriction. 
For this reason, contexts and intertexts are an inevitable objective for literary 
histories that take their function as evaluating documents seriously.  
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II Ordering Thoughts—Making Sense of 
the World
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Early Modern Dramaturgy of “Horror”  

Cora Dietl, Justus Liebig University, Giessen 
In early modern times various attempts were made to make sense of the cruel-ty depicted in tragedies and to understand why something horrifying could be enjoyed by the audience. Different definitions of tragedy were developed in the 13th–17th centuries, influenced by diverse translations of Aristotle’s Po-etics. There is, however, one common feature in all early modern theories of tragedy: the horrible fall of the hero is understood as caused by divine justice. Yet, this does not necessarily mean that the tragedy should be less horrible. Rather to the contrary, by the 17th century, the horrifying sudden encounter with the supernatural, causing bodily reactions of fear (i.e. an experience of horror), became an integral part of what was regarded as an effective tragedy.  

Prologue: Tragedy—Cruelty without Sense and 
Justification? 
When Peter Luder, who is generally regarded as the “first” humanist profes-
sor at a German university,1 offered a lecture course on Seneca’s tragedies in 
Heidelberg some time between 1457 and 1460, he encountered enormous 
problems. Finally, he had to stop the lecture course and offer a course on 
Ovid’s Ars amatoria and Remedia amoris instead. He explains:  

Quoniam leccione seuera L. Annei Senece grauitate et morum et sentenciarum refertissima mentes multorum perterruit, [Petrus Luder] ad quedam leuia nec tamen mediocriter (ne sese inercia torpentem reddat) utilia animum induxit.2 

                                                      
1 Cf. Walter Wattenbach, “Peter Luder, der erste humanistische Lehrer in Heidelberg,” Zeit-
schrift für die Geschichte des Oberrheins 22 (1869): 33–127; Cora Dietl, Die Dramen Jacob 
Lochers und die frühe Humanistenbühne im süddeutschen Raum (Berlin and New York: 
Walter de Gruyter, 2005), 20–34. 
2 Ludwig Bertalot, “Humanistische Vorlesungsankündigungen in Deutschland im 15. Jahr-
hundert,” Zeitschrift für Geschichte der Erziehung und des Unterrichts 5 (1915): 4.   
“With his severe lecture on Lucius Anneus Seneca he abhorred many a listener by the gravity 
and difficulty of both the language and the ethics of the subject. Therefore (so that nobody 
could blame him for his inflexibility) he offered something easier and still equally useful for 
his listeners.” Translation here and in the following by the author of the article, if nothing else 
is mentioned. 
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It is remarkable that he had no problems with his lecture on comedy in 1456, 
but that it was problematic to talk about tragedy in linguistic as well as in 
moral respects. Obviously, it was difficult to make sense from the cruelty of 
classical tragedy. 
The Theory of Tragedy in the Middle Ages: Aristotle’s 
Poetics 
In the Latin Middle Ages, Aristotle’s Poetics weren’t read in the original. 
There were two translations of the Poetics into Latin that could eventually 
have been used: the Latin translation by Willem van Moerbeke (1278), or the 
commentary on Aristotle’s Poetics by the Arabic philosopher Averroës, 
translated into Latin by Hermannus Alemannus in 1256. Willem’s transla-
tion has come down to us in only two manuscripts, thus scholarship assumes 
that it was hardly known.3 In contrast, Hermannus’ translation of Averroës 
seems to have been very influential, judging from the fact that 24 manu-
scripts (still) exist.4 It even found its way into the famous florilegium Aucto-
ritates Aristoteles.5 In 1481, Hermannus’ version of the Poetics was printed 
in Venice,6 and it was widely spread—years before Giorgio Valla published 
his translation, which is claimed to have set the starting point for the early 
humanist reception of Aristotle’s Poetics.7 On the other hand, Henry A. Kel-
ley has found some indication that the Italian pre-humanist Mussato used 
Willem’s translation, in addition to the Latin Averroës;8 thus, via Mussato, 
Willem had some (minor) influence on early humanist theories of tragedy.  

                                                      
3 Henry Ansgar Kelly, “Aristotle—Averroes—Alemannus on Tragedy: The Influence of the 
Poetics on the Latin Middle Ages,” Viator: Medieval and Renaissance Studies 10 (1979): 
161; Volkhard Wels, “Die Poetik des Averroes in ihren lateinischen Fassungen,” in Übertra-
gungen: Formen und Konzepte von Reproduktion in Mittelalter und Früher Neuzeit, ed. Britta 
Bußmann et al. (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2005), 304; Hermann Wiegmann, 
Abendländische Literaturgeschichte: Die Literatur in Westeuropa von der griechischen und 
römischen Dichtung der Antike bis zur modernen englischen, französischen, italienischen und 
deutschen Literatur (Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 2003), 120. 
4 Wels, “Die Poetik des Averroes,” 304. 
5 Wiegmann, Abendländische Literaturgeschichte, 120. 
6 Aristoteles, Rhetorica, trans. Guilelmus de Moerbeka. Alpharabius, Declaratio super libris 
rhetoricorum Aristotelis; Averroes, In Poeticam Aristotelis, trans. Hermannus Alemannus, ed. 
Lancillottus de Zerlis. Venice: Filippo di Pietro, 1481. Copies are held in: Stockholm, Lon-
don, Vienna, Basel, Göttingen, Berlin, Erfurt and Munich. The copy in Munich was part of 
Hartmann Schedel’s library in Nuremberg. 
7 Dietrich Briesemeister, “Aristoteles: Übersetzungen, Rezeption in den volkssprachlichen 
Literaturen. I. Romania,” in Lexikon des Mittelalters, ed. Gloria Avella-Widhalm et al., vol. 1  
(Munich: dtv, 2000), 942–45, 945; Wiegmann, Abendländische Literaturgeschichte, 120. 
8 Henry Ansgar Kelley, Tragedy and Comedy from Dante to Pseudo-Dante (Berkeley et al.: 
U of California P, 1989), 22. 
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The differences between Averroës/Hermannus and Willem van Moerbeke 
are striking. Willem, for example, translates Aristotle’s definition of tragedy 
with the following words:9 

Est igitur tragoedia imitatio actionis studiose et perfecte, magnitudinem habentis, delectante sermone seorsum unaquaque specierum in partibus, acti-tantium et non per enuntiationem, per misericordiam et timorem concludens talium pathematum10 purificationem. (1449 b 24–28)11 
In the Averroës latinus, translated by Hermannus we read: 

ipsa est assimilatio et representatio operationis voluntarie virtuose complete que habet potentiam universalem in rebus virtuosis, non potentiam particula-rem in unaquaque rerum virtuosarum. ‘Representatio’ inquam, que generat in animabus passiones quasdam temperativas ipsarum et miserendum aut timen-dum. aut ad ceteras consimiles passiones quas inducit et promovet per hoc quod ymaginari facit in virtuosis de honestate et munditia. (B 208)12  
Averroës/Hermannus clearly stresses the effect of the drama; it seems to be 
more important for him than any pleasure (delectatio) in the poetic language 
or form of the tragedy. He deletes the passage describing the formal varia-
tions of the parts of the drama, and he also amends the alternative of actio 
and enuntiatio. He has everything represented per enuntiationem. Thereby, 
he displays a clear mistrust in performance art. When Aristotle later on ex-
plains that the performance art is not part of the poet’s duty and that he 
therefore should write his tragedies so that they could even be effective 
without a performance (1450 b 16–20), Averroës claims that any form of 
visualisation is part of the rhetorical persuasio. Since tragedy, however, rep-
resents history and thus serves repraesentatio, therefore “non utitur carmen 
laudativum arte gesticulationis neque vultuum acceptione sicut utitur hiis 
rethorica (B 211).”13 The reception of Aristotle through Averroës/Hermannus 
                                                      
9 Aristoteles, De Arte Poetica: Translatio Guillelmi; De Arte Poetica cum Averrois exposi-
tione, ed. Laurentius Minio-Paluello, 2nd ed. (Brussels and Paris: Desclée De Brouwer, 1968). 
10 In Minio-Paluello’s edition we read “mathematum,” a variant that, in my view, can only be 
an error.  
11 “The tragedy is the imitation of an intentional and complete action which is of some signif-
icance. It is given in a sermon that is especially pleasing because of its form which is different 
in each individual part. The action is not presented in a report, but as an action. Finally, it 
arouses pity and fear and thereby cleanses the mind from (or: through) these affects.”  
Translation here and in the following by the author of the article, if nothing else is mentioned. 
12 “It is an imitation and representation of a voluntary, noble and complete action that has a 
universal effect in noble affairs, but not a particular effect in every one of the noble matters. I 
call it a ‘representation,’ since it arouses certain moderate emotions of pity or fear in the 
souls, or other similar emotions that it immerses into the souls, and by which it moves the 
nobles to think about honesty and elegance.” 
13 “The praising genre of poetry does not use the art of gesture or mimics in the same way as 
rhetoric uses them.” 
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might thus be responsible for the fact that in the Middle Ages and also in 
early modern times most scholars were convinced that the classical tragedy 
was thought for recitation, but not for staging.  

The most critical aspect of Aristotle’s definition of tragedy is the idea of 
katharsis: to reach “per misericordiam et timorem concludens talium 
pathematum purificationem” (Willem). Aristotle claims that not every hero 
could arouse the affects of misery and fear. The hero should neither be ex-
tremely perfect, nor should he deserve his fall because of his mean character; 
he should rather make a fault or mistake and therefore suffer misfortune 
(1453 a  8–15). Willem van Moerbeke translates the fault/mistake as a sin, 
“peccatum.” He thereby expresses that it is not an unchangeable badness, but 
a deliberately chosen misdeed that turns the hero’s luck into misfortune. 
Rather to the contrary, Averroës/Hermannus explains:14 

Accidit quidem miseratio et compassio cum narratur miseria et calamitas incidens ei qui eam non meruit et indebite. (B 219)15 
According to Hermannus, we do not only feel strong compassion with those 
who did not deserve their misery, but especially with those who suffer cruel-
ty and malice from their own friends and relatives: 

Res autem per quarum representationem accidit cum delectatione sua tristitia seu dolor et pavor, poterit homo inquirendo que sint difficilia et gravia ex his que solent incidere hominibus, et que res sint parve et exiles, ex quibus non sequitur magnitudo tristitie neque pavoris. Et huiusmodi sunt que accidunt amicis quibusdam a quibusdam amicorum suorum voluntarie, ut parentum interfectio et pericula et damna et ceterea consimilia nocumenta; non enim quod accidit inimicis quibusdam a quibusdam inimicorum suorum. Non enim contristatur quis neque leditur neque expavescit propter malum quod infertur ab inimicis quemadmodum contristatur et offenditur propter malum illatum ab amicis. (B 220) 16 

                                                      
14 Wels, “Die Poetik des Averroes,” 310, points at Mantino’s translation of Averroes, where 
the tragical hero is depicted as a clearly negative hero, deprived from all virtue “virtutum 
expers omnino.” Hermann’s translation of this passage, however, as Kelley, “Aristotle—
Averroes—Alemannus,” 177, points out, was quoted by Jean de Fayt and thus became popu-
lar. 
15 “Compassion and pity arise when miseries and calamities are told that happen to someone 
who does not deserve them and is free of guilt.”  
16 “As far as one can distinguish, those things that arouse both pleasure and sorrow or pain 
and fear, when they are represented, are the more difficult and heavier things that tend to 
happen to people, while minor and insignificant things do not lead to a magnitude of sorrow 
or fear. And of the same kind are things that happen to someone’s friends as a voluntary deed 
done by his friends. We do not feel the same compassion or offence or shock when some 
malice is caused by enemies than when it is caused by friends.” 
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As an example, he mentions Isaac being killed (or nearly killed) by his father 
Abraham. Thus, for Averroës/Hermannus, an effective tragedy is a narrative 
representation of painful misery caused suddenly, unexpectedly and without 
a justified reason to a rather positive hero by people who are close to him. 
The tragic genre lives from senseless cruelty, the representation of which, 
however, is not at all senseless: the recipient of a tragedy enjoys the feeling 
of shock and fear or pity caused by the plot. Those emotions will make him 
think about honesty and will teach him virtue. 

Since Averroës/Hermannus does not expect tragedies to be staged, there 
is no need to compare his theory of tragedy with medieval plays, though it 
might be tempting to compare the compassion that dramatic and half-
dramatic representations of Christ’s Passion aim at with the notion of com-
passion in Hermannus’ translation of Averroës. 
Italian Pre-Humanism 
In Padua, a famous circle of pre-humanists was formed in the late 13th centu-
ry. One of its leading members was Albertino Mussato (1261–1329),17 
whose poetological writings gained widely spread influence in Italy, but also 
in Germany. Mussato distinguishes two different types of tragedies: one of 
them uses the heroic meter and tells about triumphs on the battle fields, fol-
lowing the examples of Lucan, Vergil and others (i.e. the epos); the second, 
the tragedy proper, follows the example of Seneca, uses the iambic meter, 
and presents the glory, the fall and the death of kings and princes:18  

Facta Ducum memorat, generosaque nomina Regum,   Quum terit eversas alta ruina domos.  Fulmina supremas feriunt ingentia turres,   Nec capiunt planas impetuosa casas. (Epist. I, 87–90)19 
In Mussato’s view, the tragedy does not use any fiction, nor does it deal with 
everyday life. It rather tells about facta that occurred to historic heroes, such 
as Hercules, the Trojans, Agamemnon, and other heroes of Seneca’s trage-
dies (77–86). In claiming this, he follows Willem van Moerbeke’s transla-
tion of Aristotle’s Poetics, misunderstanding his Latin translation of mythos 
                                                      
17 See Hubert Müller, Früher Humanismus in Oberitalien: Albertino Mussato: Ecerinis 
(Frankfurt et al.: Peter Lang, 1987), 16–25; Cora Dietl, Die Dramen Jacob Lochers, 40–43. 
18 See Joseph R. Berrigan, “Early Neo-Latin Tragedy in Italy,” in: Acta Conventus Neo-Latini 
Lovaniensis, ed. Jozef Ijsewijn and Eckhard Keßler (Louvain and Munich: Leuven University 
Press, 1973), 85–86. 
19 Albertini Mussati Epistolae, seu sermones, Thesaurus Antiquitatum et historiarum Italiae, 
ed. Johann Georg Graevius, and Petrus Burmannus, vol. 6., book 3 (Louvain: Petrus Vander), 
1722, col. 33.  
“It remembers the deeds and the noble names of kings, when their deep fall destroyed their 
esteemed houses. Huge thunder strokes hit the highest towers, while the humble cottages 
aren’t touched by the horrible forces.” 
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as fabula tradita. The sudden and steep fall of the hero is supposed to illus-
trate the instability of fate and to teach a stoic way of life. “The voice of the 
tragical poet,” he claims, “strengthens the mind against the strokes of fate, 
and it drives away our fear that lames us” (93–94). 

According to Mussato, the contingence of fate is the main objective of 
tragedy.20 Its didactic aim, to teach a stoic attitude, can only be obtained if 
the horror of fate’s sudden stroke is conserved (at least in the figures’ view) 
and if no attempt is made to diminish it. Mussato highly criticises a mixture 
of comic and tragic elements: “Non amat obscenos irata Tragoedia risus” 
(73).21 

In his own tragedy, Ecerinis, written in prison during the war between 
Padua and the Emperor’s vicar Cangrande della Scala in 1313, Mussato 
clearly depicts what he means by severe and non-moderated tragic horror. 
The piece is about the cruel tyrant Ezzelino da Romano, who in 1236–37 had 
suppressed Padua, claiming that he acted as the Emperor’s representative.22  

In the play,23 Adelheita tells her sons Ezzelino and Alberic that they were 
the sons of Satan. Full of pride, Ezzelino promises his father that he will 
always serve him, in any possible transgression. Immediately, the war activi-
ty starts, Treviso is soaked in blood, Verona and Padua are conquered and 
submit to cruel tyranny. Women and children are killed in order to prevent a 
generation of possible enemies to grow up. The two brothers divide the 
world between them and have the dukes and princes of the country killed. A 
Franciscan brother turns up and warns Ezzelino, who claims that God stands 
on his side. While he says so, however, the message arrives that an army of 
crusaders is approaching from Venice. A second messenger tells that Padua 
has been lost. The tyrant has the messengers killed, but the choir keeps re-
peating the message. In full rage, Ezzelino has eleven thousand prisoners 
from Padua killed. Ezzelino joins his army and attacks Lombardy. Soon we 
are told by the choir that Ezzelino was caught in Cassano, where the people 
lynched him. Alberic and his family are caught, too—and literally torn into 
pieces by the crowd.  

The play is not designed to be performed on stage, but rather for recita-
tion. This is why all the very bloody scenes are not represented in action, but 
are reported by messengers or the choir. Mussato’s intention in his very cruel 
depiction of Ezzelino’s fate was to condemn tyranny and pride, to warn his 
people, to let them recognise the signs of tyranny, to make them refrain from 
supporting tyrants and to comfort all those suffering that divine justice will 
put an end to any tyrant. In 1315, Mussato was crowned poet laureate. 
                                                      
20 See Christel Meier, “Die Inszenierung humanistischer Werte im Drama der Frühen Neu-
zeit,” in Das Theater des Mittelalters und der Frühen Neuzeit als Ort und Medium sozialer 
und symbolischer Kommunikation, ed. Christel Meier et al. (Münster: Rhema, 2004), 250–51. 
21 “The furious tragedy does not love boundless laughter.” 
22 It is quite obvious that Ezzelino should be seen as mirroring Cangrande della Scala.  
23 Albertino Mussato, Ecerinide: Tragedia, ed. Luigi Padrin (Bologna: Zanichelli, 1900).  
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Thereby, his imitation of Seneca’s tragedy was honoured, giving an example 
to a number of poets to follow.24  

With the enormous stress being laid on a stoic attitude and on the political 
function of tragedy, the Ecerinis clearly is a humanist drama. As opposed to 
the medieval dramatic theory by Averroës/Hermannus, he presents a hero 
who is totally negative. All sudden hardship and cruelty that he has to suffer 
from his own people (whom, however, he had suppressed) is interpreted as a 
well-deserved punishment. The tragic end is caused by fortune’s wheel that 
turns surprisingly and shockingly for Ezzelino, but that obviously follows 
divine justice.  
German Early Humanism 
Mussato’s interpretation of the tragedy as depicting the life and fall of a ty-
rant became the leading pattern for Italian and German early humanism. The 
German “Archhumanist” Konrad Celtis25 gave a lecture course on Seneca’s 
tragedies in Leipzig in 1486–87. He originally intended to edit the whole 
tragic oeuvre of Seneca, but finally he just edited two of his tragedies (Her-
cules furens and Coena Thyestis) and published them in 1487. In his letter of 
dedication to Duke Magnus von Anhalt, he claims that he is about to intro-
duce a literary genre which had been unknown in Germany, “novum litter-
arum genus (quod tragoedias vocant regumque ducumque casus figurans) 
nuper ad Alamanos referrem” (45–46);26 it’s a genre depicting the fall of 
kings and dukes. Each tragedy, he claims, represents one central teaching for 
the nobility; the ten tragedies are comparable with the Ten Commandments. 
Like the Bible, they are historia dressed in fabula. In colourful pictures they 
teach to refrain from vice: 

itaque nihil principem ad animi magnitudinem omniumque laborum suorum tollerantiam animare possunt, quam ea, quae de Hercule clarissime gesta nar-rantur. Quid ab impietate revocare vehementius potest quam Thyestis coena cruentissima . . . Nihil malorum bellorum exitum plenius figurat quam ea, quae de Troia historia cum fabula inscribitur . . . (55–58, 64–66).27 

                                                      
24 For the ceremony of the coronation, see Mussato, Ep. 1, 45–59; Joseph Burney Trapp, “The 
Poet Laureate: Rome, Renovatio and Translatio Imperii,” in Rome in the Renaissance. The 
City and the Myth, ed. Paul Addison Ramsey (Birminghamton, N.Y.: Center for Medieval and 
Early Renaissance Studies, 1982), 99–100. 
25 See Dietl, Die Dramen Jacob Lochers, 35–39. 
26 The letter is edited in Der Briefwechsel des Konrad Celtis, ed. Hans Rupprich (Munich: 
Beck, 1934), 10–13. 
27 “Nothing can encourage a prince more to generosity or to patient tolerance of all hardship 
he has to suffer than the presentation of the glorious deeds of Hercules. What could more 
vehemently abhor from impiety than the horrible Coena Thyestes? . . . Nothing can more 
clearly depict the outcome of an unjust war than the partly fictive story of Troy.” 
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Celtis praises the author of tragedies and the philosopher Seneca, who, as he 
explains, wrote and worked during the reign of the cruel Emperor Nero and 
who therefore used exemplary pictures to write about tyranny in order to 
inflame his audience for virtue by sublime means of persuasion, “tam subli-
mi persuasione ad virtutes inflammat” (84), and to abhor them from vice. 
Tragedy, as he understands it, is a form of political and philosophical writ-
ing; it is historiography and moral education for princes at the same time. In 
his Ars versificandi et carminum,28 written in the same year, Celtis praises 
the drama and especially the tragedy as an instrument of clever politics: 

Summa profecto res illa erat et pene divina in administranda eorum republica ut sapientie summam eloquenciam qua urbs et orbis regebatur coniungere studuerint: hinc publica illa comediarum tragediarumque spectacula: Quibus sublimi persuasione remotisque invencionibus poete spectancium animos ad virtutes inflammabant et pubescentem iam indolem a viciis deterrebant: ut quid patrie: quid amicis: parentibus: hospitalibusque deberent: vivis exemplis acciperent. (15v)29 
For Celtis, who is influenced by the very vivid reception of Donat and Hor-
ace in late 15th century Germany, the performance is an integral part of the 
drama. The effectiveness of the drama is caused by the lively presentation of 
positive and negative examples and by the “extravagant inventions” (remotis 
invencionibus) during the performance of the spectacula. 

It might be surprising that Celtis, though he had his students stage classi-
cal dramas, never wrote any tragedy. He wrote two allegorical plays, but he 
left it up to his student Jacob Locher to write tragedies. When Locher writes 
tragedies—he only uses the term tragedia once—he sticks to the Italian Re-
naissance idea of tragedy as a tragedy of tyrants, and to Celtis’ idea of a 
tragedy telling the nobility as well as all members of state what their duty 
was. His Tragedia de Thurcis et Suldano, performed and published in 1497 
in Freiburg,30 depicts the rise and fall of the tyrannic Turks and the glorious 
victory of Maximilian who defeats them. The play tries to persuade the audi-
ence that there could be no alternative to Maximilian’s triumph—if the Eu-
ropean kings and especially the German princes supported his politics. Look-
ing at the matters of “horror” and “catharsis,” however, we have to ad-mit 
that Locher has no sense of it at all. He is not really interested in painting the 
                                                      
28 Konrad Celtis, Ars versificandi et carminum (Leipzig: Konrad Kachelofen, 1486). 
29 “Indeed, concerning the politics [of the Romans] it was a most important and nearly divine 
matter that they made best effort to combine wisdom and the highest grade of eloquence and 
therewith ruled Rome and the world. This is why there were public performances of comedies 
and tragedies, in which the poets of the plays, by most sublime persuasion and rare inven-
tions, inflamed the hearts of the spectators for the virtues and abhorred the adolescents from 
the vices, so that they learned from vivid examples what they owed their home country, their 
friends, their parents, their guests.” 
30 See Dietl, Die Dramen Jacob Lochers, 109–36. 
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fall of the tyrant, but rather in depicting the glory of the Emperor, supported 
by and representing divine justice.  
New Impulses from Italy: Julius Caesar Scaliger 
In the mid 16th century, with a renewed reception of Aristotle in the Greek 
original, positions in the theory of tragedy changed again. The most im-
portant name to mention for that time is the Italian scholar Guilio Bordone 
della Scala, better known as Julius Caesar Scaliger. His Poetices libri septem 
were printed in Paris in 1561, three years after the author’s death. They are 
based on Aristotle, Horace and Donat, combining them to a new theory of 
literature and language, of meter, and of literary genres.  

The tragic subject matters, Scaliger explains, are sublime, serious and 
horrible: “res tragica grandes, atroces” (III, 96, 144b).31 It’s all about the 
severe orders of kings, bloodshed and big fires, about battles, murder and 
funerals, people being hanged, banned, blinded, losing their families, killing 
their brothers, incest, despair, sorrow, and weeping. “Vero tota gravis,” in 
fact, it is all in all serious (145a). Per definition, however, delectatio is an 
essential part of poetry (147a). (Scaliger thereby follows Horace.) Yet, how 
should you feel delight watching something as serious as a tragedy? “Laetitia 
. . . ex quacumque disciplinae adeptione capi potest, discit autem spectator” 
(147a).32 The same effect that it is conceived as pleasant to learn from re-
garding pieces of art, Scaliger explains, can be observed when we watch 
horrible pictures: we enjoy them not because of their beauty, but because of 
the information that they bear for us. In the case of a tragedy, the knowledge 
conveyed to us is both moral and historical, since the tragedy takes its ob-
jects from history and attempts not to change it all too much (145a). Scali-
ger’s interpretation of the intellectual joy arising in the spectator of a tragedy 
was an important step to a new theory of tragedy. 
A Jesuit Poetology: Jacobus Pontanus 
Some 50 years after Scaliger, the German Jesuit Jacobus Pontanus developed 
a theory of tragedy that should give the general guideline for Jesuit drama. It 
can be regarded as a reaction to both the humanist stoicism and to the 
Protestant drama, which was basically very didactic and orientated towards 
the comedy. Pontanus gives a new translation and interpretation of Aris-
totle’s definition of the tragedy:33  

                                                      
31 Julius Caesar Scaliger, Poetices libri septem: Sieben Bücher über die Dichtkunst, ed. 
Manfred Fuhrmann et al., vol. 3 (Stuttgart: Frommann-Holzboog, 1995). 
32 “Pleasure can be taken from the acquisition of any kind of knowledge; the spectator actual-
ly learns.” 
33 Jacobus Pontanus, Poeticarum institutionum libri tres (Ingolstadt: David Sertorius, 1594). 
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Tragoedia est poesis virorum illustrium per agentes personas exprimens calamitates, vt misericordia et terrore animos ab iis perturbationibus liberet, a quibus huiusmodi facinora tragica profiscuntur. Atque hic quidem finis est tragoediae. (cap. 18)34 
Instead of teaching a stoic attitude, i.e., not to feel any fear or pity, the trage-
dy is now thought to teach some state of mind that avoids inner perturba-
tiones which are understood to be the cause of tragedy. In his translation of 
Aristotle, Pontanus leaves out the passage about pleasure arising from the 
form or the parts of tragedy. He instead donates a whole page to the prob-
lem. His answer to the question whether we can feel joy when seeing the 
misery of a tragic plot is multiple:  

Non ipsae res tragicae, sed earum excellens imitatio nos delectat . . . Item dolemus propter eos, quorum res aguntur, seu de quorum rebus agitur: nobis gaudemus, et gratulamur, qui tantorum malorum expertes simus. Dulce quoque, et a natura nobis ingeneratum est misereri. Quae autem veniunt a natura, ea iucunda sunt. Adhaec erudimur, et monemur, quae nos fugere ut malorum, et casuum adversorum caussas oporteat. Atqui doctrina laetitiam gignit. (cap. 18)35  
We do not enjoy the tragic events themselves but their imitation. Pontanus 
claims that it is much more difficult to imitate serious and sad things than 
light and happy ones, since we can feel some immediate joy from the ridicu-
las. However, we can feel the joy of not having to go through all the hard-
ship that is presented in the tragedies. Yet, pleasure also arises from the natu-
ral feeling of pity, and from the experience that we take from the tragedy.  

The enormous stress that Pontanus puts on all various kinds of enjoyment 
and emotion is very characteristic for Jesuit dramaturgy. While humanism 
and the Protestant school drama (as far as it was influenced by Melanchthon) 
have stressed the didactic side of the tragedy only, it is now combined with 
emotions. Not only the joy of learning should be conveyed but the goal was 
to also reach an emotional involvement in the action, as opposed to a stoic 
attitude. Thereby the inner disposition of the spectators should be changed: 
they should learn to flee the evil and to avoid anything that will cause pain 
and horror.  
                                                      
34 “Tragedy is poetry about noble men, which by the action of the figures expresses calami-
ties, in order to free the minds of the spectators from those perturbations, which cause this 
kind of tragic events, by pity and fear. And this is also the purpose of the tragedy.” 
35 “We do not enjoy the tragic things themselves, but their extraordinary imitation. . . . Thus, 
we are sad because of those who are dealt with or whose affairs are treated in the tragedy, but 
for ourselves we are glad and congratulate ourselves that we stand outside of these sufferings. 
In addition, it is sweet and it is caused by our nature to feel pity. Whatever is natural, it is 
pleasant. Finally, we learn and are reminded to flee from evil, and the destruction of our 
enemies will provide us with (warning) examples. The didactic contents of the tragedy, how-
ever, will evoke joy.” 
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For a hundred years, it had been clear that tragedies are designed for per-
formance, but Pontanus felt the need to stress the performative aspect of the 
drama again (cap. 19). There are Protestant dramas that were printed solely 
(or mainly) for reading purposes, while the Jesuit drama normally remained 
in manuscripts that were the base for performances. Quoting Horace, Ponta-
nus claims that we more willingly accept what the eyes tell us than what we 
receive via the ears (cap. 19). This is why the drama needs to be staged. 
Whether all cruelties need to be shown on stage or whether they should be 
hidden behind the stage and reported by messengers, Pontanus does not want 
to decide: He observes and accepts different approaches to the horriblia on 
stage (cap. 19).36 
Horribilia on the Jesuit Stage: Bidermann’s Cenodoxus 
Jakob Bidermann, a student of Pontanus’, staged his miracle play Cenodoxus 
outside of the church of Augsburg in 1602 for the general civic public.37 It 
became a very popular drama. The play is about St. Bruno, the founder of 
the Carthusian Order. The legend38 says that Bruno, who at that time still was 
a scholar at the University of Paris, attended a funeral of a university doctor, 
and during the service the dead body rose and shouted that the soul was be-
ing accused at the Court of Divine Justice. The community postponed the 
funeral service to the next day. There again, the dead body rose and shouted 
that the soul was being judged. Finally, on the third day, the body rose again 
and shouted that the soul was eternally condemned. That was the reason for 
Bruno and his friends to withdraw from secular life and to found an order of 
hermits. 

There are several dramatisations of the legend of Bruno. They all concen-
trate on the funeral service. Bidermann, however, turns the legend of Bruno 
into the tragedy of the Doctor of Paris. Nothing is said about him in the leg-
end, so that Bidermann—as he freely admits in the prologue—wrote a fic-
tional story of the Doctor, whom he gave the speaking name “Cenodoxus,” 
i.e. “the Vainglorious.” It’s a classical five-act tragedy, with the baroque 
element of various side streams of plot, reflecting the main plot on different 
                                                      
36 See Barbara Mahlmann-Bauer, “Jacob Pontanus in Augsburg: Seine Schülergespräche, 
seine Poetik und sein Drama Opferung Isaaks,” in Jakob Bidermann und sein “Cenodoxus”: 
Der bedeutendste Dramatiker aus dem Jesuitenorden und sein erfolgreichstes Stück, ed. 
Helmut Gier (Regensburg: Schnell und Steiner, 2005), 43. According to Mahlmann-Bauer, 
Pontanus sees the different grades of cruelty on stage as reflecting the level of civilisation that 
the playwright’s respective time had reached. 
37 Jakob Bidermann, Cenodoxus: Comico-Tragedia, ed. and transl. Christian Sinn (Konstanz: 
Isele, 2004). For the circumstances of the performance see Julius Oswald, “Jakob Bidermann: 
der Jesuit,” in Jakob Bidermann und sein “Cenodoxus,” 80; Mahlmann-Bauer, “Jacob Ponta-
nus in Augsburg,” 21. 
38 For the legend and its different dramatisations see Hans Pörnbacher, “Das Drama von der 
gefährlichen Selbsttäuschung: Die Botschaft von Jakob Bidermanns “Cenodoxus,” in Jakob 
Bidermann und sein “Cenodoxus,” 97–99. 
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levels of society, including a side-plot of devils and one of angels. Cenodox-
us is held in high esteem. He is a very helpful and generous person—but 
only if someone observes him. Once he is in private, he is rather mean. He is 
only interested in his own reputation and he permanently needs someone to 
honour and praise him. His guardian angel tries to plea to him first by drop-
ping papers with biblical quotations warning him, such as: “Sap. 5. Quid 
profuit nobis superbia?” (605), “Isa. 37. Superbia tua in aures ascendit meas” 
(606).39 His best friend Philautia (the Love for Himself), however, keeps 
telling him that he should not be troubled by these papers. The guardian an-
gel then realises that the written word is not sufficient to move Cenodoxus. 
Here it becomes clear that Cenodoxus is not only a dramatised legend, but it 
is poetology turned into a dramatic plot. The guardian angel’s intention is 
exactly the intention that Pontanus describes for the tragedy: He tries to 
make his audience turn away from sin. Written literature—quotations from 
the Bible—do not serve this purpose. Emotions need to be involved. There-
fore the angel decides to make Cenodoxus dream of the Judgement:  

insomnijs terrebitur,  Quem sæpe vigilem aggressus haud quicquam fui . . . .  Horrere dudum oportuit. (958–59, 964)40  
The angel sees the urgent need to horrify Cenodoxus, since this is the only 
way that he can be influenced. He even forces the devil to horrify Cenodox-
us and tells him that God orders him to terrify Cenodoxus: “Terrere 
Cenodoxum jubet” (976). (On a meta-level we are told that the drama terri-
fies its audience in order to serve God.) It seems as if the angel’s perfor-
mance were successful. Cenodoxus is afraid, clings to the angel rescuing him 
in his dream, asks what he could do for his protection and promises to obey 
God. But then he wakes up (a situation comparable to the audience leaving 
the theatre)—and everything is lost. Philautia and a parasite tell him that he 
should not listen to the dream, since all dreams are lies, etc.  

The attempt to raise horror and fear in the fictional world of the dream did 
not help to change the hero’s mind, because he stands on the side of those 
who claim that we cannot learn from fiction. Thus, the angel starts another 
attempt, situated in Cenodoxus’ everyday world. He strikes him with serious 
disease. But Cenodoxus reacts calmly:  

Et inanis est rei metus, Augere quam timor potest, demere nequit. Moriar ? id expectaveram. Moriar ? bene est. (1383–85) 41 
                                                      
39 Jakob Bidermann, Cenodoxus, ed. Rolf Tarot (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 1963). “Sap 5: 8 In 
how far did vainglory help us?, “Isa 37 I have heard of vour vainglory.” 
40 “He shall be terrified in his dreams, he whom I have often approached in vain when he was 
awake . . . . It is necessary that he is horrified.” 
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Cenodoxus is the prototype of a stoic. Since nothing can wake him up and 
make him realise his sin of pride, the angel finally has to give up and let him 
be sentenced by the Divine Court.  

The figure who could not be horrified by any means will finally serve the 
others as a dreadful reminder of their sins. In the first funeral scene, the sud-
den intervention of the dead body is a huge surprise to the other figures—
and to the audience. After Cenodoxus’ words “Accusatus sum” (1772),42 at 
first a series of questions follows: “BRUNO: Quid audio? HUGO: Quid 
sentio? LAUDWINUS: Quid contuor?” (1774).43 The horror is caused by a 
multi-sensual experience of fear. All parts of the bodies of Bruno, Laud-
winus and Hugo react: they tremble and can hardly speak or stand any more.  

Similar cascades of expressions of horror will be repeated when the body 
speaks a second and third time. The feature of surprise cannot be used for 
these latter scenes any more, but now the fearful expectation of the figures is 
articulated before the respective scenes. Bruno and the others react to the 
horror in the way that Pontanus had expected the audience of a tragedy to 
react. They are the ideal audience within the play, while Cenodoxus, depicts 
the negative example of an audience that refuses to be affected by the drama.  

The audience of a tragedy—of a Jesuit tragedy—should feel involved, so 
that the horror experienced by the fictive (or historical) figure in the tragedy 
transfers to the people in the audience. The tragedy presents the sins that 
make the protagonist fall, and it should warn the audience about this sin. 
They can only be warned if they use the emotions of pity and fear to cleanse 
their souls of the sin of pride (and not of these emotions). 

Bidermann’s Cenodoxus, I would claim as a conclusion, is not just an 
ideal illustration of Pontanus’ theory of tragedy. It is also an Anti-Ecerinis in 
so far, as most propositions of the early humanist tragedy (except for the 
notion that the hero’s fall and the depicted cruelty are sensible since they are 
caused by divine justice) are replaced in Cenodoxus. The aim of Ecerinis, to 
teach a stoic attitude, is exactly the contrary of the aim of Cenodoxus, to put 
an end to stoicism and to teach virtues through emotions. These striking 
differences in the poetology of the tragedy are due to different interpretations 
of Artistotle. 
Conclusion: Once There is Sense, Can There Be Any 
Horror in Christian Tragedies? 
When overlooking the development of tragic theory from the medieval re-
ception of Aristotle through Averroës and Mussato’s understanding of trage-
dy as a school of stoicism until Bidermann’s anti-stoic concept of tragic hor-
                                                                                                                             
41 “The fear for things is futile; anxiety can only enlarge problems, but not diminish them. Do 
I have to die? I expected it. Do I have to die? It’s fine.” 
42 “I am defendant.” 
43 “What do I hear?—What do I feel?—What do I see?” 
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ror as a means for effective teaching, we recognise different attempts to cope 
with the seemingly senseless cruelty of tragedy, which had been a problem 
for Luder and the very early humanism. Only a few tragedies diminish the 
horror by replacing the hero’s fall by his opponent’s triumph; in general the 
sudden and shocking suffering of the hero was preserved. In a Christian con-
text, however, horror and fear are always integrated into a concept of moral 
teaching. There is no senseless horror, but cruelty and fear are understood as 
(a) divine punishment for the hero, and (b) means for gaining virtue for the 
audience.  

We might therefore ask whether the tragic fear and hardship can be called 
“horror” at all, and whether “horror” is at all thinkable in a Christian world. 
Noël Carroll is convinced that, “Enlightenment made available the kind of 
conception of nature or the kind of cosmology needed to create a sense of 
horror.”44 In his view, “art-horror is an emotional state wherein, essentially, 
some nonordinary physical state of agitation is caused by the thought of a 
monster. . . . Monsters, here, are identified as any being not now believed to 
exist according the reigning scientific notions.”45 For a world, however, that 
believes in the divine and in miracles, nothing is impossible to exist, and 
therefore there cannot be a terrifying monster causing horror. 

Still, in the development of early modern tragedy we can observe a ten-
dency to stress the supernatural elements supporting katharsis. The early 
tragedies have their heroes experience natural fear, pain and suffering. Aver-
roës/Hermannus, however, stresses that crimes against the natural order 
(such as the father killing his son) raise stronger feelings of compassion than 
the “ordinary” harm being caused by one’s enemy. While the early human-
ism adds the element of performance to the effectiveness of tragedy, Scaliger 
and Pontanus stress the element of pleasure. In the theories of tragedy of the 
mid 16th and 17th century, pleasure is caused by the beauty of an artistic rep-
resentation of horrifying events and by the experience of a distance between 
the suffering hero’s world and that of the observer. When Bidermann’s angel 
realises that Cenodoxus cannot be moved while he is awake, but that he 
needs to be terrified in his dreams, the special effectiveness of fictive horror 
seems to be reflected within the play. In Cenodoxus, it also becomes clear 
that a natural hardship cannot move the hero; rather to the contrary, the hero 
(and the spectator) can only be moved by some horrifying encounter with the 
supernatural. Hans Baumann defines “horror” as the “Einbruch des Un-
möglichen oder Unglaublichen” into the individual’s world;46 it is a sudden 
border experience of something impossible or incredible, shocking, causing 
strong fear, affecting the body, and disgust or offence. Cenodoxus’ experi-
                                                      
44 Noël Carroll, The Philosophy of Horror or Paradoxes of the Heart (New York and London: 
Routledge 1990), 57. 
45 Carroll, The Philosophy of Horror, 35.  
46 Hans D. Baumann, Horror: Die Lust am Grausen (Weinheim and Basel: Heyne, 1989), 20. 
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ence of the Divine Court certainly is nothing impossible or incredible and 
nothing disgusting, but Bruno’s, Hugo’s and Laudwino’s experience of a 
dead body raising and shouting during the funeral is rather incredible, shock-
ing and offending the religious ceremony. The audience of the drama can 
enjoy something like “art-horror,” being separate from the fictional plot, 
while at the same time the didactic effect of the play is very strong. Possibly, 
if we dare to contradict Caroll’s Philosophy of Horror, we could imagine 
horror as well congruent with a Christian world. 
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Landscaping Literature in Early Modern England: 
Praxis, Gnosis and the Shifting Knowledge of 
Literature 

Angela Locatelli, University of Bergamo 
The cultural dynamics of early modern literary canon creation can be per-ceived as representing complex negotiations of early modern subjectivities and politics. Renaissance poets, schoolmasters and writers seem to self-consciously situate themselves in a strategic position for the elaboration of cultural and political consensus. Their shifting attitudes towards both the clas-sics and the contemporary vernacular languages and literatures will be ex-plored with reference to Ascham, Harrison, Sidney, Puttenham, Wilson, and Bacon. In their works, literature itself was undergoing an epistemic re-assessment as a discipline and as a tool of cultural mediation. 

(Street-)Wise Monarchs and the Politics of Learning 
Throughout the English Renaissance numerous attacks and defences of dif-
ferent areas of “learning” display the great variety of opinions that were held 
on their respective merits. Debate on language, rhetoric, history, and poetry 
was widespread.1 Critical works on the knowledge of literature and on its 
political and ethical functions were written and circulated at a moment in 
which issues of power, authority, and national identity, as well as issues of 
subjectivity, were coming to the fore in unprecedented terms.  

If Plato had banned poets from his ideal republic, Renaissance poets, 
schoolmasters and critics seem, on the contrary, to self-consciously situate 
themselves in a key position in the elaboration of cultural and political con-
sensus in the kingdom. And yet, eloquence could, at the same time, provide 
argumentative tools in favour of heterodoxy, demonstrated, for instance, in 
the revival of Pyrrhonist scepticism, as well as in theological dissidence. 
Topics that seem apparently remote from socio-political concerns, such as 
the creation of a literary canon, the use of rhyme in poetry, or the bearing of 
                                                      
1 Angela Locatelli, “ ‘Wisdom’ ed ‘Eloquence’: Note sull’episteme della retorica inglese del 
XVI e XVII secolo,” in La fortuna della retorica, ed. Giuseppe Castorina and Vittoriana Villa 
(Chieti: Métis, 1993), 91–98.  
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a supposedly pre-lapsarian language on elocution, can, on a closer investiga-
tion, illustrate how and why literature was acquiring a new relevance in so-
cio-cultural terms, and why it was not taken for the mere pastime of a self-
referential erudite élite. This calls for a re-contextualization of early-modern 
English literature beyond traditional and purely “belletristic” taxonomies, or 
better, it calls for a questioning and a re-interpretation of such taxonomies, 
which valorizes the connections between literary and cultural history, and, 
beyond that, between literary theory and the study of history tout court. The 
word “landscaping” in my title wishes to emphasize the dynamic and perva-
sive nature of literature, its rootedness in the historical moment, and the ac-
tive role of its protagonists who, far from conceiving of it as a static “ob-
ject,” made it an indispensable tool of cultural mediation in a culturally 
complex age.2 The recognition of the cultural specificity of the English ear-
ly-modern context in its relation to classical and continental models amounts 
to a (re)-assessment of its literary production in connection with different 
cultural practices. The reasons for the energetic shift effected by the English 
humanists from a merely abstract acquisition of classical “masters” to a self-
consciously “situated,” i.e., political, educa-tional and broadly cultural ap-
proach to literature can be made clearer through such (re-)contextualization. 

The value of English as a native tongue and the prestige of vernacular lit-
erature were a favourite theme, but debate on these matters was far more 
than an academic exercise:3 it was a unique contribution to the shaping of a 
national identity and the creation of English subjects.4 The so-called “Tudor 
myth” provided a solid foundation for it. Henry VIII and Elizabeth’s ability 
to contain dissent, after the breach with Rome and the new threat posed by 
radical Protestant dissent at home5 is manifest in the careful “self-
fashioning” by each of them as a legitimate, and even divinely approved 
authority, and in their ability to select a political and administrative intelli-
gentia of learned and capable supporters, which was as crucial to the na-
tion’s power as the new “merchant adventurers” and the members of the 
joint stock companies to whom the Crown was granting the needed patents 
to trade with and colonize the East and West Indies. In fact, like her father, 
Elizabeth promoted an efficient administrative class, no longer under eccle-
                                                      
2 Nowadays universities and the mass media are still likewise asked to contribute to what we 
call governance. 
3 Angela Locatelli, “ ‘Speake thy mind’: Fondamento filosofico del ‘Plain Style’,” Quaderni 
del Dipartimento di Linguistica e Letterature Comparate, Università di Bergamo, 6 (1990): 
115–21. 
4 Angela Locatelli, “ ‘English Matter, in the English Tongue, for Englishmen’: Lingua, retori-
ca e poetica dell’identità nazionale nel Rinascimento Inglese,” in Racconti di identità, ed. 
Alessandra Marzola (Bergamo: Sestante, 2001), 13–35. 
5 The Act of Supremacy of 1534, the Act of Uniformity of 1559, and the Act of Six Articles of 
1539 were approved by Parliament, an institution which continued to function under the 
Tudors and was usually ready to sanction forms of religion which did “not conform” to the 
rising theology of the “moderate” Anglican Church. 
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siastical rule, but in line with the dictates of the monarch and the Privy 
Council. She was educated by one of the greatest humanists of the time, 
Roger Ascham, and her own cultivation in ars retorica was profitably dis-
played in her Latin orations, but even more subtly put to use in her ability to 
elaborate strategies of consensus through a careful use of symbols.  

The dissolution of the monasteries had favored the concomitant estab-
lishment of a privileged relationship with the universities, first and foremost 
with Cambridge, a fact which does not escape the public attention, and is 
recorded in William Harrison’s Description of England (1587), a very inter-
esting account of contemporary social life. In his short chapter “Of Universi-
ties,” Harrison deals extensively with the colleges and praises these institu-
tions as the new substitutes of the old ecclesiastical schools, extolling their 
merits over those of similar institutions of learning on the continent.6  

However, the undertow of Elizabeth’s seas (and later of Stuart rule) was 
the ongoing threat of rebellion, well-documented, not only in the imminent 
events of the Civil War and the Revolution, but in political treaties (Hooker, 
Hobbes and Locke obviously come to mind) and in countless pamphlets and 
works, which official culture may not have immediately recognized as “po-
litical,” but which New Historicism invites to explore as politically signifi-
cant. I am alluding to treaties on rhetoric and poetics, private journals and 
travelogues, polemical writings, works that debated the establishment of an 
English literary canon, as well as records of the voyagers’ encounters with 
cultural diversity.  
A Shifting Intelligentia  
In 1551 Thomas Wilson writes the first treatise on logic in the vernacular: 
The Rule of Reason Conteinying the Arte of Logique set forth in English, 
followed, in 1553 by The Arte of English Rhetorique.7 Again, the choice of 
the vernacular should not be underestimated: it implies, besides an obvious 
homage to the acquired dignity of English, the notion that far from remain-
ing enclosed into colleges or Inns of Court these disciplines deserve a wider 
socio-cultural dissemination. In fact, rhetoric and poetics aim to transcend 
their traditional boundaries and strictly academic context, and are frequently 
pictured as congenial to influential public figures (rather than scholars). 
Thomas Wilson addresses Lawyers and Preachers, so that they may 
“perswade and move the affections.” George Puttenham8, likewise, dedicates 
                                                      
6 William Harrison, The Description of England (1587), ed. Georges Edelen (Washington 
D.C. and New York: The Folger Shakespeare Library & Dover Publications, 1994), 81.  
7 Thomas Wilson, The Arte of English Rhetorique (1553), ed. Thomas J. Derrick (New York 
and London: Garland Publishing Inc, 1982).  
8 The Arte of English Poesie (1589) was published anonymously and there has been some 
controversy over the attribution of authorship. It has not been firmly established. Some schol-
ars have suggested that Richard Puttenham, George’s elder brother, may be the author. 
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his The Arte of English Poesie, not to an academic, but to Sir William Cecil, 
Lord Burghley, Lord High Treasurer of England. The innovative nature of 
the Puttenham work is indisputable.9 I will just mention one aspect of this 
novelty: i.e. the fact that he explicitly addresses courtiers and even ladies, 
and that he also writes in the vernacular. In Chapter X of the third book of 
The Arte of English Poesie Puttenham explains: 

And because our chief purpose herein is for the learning of Ladies and young Gentlewomen, or idle Courtiers, desirous to become skilful in their owne mother tongue, and for their priuate recreation to now and then ditties of pleasure.10  
In his famous An Apologie for Poetrie11 Sir Philip Sidney likewise notes that 
a sound knowledge of nature and art, and even a laudable style may some-
times be found at court, rather than in the universities: 

I have found in divers smally learned courtiers a more sound stile, than in some professors of learning; . . . the courtier, following that which practice he findeth fittest to nature, therein (though he know it not) doth according to Art, though not by art: where the other, using Art to show Art, and not to hide Art (as in these cases he should do), flieth from nature, and indeed abuseth Art.12  
There is a recurrent theme in rhetorical and poetical Renaissance treaties 
which has an immediate and indisputable political significance: it is the 
theme of the civilizing role of eloquence, which, in Thomas Wilson’s trea-
ties, is said to have been given to God’s deputies on earth for the benefit of 
mankind. Their teachings can bring humanity back to their original Edenic 
splendour, and prove indispensable in promoting civic obedience. In fact, 
Wilson’s Rhetorique opens with the following statements: 

Man (in whom is powered the breath of life) was made at the first being an euerliuing creature, unto the likeness of God, endued with reason, and ap-pointed Lorde ouer all other thinges liuing. But after the fall of our first Fa-ther, sinne so crept in that our knowledge was much darkened, and by corrup-tion of this our flesh, man’s reason and entendement were both ouerwhelmed. . . .  Long it was ere that man knewe himself being destitute of God’s grace, so that all thinges waxed sauage, the earth untilled, society neglected, God’s will not knowne, man against man, one against an other, and all against order. God . . . 
                                                      
9 Angela Locatelli, “The ‘Doublenesse’ of Figures in Puttenham’s The Arte of English 
Poesie,” Quaderni del Dipartimento di Linguistica e Letterature Comparate, Università di 
Bergamo, 10 (1994): 223–33. 
10 George (?) Puttenham, The Arte of English Poesie (1589), ed. Edward Arber (London: 
English Reprints, 1869), 170. 
11 Sir Philip Sidney, An Apologie for Poetrie (1595), in The Prelude to Poetry: English Poets 
in Defense and Praise of their Own Art, ed. Ernest Rhys (London: Dent, 1970), 9–60. 
12 Ibid., 56–57. 
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gaue his appointed Ministers knowledge both to see the natures of men and al-so graunted the gift of utterance, that they might with ease win folke at their will, and frame them by reason to all good order.13 
George Puttenham’s justification and praise of the poets’ art is also based on 
faith in their social and moral commitment. He therefore proclaims to his 
readers that poets are “the first priests, the first prophets, the first legislators, 
politicians, philosophers, astronomers, historiographers, orators and musi-
cians,”14 and he devotes to this proposition Chapter 3 of Book I of The Arte 
of English Poesie (1589).  

In The Advancement of Learning Sir Francis Bacon praises the knowledge 
of “grammar,” and suggests that all arts are reparative strategies of post-
lapsarian disorder:  

Man . . . hath striven against the first general curse by the invention of all oth-er arts, so that he hath sought to come forth of the second general curse, which was the confusion of tongues, by the art of grammar.15  
Bacon’s awareness that books and social persuasion go hand in hand is 
based on his pessimistic view of “the nature and condition of men”:  

Men, who are full of savage and unreclaimed desires of profit, of lust, of re-venge; which as long as they give ear to precepts, to laws, to religion, sweetly touched with eloquence and persuasion of books . . . so long is society and peace maintained.16 

The Subjects of Orthodoxy and the Power of the Tongue 
Most English humanists shared the belief that eloquence is conducive to wit 
and wisdom, which, in turn, produce virtue. Some, however, and Roger  
Ascham is prominent among them, seem to believe that the reverse is true: it 
is virtue which leads to bene dicendi, i.e., to speaking well. Queen Eliza-
beth’s tutor defends the thesis that orthodox opinion and a good writing style 
are intrinsically joined. In The Schoolmaster (1570) he polemically writes 
that: 

For Stoickes, Anabaptistes, and Friers: with Epicures, Libertines and Monkes, being most like in learning and life, are no fonder and pernicious in their opin-ions, than they be rude and barbarous in their writinges.17 
                                                      
13 Wilson, English Rhetorique, 16–18. 
14 Puttenham, English Poesie, 22. 
15 Francis Bacon, The Advancement of Learning (1605) (London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd, 
1934), 138. 
16 Ibid., 43. 
17 Roger Ascham, The Schoolmaster (1563–68, posthumously published 1570), ed. Edward 
Arber (Westmister: Constable, 1895), 117. 



 86

His invective against all kinds of dissidents, and specifically against those 
threatening Elizabeth’s authority, leads him to conclude that:  

For all soch Authors, as be fullest of good matter and right iudgement in doc-trine, be likewise always, most proper in wordes, most apte in sentence, most plaine and pure in uttering the same.18 
Ascham’s humanist ideal is based on his view that the knowledge of lan-
guages and literatures, both classical and modern, is also a training in cogni-
tive and moral faculties. His pedagogical program implies a progression 
from the study of classical (“learned”) languages to the acquisition of the 
highest moral virtues. The cornerstone of this program is imitatio of “the 
best authors.” While appreciating Ascham’s interest in learning from cultural 
tradition, I believe that there is an aporia in his discourse: his ideological 
perspective implies that the wise “naturally” and by definition speak well, an 
idea which contradicts his pedagogical appeal to learning. In other words, if 
wisdom precedes eloquence, the schoolmaster can teach only those who are 
already wise. Let me also point out that this questionable perspective was 
widely shared, albeit proposed in different ways and contexts: it is exactly 
Prospero’s pedagogical strategy towards Miranda and Caliban. The two di-
verging outcomes are well known: Miranda is an excellent pupil and an obe-
dient daughter, while Caliban, the rebel, uses language to curse. My point is 
that these results were already fully predictable in Prospero’s perspective 
(which is Ascham’s own, and probably represents the dominant outlook of 
his educated contemporaries). Miranda becomes the perfect “subject,” in the 
two Foucauldian senses of the term (i.e., the subject of subjectivité and of 
assujettissement), while Caliban perverts the language he is taught, he learns 
to curse, and fails to become a subject in the above sense. He represents the 
supposedly irreducible alien, the un-teachable, and therefore un-assimilated 
alterity of a racist ideology. This point of view has authoritative opponents 
(albeit a minority), in early modern times. Thomas Wilson does not share 
Ascham’s perspective, but strongly believes in the power of rhetoric to per-
suade, and ultimately assimilate, even the most recalcitrant interlocutor. He 
therefore invites the intellectual élite to contribute to the public acceptance 
of two fundamental persuasions: that the law is just (“honest”) and that it is 
profitable (“gainfull”): 

After we have persuaded our friend that the lawe is honest . . . we must go fur-ther with him, and bryng him in good beleve, that it is very gainfull.19 
The social significance of eloquence is confirmed by the widespread re-
course to the classical Orpheus myth, symbolically re-interpreted as the 
                                                      
18 Ascham, Schoolmaster, 117. 
19 Wilson, English Rhetorique, 89. 
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origin of both art and social harmony. Not surprisingly, this Renaissance 
topos can be found in Wilson, Sidney, Puttenham, and Bacon. Sir Philip 
Sidney aptly writes: 

So as Amphion was sayde to move the stones with his Poetry, to build Thebes. And Orpheus to be listened to by beasts, indeed stony and beastly people.20  
Poetry and rhetoric were often praised above philosophy for having a greater 
social impact than the philosopher’s speculations or dry precepts. Sir Philip 
Sidney opposes the effectiveness of praxis to the abstract knowledge of gno-
sis. He defends poetry for its greater (if compared to other disciplines) ca-
pacity to move to virtuous action: 

For who will be taught, if hee be not moved with desire to be taught? And what so much good doth that teaching bring forth, (I speak still of morall doc-trine) as that it mooveth one to doe that which it dooth teach? For as Aristotle sayth, it is not Gnosis, but Praxis must be the fruit.21  
Sidney sees poetry as the royal road to Aristotelian phronesis,22 i.e., to prac-
tical wisdom, an outcome undoubtedly appealing to the rising new profes-
sionals. 

The primary task of Renaissance teachers, rhetoricians and poets was to 
promote consensus on specific behavioural protocols. This was not difficult 
for a community that was intrinsically homogeneous in terms of class and 
gender. Their function was to discipline, in the Foucauldian sense, and to 
create a subject, “subjected to” political and ecclesiastical authority. In fact, 
the naturalization of authority was the main concern of scholars and preach-
ers, not less than that of prudent (in the specific Aristotelian sense of the 
term phronesis, i.e., practical-minded, street-wise) aristocrats and monarchs. 
Promoting the cult of the sovereign as a symbol and metonymy of the rising 
nation was the main purpose of the crafty spectacularization of politics. Let 
me just recall Elizabeth’s ritual of touching her diseased subjects to suppos-
edly cure them, her lavish pageants, her public executions of traitors (the 
Essex case has often been discussed as the necessary recantation of a dissi-
dent, and as an instructive, public humiliation of sinful pride).23 All of these 
“gestures” represent both a display of royal power and of a supposedly moral 
superiority. E.H. Kantorowitz and Adriana Cavarero have magisterially dealt 
                                                      
20 Sidney, Apologie, 11. 
21 Ibid., 28. 
22 Oscar L. Brownstein, “Aristotle in the Rhetorical Process,” in Rhetoric: A Tradition in 
Transition, ed. Walter R. Fisher (East Lansing: Michigan State UP, 1974), 19–32. 
23 Karin S. Coddon, “‘Suche Strange Desygns’: Madness, Subjectivity, and Treason in Ham-
let and Elizabethan Culture,” in Hamlet, by William Shakespeare, edited by Susanne L. Wof-
ford (Boston and New York: Bedford Books of St. Martin’s Press, 1994), 380–402. 
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with this issue in their well known thesis on the “King’s (two) bodies.” 24 A 
complementary New Historicist perspective is offered by Stephen Green-
blatt, who has convincingly argued that promoting and manipulating anxiety 
was a disciplinary technique common to prelates, kings and dramatists.25 I 
am arguing that rhetoricians and writers of Apologies should definitely be 
added to Greenblatt’s promoters of disciplinary anxiety. The purpose of hu-
manist education was essentially to instil civic virtues, i.e., both obedience 
and national pride, and rhetoricians never failed to point out that these atti-
tudes could more profitably be developed through eloquence, rather than 
bloodshed. The advantages of eloquence included the containment of dis-
sent, and a bloodless preservation of rank, and of social and sexual roles. 
Thomas Wilson’s almost cynical question illustrates some of these ad-
vantages: 

Would servauntes obey their masters, the sonne his father, the tenaunt his landlorde, the citizen his maiour, or Shirife: if orders were not set and just dealying appoincted for al states of men?26 
The rhetorician knows that the subject is not ready, but must be persuaded 
and induced to give up his privileges, his interests and rights. In Leviathan 
Thomas Hobbes identifies such interests in “the fruit of his labour, his life 
and liberty,” and he further defines “liberty” as “the absence of external im-
pediments” and “right” as “liberty to do or forbear.” The Prince should then 
disregard Plato and cherish the poet, rather than banish him. Wilson aptly 
reminds his readers that: 

[s]uche force hath the tongue, and such is the power of eloquence and reason, that most men are forced, even to yelde in that, whiche most standeth againste their will.27 
The strategies of the disciplinary ideology instilled by the rhetoricians into 
the national subject are equally at work, or perhaps even more powerfully, in 
the strategies of assujettissement of the colonial subject, as well. Thomas 
Hariot’s famous travelogue28 A Brief and True Report of the Newfound Land 
of Virginia (1588) unequivocally explains the “cultural” purpose of the colo-
nization on the natives: 
                                                      
24 Ernst H. Kantorowicz, I due corpi del re (Torino: Einaudi, 1989); Adriana Cavarero, Corpo 
in figure (Milano: Feltrinelli, 1995). 
25 Greenblatt writes: “Public maimings and executions were designed to arouse fear and to set 
the stage for the royal pardons that would demonstrate that the prince’s justice was tempered 
with mercy.” See Stephen Greenblatt, Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of Social 
Energy in Renaissance England (Berkeley: U of California P, 1988), 137. 
26 Wilson, English Rhetorique, 72. 
27 Ibid., 18–19. 
28 Thomas Hariot participates in Sir Richard Grenville’s expedition, and his account is often 
mentioned as one of the sources of Shakespeare’s Tempest. 
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There is good hope they may be brought through discreet dealing and gov-ernment to the embracing of the truth, and consequently to honor, obey, fear and love us. 
The English subject reaches his own political and national identity by identi-
fying with the sovereign, whom he “honors, obeys, fears and loves,” because 
by so doing he receives a precise status and value for himself. Once he has 
perfected his identification with the authority that both subjects and “subjec-
tifies” him, the national subject must compel the colonial subject to recog-
nize his identity, and to respect it, while, at the same time keeping the dis-
tinction between “us” and “them,” and thereby subscribing to a different 
(and inferior) status for the Virginia Indians. 
The Canon as Cultural History for a Rising Nation 
Literature, and especially literature in English, is constructed by English 
humanists as a powerful means of upholding and disseminating a political 
and conceptual orthodoxy. In this sense, the creation of a canon proved in-
dispensable for the visibility of both literature and Nation. I will propose 
three exemplary instances of this. The already mentioned Elizabethan histo-
rian William Harrison proudly outlines an English domestic literary tradi-
tion, starting from the reign of Richard II. He indicates Chaucer, Gower, 
Scogan and Lydgate as writers whose “diligent travail” took the English 
language “to an excellent pass.” However, Harrison’s highest recognition 
and gratitude is expressed towards Elizabeth’s contemporaries. In particular, 
he praises the orthodox Protestant writers John Jewel and John Foxe for hav-
ing turned the English language into an instrument of elegant and flexible 
prose. Harrison’s position is shared by many of his contemporaries, and il-
lustrates how profitable a discussion of the links between the vernacular, 
national identity, protestant theology and poetics can be, and has been, with 
reference to both the cultural climate of England and the Continent. 

After complaining of the scarce consideration enjoyed by poetry in Eng-
land, Sir Philip Sidney likewise praises Chaucer, Surrey, and Spenser. His 
opinions have a “foundational” quality in the appreciation of English litera-
ture, particularly when he affirms that Gower and Chaucer can compete with 
Boccaccio and Petrarch: 

So in the Italian language, the first that made it aspire to be a Treasure-house of Science were the Poets Dante, Boccacce, and Petrarch. So in our English were Gower and Chawcer. After whom, encouraged and delighted with theyr excellent fore-going, others have followed, to beautifie our mother tongue, as wel in the same kinde as in other Arts.29 

                                                      
29 Sidney, Apologie, 11. 
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My second example, Sidney’s An Apologie for Poetrie, also seems to estab-
lish the guidelines for the definition of the canonical genres of English Liter-
ature: 

Chaucer, undoubtedly did excellently in hys Troylus and Cresseid. . . . I ac-count the Mirrour of Magistrates, meetely furnished of beautiful parts; and in the Earle of Surries Liricks, many things tasting of a noble birth, and worthy of a noble mind. The Sheapeards Kalender, hath much Poetry in his Eclogues: indeede worthy the reading if I be not deceived. That same framing of his stile, to an old rustick language, I dare not alowe, sith neyther Theocritus in Greeke, Virgill in Latine, nor Sanazar in Italian, did affect it.30 
The prestige which Sidney attributes to Spenser rests on a winning compari-
son with the classics and the Italians, while Elizabethan drama is curtly dis-
missed, Shakespeare included: “Our Tragedies, and Comedies, (not without 
cause cried out against,) observing rules, neyther of honest civilitie, nor of 
skilfull Poetrie.”31 Sidney severely condemns the mixture of “Kings and 
Clowns” on stage, the breach of Aristotelian unities of time and place: 
“Where you shal have Asia of the one side, and Affrick of the other.” Only 
Gorboduck is (not only) spared (perhaps because a wholly English tragedy, 
and because praised by Queen Elizabeth), but it is also praised, because fa-
vourably compared to Seneca, and for being: “full of stately speeches and 
well sounding Phrases . . . and notable moralitie.”32 

Samuel Daniel, an active and convincing interlocutor on the controversy 
of rhyme,33 dedicates his work to William Herbert, Earle of Pembroke. When 
he deals with the English sonnet,34 he goes as far as asserting the superiority 
of English literature over Greek and Latin: 

both for the disposition of the matter, the apt planting the sentence where it may best stand to hit, the certaine close of delight with the full body of a iust period well carried, is such as neither the Greekes or Latines euer attained vnto.35 
The cultural dynamics of literary canon creation in early modern times 
would certainly require more space than is allowed here, but what I hope to 
have pointed out is that such canon creation can be productively perceived as 
                                                      
30 Ibid., 50. 
31 Ibid., 50–51. 
32 Ibid., 51. 
33 Angela Locatelli, “The Image of the English Language in the Elizabethan Controversy on 
Rhyme,” Quaderni del Dipartimento di Linguistica e Letterature Comparate, Università di 
Bergamo 5 (1989): 43–49. 
34 It is worth recalling that William Herbert has been indicated as one of the possible address-
ees of Shakespeare’s sonnets, i.e. the mysterious W.H. 
35 Samuel Daniel, Defense of Ryme (1603), in The Prelude to Poetry: English Poets in De-
fense and Praise of their Own Art, ed. Ernest Rhys (London: Dent, 1970), 95. 
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representing complex negotiations of early modern politics and aesthetics, 
including the passage from imitation of foreign models to their vituperation 
and polemical rejection,36 a cultural move which is obviously not extraneous 
to the historical events and the shifting political climate from Henry VIII to 
James I. 

I hope to have convincingly argued that the works of poets, rhetoricians, 
and scholars clearly register the political and cultural anxieties of Tudor and 
Stuart England, but that they also provide variously inflected responses to 
the new cultural challenges. In early-modernity, literature itself is undergo-
ing an epistemic re-assessment, and it is re-negotiating its traditional tasks 
(docere, delectare, movere), by expressing specific “conjunctural” attitudes 
and appealing to new interlocutors and protagonists of the social scene. 
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The Legacy of Courtly Love and the Feminine 
Position 

Carin Franzén, Linköping University 
The article discusses the ambiguity of courtly love in pre- and early modern literature as an articulation of power relations, not only between church and court, but also between sexes. The argument is that female writers from this period use the ambiguity of love as a strategy to create points of resistance in a male hegemonic discourse. By taking the theoretical frame from Foucault and Lacan, the article suggests that such a discourse can be read as “a multi-plicity of discursive elements that can come into play in various strategies,” and that women’s participation in this multiplicity reveals a truth about the desiring subject. 

Introduction 
A challenge for every critical analysis of the conditions for subject formation 
is the assessment of the relation between psychic structures and social 
norms. In this article I want to reflect on this relation by looking at the con-
ditions for a feminine subject position in medieval and early modern culture 
where women are clearly subordinated to men, functioning as objects in the 
normative regulations of sexuality and as central signs in the hegemonic 
culture. 

The main purpose is to reassess the legacy of courtly love in medieval and 
early modern women’s writing by using as a main theoretical framework 
psychoanalysis and discourse analysis. By examples from the Comtesse de 
Dia, Christine de Pizan, Marguerite de Navarra, and Madame de Lafayette, I 
intend to show that their appropriation of the idealized version of courtly 
love can be understood as a point of resistance in the hegemonic culture. My 
claim is that this resistance reveals a truth about the desiring subject that can 
be found in the heart of the courtly code itself, but which is most often re-
pressed in favour of a romantic dream of love union. I try to demonstrate that 
this fantasy is met by a critical response in women’s writing due to the spe-
cific ethical dimension of the feminine position in courtly eroticism. 

The application of contemporary theories such as discourse analysis and 
psychoanalysis on the legacy of courtly love could be accused of forcing a 
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modern conception of love and desire on ideas and attitudes which are no 
longer our own. It is my contention, however, that these genealogical theo-
ries (in Foucault’s sense) furnish tools for a deeper understanding of what is 
implied in the old textual material, which can show a difference to a modern 
self-understanding often based on superficial images of the past, e.g., of 
romantic love or women’s exclusion from its historical discourse.1 

As a point of departure, bearing in mind that two perspectives usually de-
scribed as opposed to each other inform this recontexualization of courtly 
love, I will briefly outline the theoretical frame of my reading.2 
Power and Desire 
From a Lacanian perspective it can be claimed that it is the introduction into 
the symbolic that constitutes the speaking and desiring being and its relation 
to others. It is that in which the subject engages itself as human being.3 The 
symbolic is, however, difficult to distinguish from social power relations in a 
given society. It has been claimed that the symbolic seems to situate social 
norms as inherent in the psyche, determining desire and gender identities and 
hence transforming the contingency of norms into a fundamental (and con-
servative) structure.4 

The symbolic in the Lacanian sense of the word could indeed be seen as 
determining desire and concomitant subject positions according to a scheme 
of sexuation with fixed feminine and masculine positions.5 The point in La-
canian theory is, however, that the determining factor is the constitution of 
the subject through “a net of signifiers, whose function is to define a limit, or 
lack, from where desire for what is radically other than oneself can 
emerge.” 6 Social norms must be seen as regulating this desire in a second 
step and only partially because desire continues to be moved by this very 
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UP, 1977), 146. Genealogy can also be said to characterize the psychoanalytical attention to 
gaps and repressed dimensions in an apparently unbroken continuity. 
2 In using psychoanalytic theory together with Foucault I’m to some extent following Judith 
Butler in The Psychic Life of Power (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997). See also 
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(Oxford: Oxford UP 2006). 
3 Jacques Lacan, Des noms-du-père (Paris: Seuil, 2005), 40. 
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Death (New York: Columbia UP, 2000), 20–21. 
5 See Jacques Lacan, Le Séminar XX: Encore (Paris: Seuil, 1975), 73–75. 
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limit. Consequently, the social does not coincide with the symbolic. While 
the social is connected to power relations, establishing and maintaining 
norms, the symbolic produces desire that is fundamentally subversive in the 
sense that it bears witness of the limit of every subject position. 

This limit is also central in the Foucauldian discourse analysis. Even 
though Foucault regards psychoanalysis as one of the main Western strate-
gies of knowledge and power, there are evident affinities between the La-
canian theory of the subversiveness of desire and Foucault’s understanding 
of the relations between power and the discourse on sexuality in Western 
cultural history. Foucault is indeed criticizing the psychoanalytic understand-
ing of desire, which he describes as follows: “the law is what constitutes 
both desire and the lack on which it is predicated.”7 He does propose another 
representation of power, “that no longer takes law as a model and a code.” 8 
But it is precisely Foucault’s conception of power as a “multiplicity of force 
relations” which can be connected to the psychoanalytic premise of the sub-
versiveness of desire.9 To summarize, in Lacanian psychoanalysis as well as 
Foucauldian discourse analysis, power and desire are moved by each other 
and refer back to each other. And this movement is neither the effect of a 
supreme law nor of an untamed energy but of the limit or lack constituting 
the subject’s relation to the other (or discourse). On a historical level this 
limit or lack is linked to what Foucault in his comment on Nietzsche calls 
emergence, an entry of forces moved by “the space that divides them, the 
void through which they exchange their . . . gestures and speeches.” 10 

In what follows I will be focusing upon the voices of female writers as 
emerging on the socio-political arena of love in medieval and early modern 
culture. I claim that they are part of a “multiplicity of force relations” consti-
tuting the Western discourse of love, instead of searching for a female alter-
native where women are supposed to “put into discourse what had remained 
outside the discourse of courtliness.”11 Against the backdrop of a general 
analysis of the historical discourse of love, and especially of the tradition of 
courtly love, I want to assess more precisely how the four mentioned female 
authors articulate and reveal the subversiveness of desire that the hegemonic 
discourse covers up. 

I am aware of the problem of working on texts from a period of about 500 
years within only partly comparable contexts, but what I want to propose 
here is to be regarded as a prolegomenon to a deeper understanding of wom-
en’s historical agency inviting a more careful and detailed study of each 
                                                      
7 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: The Will to Power, trans. Robert Hurley (Lon-
don: Penguin, 1998), 81. 
8 Ibid., 90. 
9 Ibid., 92. 
10 Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” 150. 
11 Laurie A. Finke, Feminist Theory, Women’s Writing (New York: Cornell UP, 1992), 33. 



 96

author in their specific context.12 My intention is not to reconstruct a new 
grand narrative of the Western culture; on the contrary, I want to analyse a 
certain configuration of desire, which insists through medieval and early 
modern culture in order to demonstrate its relation to the interplay of power. 
The Division of Love 
A general feature in medieval and early modern regulations and discursive 
configurations of love is its division into an idealized and a debased form. A 
classical example at the beginning of Plato’s Symposium is the story of the 
two goddesses, which both are named Aphrodite, the Heavenly and the Pop-
ular.13 Emanating from them are two kinds of love related to the body re-
spectively the soul of man, and there is no doubt that one is more valued 
than the other.  The corporeal love is said to desire without discrimination, 
i.e., both sexes. In the realm of heavenly love women have no part and its 
desire is believed to lead to an improvement of both the lover and the be-
loved. 

This division of love and accompanying moral evaluation has insisted 
throughout Western cultural history. During the medieval period corporeal 
love refers to sexual fulfilment, often named folle amour; heavenly love is 
found as the troubadours’ fin’amor, which corresponds to notions as sage or 
parfaite amour during the Renaissance. From the 11th century onwards there 
is also a radical change regarding Plato’s exclusion of the feminine. There 
has been pointed out that the homosocial structure of the early medieval 
society underwent a radical transformation with the emergence of courtly 
love, which supplanted traditional male friendship by a heterosexual 
culture.14 A contributing factor to this change could be that “women emerge 
in both the courtly and the monastic spheres as participants” in public dis-
courses of love, as Jaeger points out.15 He does not, however, seem to 
acknowledge any other consequences of this participation than a reinforce-
                                                      
12 Jaeger proposes a similar approach scanning “a few of the high points” in the history of 
ennobling love from the late Middle Ages to the nineteenth century. His conclusion is that 
courtly love and its influences on the “amatory mode” of this long period is grounded on an 
impossible equation between virtue and passion (or sex) pointed out by various authors from 
the beginning, such as Andreas Capellanus and Christine de Pizan, “as the working out of an 
inevitable program of self-destruction built into this mode of loving.” C. Stephen Jaeger, 
Ennobling Love: In Search of a Lost Sensibility (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1999), 
198–213. A psychoanalytic understanding refuted by Jaeger (16–18) of this inherent impossi-
bility in courtly love can however show its actuality and ethical impact even for more modern 
discourses on love, as I will try to show throughout this study. 
13 Plato, Symposium, ed. Kenneth Dover (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1980), 95. 
14 Louis-Georges Tin, L’invention de la culture hétérosexuelle (Paris: Autrement, 2008), 29.  
15 Jaeger, Ennobling Love, 6. It could, however, be the other way around. The central place 
that courtly love attributes to the lady, “place éminente à la dignité de la femme,” to use 
Charles Camproux words, also makes her participation in public discourse possible. Joy 
d’amor: Jeu et joie d’amour (Montpellier: Causse et Castelnau, 1965), 110. 
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ment of the idealized or ennobling figure of love, and its “exclusive mode of 
behaving.” 16 As I will argue, women’s emergence during this period affects 
not only the play of dominations in the hegemonic culture but also central 
aspects of its configurations of love and desire. 

The object of desire in courtly love and its expansion in Western literature 
is indeed the woman, and it is she that henceforth comes to embody the di-
vision of love. Petrarch formulates a revealing example of how love derives 
its double value from a feminine object in his autobiographical work Secre-
tum: “Pro diversitate subiecti amorem vel teterrimam animi passionem vel 
nobilissimam actionem dici posse censeo.” (I think that love can be called 
either the most loathsome passion or the noblest deed, depending on what is 
loved.) It is made clear that the debased version of love is tied to an immoral 
(“infamen”) woman meanwhile the noble one dedicates itself to the rare 
(“rarum”) model of a virtuous woman (“specimen virtutis”).17 

When the object of desire and the sign of the male author’s moral com-
mitment changes into a subject in women writers’ texts from the medieval 
period on, one can note that the divided configuration of love is maintained, 
but used in a different manner. Women writers appropriate the idealized or 
elevated form of love with its concomitant debasement of corporeal love, in 
ways that differ from a passive reception of male desire.18 By looking closer 
at some examples of this transmission of courtly love I want to make clear 
that their appropriation of the idealized version of love can be understood as 
“both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a hindrance, a stum-
bling-block, a point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing strate-
gy,” to quote Foucault.19 

                                                      
16 Jaeger, Ennobling Love, 6. 
17 Francesco Petrarca, Prose, ed. Guido Martellotti (Milano: R. Ricciardi, 1955), 132. Petrar-
ca, The Secret, ed. Carol E. Quillen, trans. William Draper (New York: Bedford/St Martin’s, 
2003), 104. 
18 I am indebted to the feminist approaches, developed especially in the 1990s, in response to 
more traditional historical research literature on courtly cultures, and their assessment both of 
the idea of the “exclusion” of women and of specific oppositional female readings. To men-
tion just the most seminal ones for this study: Jane E. Burns, Bodytalk: When Women Speak in 
Old French Literature (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1993), Roberta L. Krueger, Wom-
en Readers and the Ideology of Gender in Old French Verse Romance (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge UP, 1993), Helen Solterer, The Master and Minerva: Disputing Women in French 
Medieval Culture (Berkeley: U of California P, 1995). I reject however the premise shared by 
these authors that the courtly idealization must be criticized as a consequence of women’s 
subjugation, or as Burns puts it, “the courtly lady’s putatively central position within the 
ideology of courtliness actually displaced and marginalized her.” Jane E. Burns, “Courtly 
Love: Who Needs It,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, no 1 (2001): 39. My 
claim is that medieval and early modern women promote idealization—and self-restraint—as 
a strategy to counteract misogyny and maintain a subject position in the distribution of power. 
19 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 101. 
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Courtly Love 
The regulation of sexuality has been involved in discourses of love since 
Plato, and the idealization of the woman for that purpose is central in the 
courtly tradition. There is, however, no agreement as to why women became 
the object of this idealization when it first appeared in the courtly lyric at the 
end of 11th century. Some scholars claim that it must be due to a short paren-
thesis in the patriarchal order permitting women to administrate and inherit 
feudal property.20 Others suggest that the Christian worshipping of the Virgin 
could be a plausible influence even though the other way around seems pos-
sible as well. Apparent links between the courtly lyric of the troubadours and 
Hispano-Arab poetry has also been noted. The idealized figure of the lady 
has furthermore been conceived as a code for the feudal relation.21 By an act 
of courtesy directed to the lady the vassal—the courtly lover—is in fact 
looking for the protection of the feudal lord, whom his wife hence repre-
sents.22 Courtly love has also been assessed, not primarily as feeling, but as a 
specific form of socialization directing behaviour in medieval courts, a kind 
of “aristophilia” to use Schultz’s expression, influencing European thinking 
about love for centuries.23 More bluntly, Duby points out the necessity of a 
code of behaviour arranging sexual relations between men and women at 
courts where only the elder son could marry. The love code functioned as a 
form of control of young unmarried knights at courts where married women 
and maidens constituted a potential threat to the social order in form of sexu-
al temptations.24 

It has also been assumed that the courtly code functions as a compensa-
tion for women’s social status. Kelly-Gadol claims that the more or less tol-
erated courtly adultery gave women a relative freedom within marital con-
straints.25 There has however always been a debate regarding the nature of 
                                                      
20 See Camproux, Joy d’amor, 95–111, Joan Kelly-Gadol, “Did Women Have a Renais-
sance?,” in Becoming Visible: Women in European History, ed. Renate Bridenthal, Claudia 
Koonz, and Susan Stuard, 2nd ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 1987), 182; William D. Paden, 
ed., The Voice of the Trobairitz: Perspective on the Women Troubadours (Philadelphia: Penn-
sylvania UP, 1989), 11. 
21 See C. S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love: A Study in Medieval Tradition (Oxford: Oxford UP, 
[1936] 1958; Roger Boase, The Origine and Meaning of Courtly Love: A Critical Study of 
European Scholarship (Manchester: Manchester UP, 1977); Álvaro Galmés de Fuentes, El 
amor cortés en la lírica árabe y en la lírica provenzal (Madrid: Cátedra, 1996); Sarah Kay, 
Courtly Contradictions: The Emergence of the Literary Object in the Twelfth Century (Stan-
ford: Stanford UP, 2001). 
22 See Erich Köhler, “Observations historiques et sociales sur la poésie des troubadours,” 
Cahiers de civilisation médiévale, no. 7 (1964): 44. 
23 James A. Schultz, Courtly Love, the Love of Courtliness, and the History of Sexuality (Chi-
cago: Chicago UP, 2006), 7–80. See also Jaeger, Ennobling Love, 200. 
24 George Duby, Dame du XIIe siècle, vol. 1, (Paris: Gallimard, 1995), 111–12. Duby is refer-
ring to aristocratic family structures in northwestern France that do not fully apply to the 
South where the phenomenon of courtly love first appeared. 
25 Kelly-Gadol, “Did Women Have a Renaissance?,” 180–81. 
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this relation. Courtly love can be conceived as an invitation to extra-marital 
sexual relations, as a direct logical consequence of a system of arranged 
marriages, but it can also be conceived as a code of social refinement, which 
transforms a relation where women are inferior into a game where she is 
superior.26 

The coexistence of satiric verse in the literature of courtly love where the 
lady is reduced to a body and love to sexual acts shows nevertheless that the 
courtly code was not unambiguous.27 In this sense the courtly code is nothing 
new but a continuity of the classical division of love, which is also funda-
mental in the Christian tradition where Eve stands for man’s perdition and 
Mary bears the promise of his salvation. It has been claimed that courtliness 
is “yet another ruse of sexual usurpation thoroughly analogous to that devel-
oped in the early centuries of our era by the fathers of the church.” 28 The 
ambiguity of love seems indeed to be an expression of a specific male power 
and its desire. 

The use of this configuration of love by women writers is nevertheless al-
so a fact, and I would like to understand it, as a first approach, in the per-
spective Foucault makes possible when he claims that resistance “is never a 
position of exteriority in relation to power” and that it can play different 
roles “everywhere in the power network.” 29 Even though the idealization of 
the lady in courtly love can be regarded as a ruse by the hegemonic culture 
as to keep women subjugated, its discursive impact remains dialogical. It is 
evident that women writers appropriate the code as a discursive relation 
where subject and object positions become interchangeable. Let us start with 
a quotation from a female troubadour, the Comtessa de Dia, who composed 
these lines probably at the end of the 12th or the beginning of the 13th centu-
ry:30 

Estat ai en greu cossirier per un cavallier qu’ai agut, e vuoil sia totz temps saubut cum eu l’ai amat a sobrier. Ara vei qu’ieu sui trahida car ieu non li donei m’amor, don ai estat en gran error en lieig e qand sui vestida.31 
                                                      
26 Leo Spitzer, “L’amour lointain de Jaufré Rudel et le sens de la poésie des troubadours,” in 
Études de styles, trans. Éliane Kaufholz et al. (Paris: Gallimard, 1970), 105–06. See also 
Jaeger, Ennobling Love, 90–91. 
27 Jean-Charles Huchet, L’Amour Discourtois: La ‘Fin’Amors’ chez les premiers troubadours 
(Toulose: Privat, 1987), 25. 
28 Howard R. Bloch, Medieval Misogyny and the Invention of Western Romantic Love 
(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1991), 196. 
29 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 95. 
30 Paden, The Voice of the Trobairitz, 14. 
31 “I have been sorely troubled / about a knight I had; / I want it known for all time / how 
exceedingly I loved him. / Now I see myself betrayed / because I didn’t grant my love / to 
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In this stanza of one of the four cansos attributed to the Comtessa de Dia a 
feminine version of the courtly code is articulated. Even though the lady 
admits that her “gran error” was her refusal—“ieu non li donei m’amor”—
this is at the same time the condition of fin’amor. It is rather obvious that 
what is at stake in these lines is the rules of the courtly code, which per defi-
nition implies avoidance of the sexual act. Hence the lady “en greu cossirier” 
does not complain so much about the betrayal of the lover as of the betrayal 
of the courtly love code as such. It is significant that the conditional form in 
the poem’s last stanza forever postpones the lady’s desire to have her lover 
in her bed: 

Sapchatz gran talan n’auria qu.us tengues en luoc del marit ab so que m’aguessetz plevit de far tot so qu’eu volria.32 
Since the poem starts with the complaint of the lover’s betrayal of the court-
ly code this desire becomes purely rhetoric, and in spite of its open sensuali-
ty it seems formulated as to keep the lady’s position as idealized and unat-
tainable intact. 

It is always possible to speculate about what kind of sexual relations 
women and men actually had in medieval society, but the configuration of 
the lady as an inaccessible other, with the concomitant impediments to the 
love union, is as striking in the poems by the Comtessa de Dia as in her male 
counterparts.33 The Comtessa de Dia’s poem articulates a dialogical relation 
to rather than a deviation from the norms of courtly love. If she uses “the 
more straight-forward speech of conversation” as Bogin once argued, the 
poem is nevertheless a song—a canso—performed at court as a response to 
and a part of an ongoing discourse of love.34 The poem does not change the 
essence of the code as a social play where love and power are intrinsically 
connected, or as Shapiro points out: “The trobairitz liberally employ, as do 
their masculine counterparts, the lexicon of feudalism tempered by that of 
economic exchange, connoting the status of a love relation as a kind of pact 
and a means of exchange.” 35 When the object of the courtly lexicon changes 
                                                                                                                             
him; I’ve suffered much distress / from it, in bed and fully clothed.” Songs of the Women 
Troubadours, ed. and trans. Matilda Tomaryn Bruckner et al. (New York: Garland Publishing, 
1995), 10–11. 
32 “Be sure I’d feel a strong desire / to have you in my husband’s place / provided you had 
promised me / to do everything I wished.” Ibid. 
33 See Marianne Shapiro, “The Provençal Trobairitz and the Limits of Courtly Love,” Signs 3, 
no. 3 (1978): 568. 
34 Meg Bogin, The Women Troubadours (New York: Paddington Press Ltd, 1976), 14. Bogin 
claims that women poets in the Middle Ages “do not worship men” (ibid.), which in my view 
must be seen as en expression of the lady’s position. 
35 Shapiro, “The Provençal Tobairitz and the Limits of Courtly Love,” 568. 
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into a subject the interplay of power and love is even more put in the fore-
ground, disclosing not a dominating system but a negotiation on the social 
arena as much as on the symbolic level. A similar connection between love 
and power can be seen in another aristocratic woman’s appropriation of the 
courtly love code about two hundred years later. 
Strategic Appropriations 
Christine de Pizan (1365–1430) has been called the first professional female 
writer in France. She began her professional career as a courtly poet, but 
soon turned towards prose and allegorical writing with a more obvious polit-
ical dimension.36 Even though she never questions the hierarchal ground of 
the feudal society as such, her assessment of medieval misogyny is of a new 
and radical kind.37 It has been claimed that she seeks “the establishment of a 
courtly love system that allows men and women to approach each other 
equally.” 38 Her critique of the misogynous aspects of famous romances such 
as Le roman de la rose (ca 1230–1270) does however not imply a change of 
the courtly asymmetry between the lovers. What she seeks in her reworking 
of the courtly love code is rather related to the potentiality of idealization. 
The author seems in fact very conscious of the strategic potentiality of ideal-
ized love within a misogynistic tradition, even though she also points to it as 
a “parlor game.” 39 

Christine de Pizan’s specific appropriation of courtly ideals can be gener-
ally felt in her famous allegory Le Livre de la Cité des Dames (1405). In the 
opening scene the narrator Christine, sits in her study cabinet and decides to 
read a book by an author named Matheolus, which she has heard is written in 
respect of women. Reading it she discovers however a paradigmatic example 
of misogyny revealing to her that none of the other books she was studying 
previously contradicts its defamatory language: 
                                                      
36 Charity Cannon Willard derives this shift to Christine’s participation in the debate over 
Jean de Meun’s part in Le roman de la rose, in Christine de Pizan: Her Life and Works (New 
York: Persea Books, 1984), 73. See also Barbara K. Altmann, ed., The Love Debate Poems of 
Christine de Pizan (Florida: The UP of Florida, 1998), 4. 
37 See among others Earl Jeffrey Richards, “Christine, Courtly Diction, and Italian Human-
ism,” in Reinterpreting Christine de Pizan, ed. Richards (London: The U of Georgia P, 1992), 
263–64. 
38 Sidney E. Smith, The Opposing Voice: Christine de Pisan’s Criticism of Courtly Love 
(Stanford: Stanford UP, 1990), 40. 
39 Altmann, The Love Debate Poems of Christine de Pizan, 31. Richards claims “that Chris-
tine’s poetry hardly served courtly ideals but instead called them profoundly into question, in 
part because Christine probably viewed courtly ideals as outmoded from a humanist perspec-
tive,” in Earl Jeffrey Richards, Christine de Pizan and Medieval French Lyric (Gainesville: 
UP of Florida, 1998), 17. Considering that humanists as Dante and Petrarch essentially based 
their configurations of love and women (i.e., Beatrice and Laura) on the courtly love code we 
are confronted with a more complex transmission rather than with a rupture with something 
“outmoded.” 
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Mais la veue de ycellui dit livre, tout soit il de nulle auctorité, ot engender en moy nouvelle pensee qui fist naistre en mon courage grant admiracion, pensant qu’elle peut estre la cause ne dont ce peut venir que tant de divers hommes, clercs et autres, ont esté et sont si enclins a dire de bouche et en leurs traictiez et escrips tant de deableries et de vituperes de femmes et de leurs condicions.40 
Christine’s reading causes her distress, but it is also at this moment the alle-
gory begins by the construction of a city of ladies aimed to defend and pro-
tect women against misogyny. The following explication, given to Christine 
by the allegorical figure Reason as to why misogyny (with its depressing 
effect on the female reader) is an “error,” and of the necessity of such a city, 
could also be read as a description of the decrease of the courtly ideals dur-
ing the later Middle Ages:41 

Si saches que pour forclorre du monde la semblable erreur out tu estoies encheute et que les dames et toutes vaillans femmes puissent dorenavant avoir aucun retrait et closture de deffence contre tant de divers assaillans, lesquelles dites dames ont par si lonctemps esté delaissees, descloses comme champ sanz haye, sanz trouver champion aucun qui pour leur deffence comparust souffisemment, nonobstant les nobles hommes qui par ordenance de droit deffendre les deussent, qui par negligence et nonchaloir les ont souffertes fouler, par quoy n’est merveille se leur envieux ennemis et l’oultrage des villains, qui par divers dars les ont assaillies, ont eu contre elles victoire de leur guerre par faulte de defence.42 
The Cité des Dames is hence constructed as a defence in the form of an alle-
gory of idealized women, which all function as counterarguments against 
misogynistic representations. Christine de Pizan’s critique of the misogynous 
                                                      
40 “But just the sight of this book, even though it was of no authority, made me wonder how it 
happened that so many different men—and learned men among them—have been and are so 
inclined to express both in speaking and in their treatises and writings so many devilish and 
wicked thoughts about women and their behaviour.” Christine de Pizan, La Città delle Dame, 
ed. Patrizia Caraffi and Earl Jeffrey Richards (Rome: Carrocci editore, 2004), 42; The Book of 
the City of Ladies, trans. Earl Jeffrey Richards (New York, Persea Books, 1982), 4. 
41 The courtly love code as a moral and social control form looses its discursive impact in late 
medieval courtly culture. “Toute bonnes coustumes faillent,” according to Christine in a letter 
to her tutor Eustache Deschamps. Christine de Pizan, Œuvres poétiques II, ed. Maurice Roy 
(Paris: Firmin Didot, 1886), 298. See also Lori Walters, “Fathers and Daughters: Christine de 
Pizan as Reader of the Male Tradition of Clergie in the Dit de la Rose,” in Reinterpreting 
Christine de Pizan, 63. 
42 Christine de Pizan, La Città delle Dame, 54, “So that from now on, ladies and all valiant 
women may have a refuge and defence against the various assailants, those ladies who have 
been abandoned for so long, exposed like a field without surrounding hedge, without finding a 
champion to afford them an adequate defence, notwithstanding those noble men who are 
required by order of law to protect them, who by negligence and apathy have allowed them to 
be mistreated. It is no wonder then that their jealous enemies, those outrageous villains who 
have assailed them with various weapons, have been victorious in a war in which women 
have had no defence.” Christine de Pizan, The Book of the City of Ladies, 10. 
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tradition also makes explicit the relation between defamatory language and 
social domination, and it is from this perspective one must understand why 
she warns women from getting into the domain of passionate love: “celle 
mer tres perilleuse et dampnable de fole amour” (the dangerous and damna-
ble sea of foolish love).43 It is in this domain women lose their idealized po-
sition and turn into an “infamen” object to use Petrarch’s expression. In oth-
er words it is not courtly love as such but once more the betrayal of the code, 
which causes a debasement of love and its object. If the condition for male 
desire to come through is “fole amour” women have to repudiate it or con-
tinue, as is pointed out by Febvre, to give a style to love, “un style à 
l’amour.”44 In other words, if courtly sublimation of passion and idealization 
of the object of desire are ennobling forces, on a social level they form a 
defence against misogyny. 

Christine de Pizan uses idealization and the concomitant renunciation 
paradigm inherent in the courtly love code as a discursive strategy, which 
from a psychoanalytic point of view can be said to give imaginary support to 
a feminine subject position. In other words, if the courtly code’s “elevation 
of woman to the sublime object of love equals her debasement into the pas-
sive stuff or screen for the narcissistic projection of the male ego-ideal,” as 
Žižek claims, medieval female writers nevertheless appropriate this “male 
ego-ideal” for their own purposes.45 Simply speaking, in the domain of “fole 
amour” women are doomed to lose because of their social subordination, 
while courtly love gives them symbolic power in a moral and psychological 
game where they have a lot to win. 

Women’s promotion of the courtly ideal—the repudiation of passionate 
love—in a feudal society is not a sign of gender equality. On the contrary, 
this kind of female virtue is a product of a male hegemonic social and cul-
tural order, and one of its evident functions is to develop the moral perfec-
tion of men. That is also to say that women in courtly love are reduced to 
objects in a process of cultural refinement. The point is nevertheless that this 
process bears witness of a distribution of power where women participated 
and transformed a male fantasy into a dialogue between the two sexes. In 
fact, medieval and early modern women writers defending the elevation of 
love cannot be reduced to either “passive tools” or “instruments” of the 
                                                      
43 Ibid., 404; trans. 202. 
44 Drawing on Huizinga’s The Autumn of the Middle Ages (1919), Febvre talks of courtly love 
as an ethical revolution transforming (male) sexual and aggressive drives into virtues such as 
honour, courage, and fidelity. He underscores that this transformation was the double work of 
religion and courtliness, where aristocratic ladies took an active part in giving a “style à 
l’amour.” Lucien Febvre, Autour de l’Heptaméron: Amour sacré, amour profane (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1944), 209–10. Translation here and in the following by the author, if not indicat-
ed otherwise. 
45 Slavoj Žižek, The Metastases of Enjoyment: Six Essays on Woman and Causality (London: 
Verso, 1994), 108. 
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courtly love code.46 They appropriate the code by turning it “against those 
who had once used it,” as Foucault puts it.47 This can be sensed in the 
Comtessa de Dia’s complaint of the betrayal of her lover as well as in Chris-
tine de Pizan’s critique of “those noble men who . . . by negligence and apa-
thy have allowed them to be mistreated.” In this discursive appropriation the 
feminine position in the courtly love code not only introduces a social reality 
perforating the symbolic and literary conventions of the code, it also reveals 
an inherent impossibility in the courtly code’s regulation of sexual relation. 

This impossibility could, as Jaeger suggests, be understood as a destruc-
tive solution to “the unsolvable problem of reconciling virtue and sexual 
passion,” which he imagines “fails tragically as an ethic of love relations.” 48 
From a genealogical point of view this failure points, as we will see, never-
theless, to an impossibility of sorts in the interplay of social and cultural 
dominations. 

It is not only Christine de Pizan who warns women from “the dangerous 
and damnable sea of foolish love.” Her attitude reflects without doubt the 
feminine position within courtly love, which Fevbre terms “idéal nega-
tive.”49 It means simply put that unfulfilled desire is introduced as an ideal of 
love, but it responds to what seems to be a psychological and social fact in 
Western history of love, i.e., a woman who doesn’t want to become “in-
famen” must refute love. If this is a “tragic” position (and from a modern 
point of view it probably is),50 its maintenance by medieval and early modern 
women writers can be regarded as a strategy in a certain cultural context, but 
also, and this my main point, as a revelation of a truth which can be found in 
every sexual relation, as it is understood by psychoanalytic theory. 
Dialogues of Love 
Lacan describes love as a specific solution to the constitutive lack in every 
subject formation which the other is supposed to fulfil, and this imaginary 
wish for plenitude is manifest in dreams as well as in literary configurations. 
From this psychoanalytic point of view courtly love responds more precisely 
to the subject’s lack by creating an object of desire which is inaccessible. In 
Seminar XX Lacan talks of courtly love as “an altogether refined way of 
                                                      
46 Jaeger, Ennobling Love, 101. 
47 Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” 154. 
48 Jaeger, Ennobling Love, 213. 
49 Febvre, Autour de l’Heptaméron, 210. 
50 It is not sure though that fulfilment of desire is a general solution to “the romantic dilem-
ma” pointed out by Jaeger (213). As Freud describes it, resistance to sexual satisfaction in-
creases the value of love and vice versa: “It can easily be shown that the psychical value of 
erotic needs is reduced as soon as their satisfaction becomes easy.” Sigmund Freud, “On the 
Universal Tendency to Debasement in the Sphere of Love,” in Standard Edition, ed. and 
trans. James Strachey, vol. 11, Five Lectures on Psycho-Analysis, Leonardo da Vinci and 
Other Works (London: Hogarth, 1957), 187. 
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making up for the absence of sexual relation by pretending that it is we who 
put an obstacle to it.”51 By this somewhat provocative formula Lacan is criti-
cizing the imaginary dream of union as a completion with one’s “other half,” 
as we find it for example in Aristophanes’ discourse in Symposium, but it is 
of course intended to be widely applicable.52 

Yet Lacan’s analysis of the courtly code describes only one element in the 
courtly love discourse. He makes very clear that he is talking of male desire: 
“For the man, whose lady was entirely, in the most servile sense of the term, 
his female subject, courtly love is the only way of coming off elegantly from 
the absence of sexual relation.” 53 As we have seen, women nevertheless ap-
propriate the idealized position attributed to them in this refined game in 
other ways than as passive receivers of male desire, or as instruments of its 
configuration of desire. They may use it as an imaginary support for subject 
positions in a social order where they are usually designed as objects (of love 
or of trade), but also in discursive relations that reveal not only the difficulty 
of reconciling virtue and sexuality but also the impossibility inherent in eve-
ry dream of love as union, which I want to indicate by some examples from 
another female writer reworking the legacy of courtly love. 

Courtly love is a main topic in Marguerite de Navarra’s L’Heptaméron 
(posthumously published in 1559), and it is the elevated, neoplatonic form of 
love that the author seems to defend in her collection, even though she does 
so in a dialogical way.54 Neoplatonism inspires the Renaissance version of 
courtly love, and it continued to propel the ideology of chastity with its ac-
companying sublimation of love. In a male hegemony this configuration of 
love also functions as a point of resistance, a part of the interplay of power 
relations, as in Marguerite de Navarra’s often commented tenth novella, 
where the courtly setting is evident.55 The zealous knight Amadour—a name 
that combines troubadour with lover—visits the court of the Comtessa Aran-
da and falls in love with her young daughter Floride. For many years Ama-
dour serves her according to the courtly code but his aim is from the begin-
ning to possess the young lady even though he is aware of the social differ-
ence between them. When he confesses that he urges for more than courtly 
love Floride asks what it is that drives him ”de chercher une chose dont vous 
ne sçauriez avoir contentement, et me donner un ennuy le plus grand que je 
                                                      
51 Lacan, Encore, 65. Lacan, Feminine Sexuality, ed. Juliet Mitchel and Jacqueline Rose, 
trans. Jacqueline Rose (London: Macmillan, 1982), 141. 
52 Plato, Symposium, 112. 
53 Lacan, Encore, 65; Feminine Sexuality, 141. 
54 The love theme is assessed by Febvre in Autour de l’Heptaméron. 
55 Febvre sees the tenth novella as representative of the conception of love in the entire collec-
tion. Ibid., 191. Cholakian proposes a biographical interpretation, which in my view reduces 
the discursive impact of the author’s appropriation of the courtly code, claiming that the 
novella shows how “Marguerite comes to terms with her conflicted emotions.” Patricia F. 
Cholakian, Marguerite de Navarre: Mother of the Renaissance (New York: Columbia UP, 
2006), 38. 



 106

sçaurois avoir” (To seek that which can give you no satisfaction, and to 
cause me the greatest sorrow).56 Amadour answers by acting out his desire 
and tries to rape her. Eventually Floride’s husband, whom she has been 
forced to marry, as well as her lover die and she chooses to end her own days 
in a convent, “prenant pour mary et amy celuy qui l’avoit delivée d’une 
amour si vehemente que celle d’Amadour, et de l’ennuy si grand de la com-
paignie d’un tel mary.” (Thus she took Him as lover and as spouse who had 
delivered her from the violent love of Amador and from the misery of her 
life with her earthly husband.) 57 The lady’s choice is a paradigmatic solution 
to feminine subjugation in medieval and early modern society, but Margue-
rite de Navarra, like her precursor Christine de Pizan, uses the elevation of 
love, or spiritual love in this case, as something more than a social protection 
against rape and sexual abuse.58 

In the case of L’Heptaméron the courtly code is deployed in a dialogical 
way in the discussions to each novella, where the so-called devisants play 
out their judgements of what has been narrated. Regarding the tenth novella  
the female audience is, for example, asked (by Parlemente who is usually 
seen as representing Marguerite herself) to “diminuer un peu de sa [Floride] 
cruauté, et ne croire point tant de bien aux hommes” (be less harsh, and not 
to have so much faith in men).59 In other words, the courtly code is con-
ceived as a convention in need of a more concrete or pragmatic experience 
of love and power. Paraphrasing Foucault one can say that the renaissance 
queen puts courtly love into a process impeding it to work as a general sys-
tem of domination.60 Her playful use of the code can nevertheless be related 
to what Lacan calls the ethical dimension of courtly eroticism. 

In an article Lacan compares the contemporary writer Marguerite Duras 
with Marguerite de Navarre pointing to “cette charité sévère et militante” 
(the severe and militant charity) at the core of both author’s works.61 Interest-
ingly enough Lacan derives this “charity” of sorts to the renunciation para-
digm, i.e., the negative ideal determining the feminine position within the 
courtly code. In Seminar VII, he defines the ethical function of courtly eroti-
cism in terms of specific techniques, counteracting “the purposes of the 
pleasure principle.”62 In other words, he relates the ethics of courtly love to a 
                                                      
56 Marguerite de Navarre, L’Heptaméron, ed. Nicole Cazauran (Paris: Gallimard, 2000), 152; 
Marguerite de Navarre, The Heptameron, trans. Paul Chilton (London: Penguin Books, 2004), 
147. 
57 Ibid., 157; trans., 152. 
58 The near connexion between courtly and spiritual love in medieval culture is a main argu-
ment in Jaeger, Ennobling love, 6. See also Febvre, Autour de l’Heptaméron, 212. 
59 Marguerite de Navarre, L’Heptaméron, 158; The Heptameron, 152. 
60 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 92. 
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sublimation of pleasure and sexual drives, which (forever) postpones the 
imaginary wish for completion, or “le don de merci, ‘the gift of mercy’”, 
which can only be accorded by the lady provided the lover promises to do 
everything she wishes, to paraphrase the Comtessa de Dia.63 

Another example of a female transmission of the courtly code’s negative 
ideal, which can give us a more profound understanding of the kind of ethics 
at stake in the courtly code, is Madame de Lafayette’s La Princesse de 
Clèves, which she allowed to be published anonymously in 1678. The novel 
pays homage to L’Heptaméron by taking as its frame the court of Henri II, 
i.e., the Renaissance queen’s nephew; we also find a reference to de Na-
varre’s “stories” in de Lafayette’s novel. The renunciation paradigm is here 
clearly incorporated by the heroine, who after her husband’s death does not 
marry the Duke of Nemours, although she is passionately in love with him, 
and there are no legal or moral obstacles to that relation. Žižek has suggested 
that it is the predominance of the pleasure principle, or a will to keep an in-
ner peace against passion or jouissance, which directs her renunciation.64 If 
the pleasure principle is a main motive in the heroine’s refusal it is still relat-
ed to Lacan’s definition of the main function of courtly eroticism as “the 
pleasure of experiencing unpleasure.”65 This is also what Febvre before him 
describes as the ethical revolution in western cultural history: the introduc-
tion of unfulfilled desire at the centre of the conception of love.66 Most of the 
romances told in the courtly tradition display the impediments to love not as 
its immanent condition but as a narrative device whose telos is a romantic 
happy end. As we have seen, female medieval and early modern writers are 
more sceptical of this solution, or just more realistic. I want to wrap up my 
reflection on the legacy of courtly love and the feminine position with a 
closer look at Madame de Lafayette’s novel. 
Points of Resistance 
One can understand the princess’ refusal as an illustration of l’amour-propre 
or a will to keep an inner peace against passion. Madame de Lafayette illus-
trates this when she writes that it is “l’intérêt de mon repos” (my anxiety for 
my own peace) that is the reason to as why she refuses to give her love to the 
only man she loves.67 

According to Freud love is basically always turned towards the self, and 
he presents feminine narcissism as exemplary in this respect. The most 
common types of women, he claims, are not interested in loving but only to 
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be loved. He underlines that narcissism in these cases often functions as a 
compensation “for the social restrictions that are imposed upon them in their 
choice of object.”68 For a man the (social) freedom to choose his object is 
much higher, which can explain why the object love with its accompanying 
overvaluation dominates his position. This leaves him with a narcissistic 
need: “A person who loves has, so to speak, forfeited a part of his narcis-
sism, and it can only be replaced by his being loved.” 69 If it is not replaced, 
the narcissistic need probably causes pain even though not always as lethal 
as in the case of the princess’ husband Monsieur de Clèves, when it becomes 
clear that his wife loves another man: “M. Clèves ne put résister à 
l’accablement où il se trouva. La fièvre lui prit dès la nuit même” (Monsieur 
de Clèves was overwhelmed by this grievous blow. That same night he was 
seized with a fever).70 He dies shortly after, probably more due to the narcis-
sistic wound than the fever itself. 

On the other hand, in the novel, female narcissism, or amour-propre, and 
repudiation of passionate love, is played out in opposition to another domi-
nant configuration of love in the 17th century, gallantry, as conflict between 
male power and female resistance. This resistance is however produced by a 
social order where a woman’s condition is marked by social subjugation, and 
marital constraints.71 In the aristocratic tradition love and marriage has fur-
thermore always been seen as separate even though the Christian ideal made 
a lot to introduce love as a duty between husband and wife, and it is clearly 
promoted by the Princess’ mother who, in the lineage of Christine de Pizan, 
warns her daughter against the perils of love: 

Elle lui contait le peu de sincérité des hommes, leurs tromperies et leur infidélité, les malheurs domestique où plongent les engagements, et elle faisait voir, d’un autre coté, quelle tranquillité suivait la vie d’une honnête femme, et combien la vertu donnait d’éclat et d’élévation à une personne qui avait de la beauté et de la naissance, mais elle lui faisait voir aussi combien il était difficile de conserver cette vertu, que par une extrême défiance de soi-même et par un grand soin de s’attacher à ce qui seul peut faire le bonheur d’une femme, qui est d’aimer son mari et d’en être aimée.72 
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The fact that the princess’ husband really loves his wife and seeks the same 
love in her is perhaps a sign that points to a more modern, i.e., bourgeois 
ideal of love, which will come to dominate from the 19th century.73 In Mad-
ame de Lafayette’s novel the courtly legacy is still alive, which can explain 
the lucidity in the author’s analysis of its alternatives, gallantry and mar-
riage. Let us listen to the explanation of her refusal given to her lover, the 
Duke de Nemours: 

M. de Clèves était peut-être l’unique homme du monde capable de conserver de l’amour dans le mariage. Ma destinée n’a pas voulu que j’aie pu profiter de ce bonheur; peut-être aussi que sa passion n’avait substisté que parce qu’il n’en aurait pas trouvé en moi. Mais je n’aurais pas le même moyen de conserver la vôtre, je crois même que les obstacles on fait votre constance.74 
It is when the princess for the first time openly can meet with the duke and 
declare him her love that she points to “the obstacle” as the condition for his 
as well as her husband’s love. If she had loved her husband his love would 
have diminished; if she gives her love to the duke he will stop loving her. 
This is an insight that the dominating discourse on love covers up by creat-
ing an inaccessible object or representing the aim of romance as a love un-
ion. Madame de Lafayette’s appropriation of the courtly code’s negative 
ideal—unfulfilled desire against consummation—also illustrates Lacan’s 
famous formula from Seminar XX: “there’s no such thing as a sexual rela-
tion.”75 By stressing the negative ideal she is, in contrast to her mother as 
well to her husband and lover, criticizing the dream of a love union, but she 
also points out women’s social condition in a patriarchal social order. If the 
heroine gives her love away she will indeed become a female subject in the 
most servile sense of the term. Her mother’s will, “which is to love her hus-
band and to be loved by him,” is no alternative either because she simply 
does not love her husband. She was married to him as an object of trade in 
the aristocratic negotiation of power. 

It could be claimed that it is the mother—or the aristocratic society 
through the mother—who constrains the daughter’s possibility to love, and 
                                                                                                                             
means of securing a wife’s happiness, which is to love her husband and to be loved by him.” 
Lafayette, The Princess of Clèves, 8. 
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the Princess asks indeed her lover “pourquoi ne vous ai-je pas connu devant 
que d’être engagée?” (Why did I not know you before I was married?)76 Yet, 
what the author actually depicts—the impossibility of love—is inherent in 
the heroine’s very whish for another solution to the tragic ending. It appears 
to be a rhetorical question as she has already pointed to the vanity of this 
whish by revealing the inevitable decrease of passion had she acquiesced. 
Whereas the husband’s as well as the duke’s love for the princess is formed 
by overvaluation she knows that the condition for this kind of love is her 
own refusal. The heroine’s attitude can be seen as emblematic for the very 
point of resistance in premodern women writers’ appropriation of courtly 
love. 
The Feminine Position 
Confronted with the ambiguity of love, and its division of the object into 
elevation and debasement, which is also claimed by Freud to “characterize 
the love of civilized man,” it seems rather clear that women in medieval and 
early modern Europe appropriated the elevated version as a protection 
against social and psychological debasement.77 It can provide “women with 
the fantasy-substance of their identity whose effects are real,” as Žižek 
claims.78 The creation of such an identity nevertheless displays the entan-
glement of power and love in social life, as in Comtessa de Dia’s version of 
the courtly code at the end of the 12th century. Her poems articulate, rather 
than a deviation from the norm, a critique of the betrayal of the courtly code 
that discloses its dialogical structure as a social play where love and feudal 
relations are intrinsically connected. It is an appropriation taken further by 
Christine de Pizan’s reworking of courtly love about two hundred years lat-
er. Her transformations of courtly literature are clearly related to the potenti-
ality of idealization, which can be generally felt in Le Livre de la Cité des 
Dames, an allegorical city constituted by virtuous women functioning as 
counterarguments against misogynistic representations. The use of idealiza-
tion as a discursive strategy giving an imaginary support to a feminine sub-
ject position can also be connected to the courtly legacy during the Renais-
sance, and the neoplatonic sublimation of love. In the case of L’Heptaméron 
the courtly code is nevertheless deployed in a dialogical way, especially in 
the discussions to each novella. Paraphrasing Foucault one can say that the 
Renaissance queen puts courtly love into a process impeding it to work as a 
general system of domination while Madame de Lafayette stages the power 
relations involved in a court where “l’amour était toujours mêlé aux affaires 
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et les affaires à l’amour.” (Love was always mingled with politics, and poli-
tics with love.) 79 

The feminine position in the legacy of courtly love is hence marked by a 
negative ideal, which points to the limit or lack determining the subject’s 
relation to the other. In a Lacanian perspective this is actually the case for 
everyone who must find a place in the symbolic, which constitutes the sub-
ject through a net of signifiers. To use Žižek’s description of the subject, it is 
“the empty place of the structure”, which also explains why its integration 
into the symbolic resists general systems of domination.80 Every position, be 
it masculine or feminine, is marked by “a certain left-over which cannot be 
integrated into the symbolic universe.” 81 Another term for this “left-over” is 
desire. But if the male position in a patriarchal hegemony covers up the lack 
by creating an object—the idealized or debased woman—for his desire, the 
feminine position is the impediment to this imaginary dream of fulfilment 
and of union. 

Literary discourses come after the always-incomplete integration into the 
symbolic and often serve to cover up power relations as well as the subject’s 
constitutive lack, but they can also function as revelations of these predica-
ments of social life. Considering the examples we just looked at, the femi-
nine position in the courtly tradition is more lucid than their male counter-
parts in this respect. This may certainly be due to women’s social conditions 
during the medieval and early modern period, i.e., a critical perspective can 
be derived from their subordination, which also constitutes the ethical and 
political dimension of the feminine position in courtly love. 
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Framing the Fire: Poetological Notes on Robert 
Walser’s Early Short Prose 

Mário Gomes, University of Bonn 
Developing from the motif of fire, central to several of Robert Walser’s early short narratives, this paper aims at setting the ground for a poetological read-ing of Walser’s prose. It is argued that the imagery that Walser sets up in his early prose offers a theoretical framework for an understanding of his œuvre as well as for its recontextualisation within Literary Modernism, an etiquette that is often only reluctantly applied to his writings.  

Fire is an outstanding master builder. 
In the light of its flames even constructions of questionable beauty be-

come magnificent fairy tale castles. 
Wir fühlen uns auf einmal ins Morgenland und in arabische Nächte versetzt, da wir jetzt gerade vor uns einen rötlich schimmernden Feenpalast erblicken. Es ist vielleicht ein Haus, dessen Architektur so oft schon gerügt worden ist. In diesem Moment aber weiß man nicht, was mehr zu bewundern ist, die Holdheit der venezianischen Beleuchtung, oder die unübertroffen schöne Ar-chitektur. Der Feuerschein ist ein gediegener Baumeister.1 

Robert Walser’s fire triggers illusions and transforms Berlin into a fantastic 
city of the Orient. The burning flames shed a new light on the building fa-
çade that is thus dissociated from the building itself and transformed into a 
scenic element in a huge Arabian Nights theatre set. Before the crowd, the 

                                                      
1 Robert Walser, Feuer: Unbekannte Prosa und Gedichte, ed. Bernhard Echte (Frankfurt am 
Main: Suhrkamp, 2005), 38.  
“We suddenly feel transposed into the Orient and into Arabian Nights, as we behold a red 
shimmering fairy palace in front of us. It may be a house, the architecture of which has been 
censured ever so often. But in this moment one does not know what is to be admired more, 
the benevolence of the Venetian lighting or the unsurpassably beautiful architecture. The fire 
light is an outstanding master builder.” Translation here and in the following by the author if 
nothing else is mentioned. 
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real unreal, “das wahre Unwahre,”2 a phrase Robert Walser once used to 
characterize theatre, reveals itself. This utterly unreal “Flammenschauspiel” 3  
a spectacle of flames, is constituted both of the scenery of paper-like fa-
çades4 and the audience that beholds the spectacle as a tight unity, holding 
hands, “so vertraut wie eine Duzfreundschaft mit einem lieben, schätzens-
werten Menschen.”5 To this audience, the urban theatre offers a framework 
for aesthetical appreciation. It becomes a place in which beauty is unsur-
passed, “unübertroffen,” a locus of the sublime. 

Walser’s fire does not destroy. It transforms, embellishes, offers room for 
contemplation. And, more than that, it leads to innovation. A postman who 
stands among the spectators praises the fire exactly for this: 

[Er] sagt, daß es nur gut sei, wenn es Platz gebe für das Neue. In Berlin sei sowieso bald alles zu eng. Das sei ja gräßlich verkehrshinderlich. Da müsse man nur nach Charlottenburg hinausgehen . . . dort gäbe es breite, schöne, hel-le Straßen.” 6  
Fire not only provides the audience with an ephemeral show, but also yields 
enduring results, namely the creation of space, a pre-condition for the free 
circulation of “traffic,” which in this case does not simply stand for cars and 
trams and people. Since the remark comes from a mail carrier, what matters 
here is the circulation of letters and the ambiguity of the English word “let-
ter” makes the point quite clear: what is at stake are not only the letters that 
the postman carries around the city of Berlin but also the letters of the alpha-
bet. 

Reading the postman’s statement this way is reading it poetologically. It 
implies that the theatre opens up a space for the circulation of signifiers, a 
topos that is often found at the core of Walser’s early prose and that comes 
remarkably close to Mallarmé’s idea of a new theatre born out of literature.7 
                                                      
2 Robert Walser, Bedenkliche Geschichten: Prosa aus der Berliner Zeit; 1906–1912, ed. 
Jochen Greven (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1985), 10. 
3 Walser, Feuer, 39. 
4 “Häuserfassaden . . . die wie hellgelbes Papier aussehen”. Walser, Feuer, 37. 
5 Walser, Feuer, 39. “As intimate as a friendship on first-name terms with a dear, cherished 
person.”    
6 Walser, Feuer, 40. “[He] says that it is simply good that there be room for what is new. 
Either way, everything in Berlin is becoming too tight. That is annoyingly obstructive for the 
traffic. One has to go out to Charlottenburg . . . , where there are wide, beautiful, bright 
streets.”   
7 In Fritz Kochers Aufsätze it reads “Was weiß ich, ich schreibe, weil ich es hübsch finde, so 
die Zeilen mit zierlichen Buchstaben auszufüllen” (What do I know, I write, because I find it 
pretty to fill the lines with graceful letters). Walser, Fritz Kochers Aufsätze, edited by Jochen 
Greven (Frankfurt am Main and Zürich: Suhrkamp, 1986), 24; a passage that Martin Roussel 
reads as a symptom for the destruction of significance in Walser’s texts. See Martin Roussel, 
Matrikel: Zur Haltung des Schreibens in Robert Walsers Mikrographie (Frankfurt am Main 
and Basel: Stroemfeld, 2009), 159–160; and furthermore Hans H. Hiebel, “Robert Walsers 
Jakob von Gunten: Die Zerstörung der Signifikanz im modernen Roman,” in Robert Walser, 
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The difference is that Walser closes the circle: the theatre generated by liter-
ature again generates space for the circulation of letters.8 Walser renders this 
circular figure through a slash and burn imagery that is varied in many of his 
early short prose pieces. Whenever something burns, an aesthetic product 
arises from the flames. But what happens when the theatre itself is set on 
fire? 

The setting is now wholly different, not Berlin, but a nameless dystopian 
city ruled by criminals, from which the police and religion have long ago 
been banned. In this city, where the wealthy and mighty lead the most deca-
dent and luxurious lives while people from the lower classes die on the 
streets, only the Arts flourish. Architecture, in particular, is of exceptional 
grace. The constructions resemble architectonic fairy tales, “[e]ntzückend 
lustig wölbten sich die schlanken Brücken über die zahlreichen tiefen Ka-
näle. Die Häuser der Zeit trotzten einen stolzen, schlimmen, aber schönen 
Geist aus.”9 The most brilliant institution of those times, however, is theatre, 
which is also the last place left where anarchy is suspended and where peo-
ple of all different social strata gather peacefully—though seated in separate 
areas. Whereas the poor throng in the gallery, princes and princesses sit in 
the boxes, “steinkalt scheinende Menschenfiguren,” elegant as statues, look-
ing cold as stone.10  

What may sound like a neo-gothic urban dystopia à la Frank Miller is 
nothing but the setting of Walser’s narrative “Theaterbrand” from 1908. 
During a theatre performance, a fire breaks out, sowing chaos and staging a 
show of violence and horror. The interruption of the warm, harmonic per-
formance of the orchestra comes suddenly: “Hallo, Feuer!” 11 someone yells, 
becoming aware of the flames. In the theatre of horrors that now opens up 
before the audience, musical keys are the first to become obsolete.12 As they 
see the flames appear on the stage, the musicians put down their instruments 
in a rush and start screaming. As the musical key is effaced, disorder takes 

                                                                                                                             
ed. Klaus-Michael Hinz and Thomas Horst (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1991), 240–75. 
See also Stéphane Mallarmé, Œuvres complètes, ed. Bertrand Marchal, vol. 2 (Paris: Pléiade, 
2003), 657. 
8 In a later text of Walser, a second version of “Das Theater, ein Traum,” published in 1918, a 
similar analogy between letters [it’s about materiality] and traffic/circulation can be found: 
“Die Straße mit den zahlreichen Menschen glich einem Gedicht” (The street with all the 
numerous people resembled a poem). Robert Walser, Träumen: Prosa aus der Bieler Zeit; 
1913–1920, ed. Jochen Greven (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1985), 36. 
9 Robert Walser, Geschichten, ed. Jochen Greven, (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1985), 44: 
“In merry enchantment the fine bridges bent over the numerous deep canals. The houses of 
that time emanated a proud, terrible, but beautiful spirit.”  
10 Ibid., 44. 
11 Ibid., 44:  “Hello, fire!”  
12 Ibid., 45. In the text it reads: “Kein Mensch kümmert sich jetzt um Ton-arten.” (Nobody 
cares about musical keys now). 
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over.13 Without a code, sound becomes, in true fact, matter itself, rather than 
expression of matter, so material that it even kills.14 

Contents and signifiés do not matter anymore. Only matter matters in the 
feast of violence that follows and that ends up with a mess of piled-up bod-
ies, dead meaningless corpses—or soulless signifiers, if one is to stick to the 
metaphor: 

Hunderte von Geängstigten warfen sich zu den Fenstern . . . blindlings hinaus, auf den harten Schnee hinunter, wo sie mit zerschmetterten Gliedmaßen lie-gen blieben. . . . Hunderte von Menschen lagen im Treppenhaus auf einen rauchenden, verkohlte Äste emporstreckenden Haufen zusammengehäuft.15 
As Walter Benjamin remarks, dealing with Robert Walser amounts to deal-
ing with someone that often places the materiality of writing above all mean-
ing.16 “Theaterbrand” may be read as a poetological illustration of this point, 
if one takes the meta-discourse that is superimposed on the narrative serious-
ly. Hence, the casualties of the big theatre fire are not to be understood pri-
marily as dead personae (on the narrative/semantic level), but as devoid 
signifiers (on the meta-level). 

In the end, it is all about broken-up symbols and piled-up soulless signifi-
ers. Without a key/code/hierarchy, differences, be they between social clas-
ses or between signifiers, are neutralized. What remains is plain materiality, 
materiality of the same kind as Schönberg’s twelve semi-tones or Mallar-
mé’s 24 letters. In the end, fire has once again generated letters, words, “gar-
lands.”17 

Hans Hiebel reads this destruction of the signified, ever-present in Wal-
ser’s œuvre, as a pre-condition for the free shifting of desire, understood in 
Freudian terms. Leaning on Deleuze and Guattari, Hiebel claims that the 
                                                      
13 Claudio Magris makes a similar observation, though he prefers to read the breaking-up of 
the symbolic order as a symptom of the dissolution of the self. Claudio Magris, “In den unte-
ren Regionen: Robert Walser,” in Robert Walser, ed. Klaus-Michael Hinz and Thomas Horst 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1991), 343–57, 344. 
14 “Zwei oder drei Menschen wurden durch den Ton der grausigen Angstgeschreie vorzeitig 
getötet.” (Two or three people were killed prematurely by the sound of the ghastly cries of 
fear). Walser, Geschichten, 46. 
15 Ibid., 47. “Hundreds of frightened people jumped blindly out of the window . . . onto the 
hard snow, where they rested with shattered limbs . . . . Hundreds of people lay in the stair-
case in a smoky huddle, stretching out charred branches.”  
16 Walter Benjamin, “Robert Walser,” in Gesammelte Schriften, ed. Rolf Tiedemann and 
Hermann Schweppenhäuser, vol. 2.1 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1985), 324–28, 325. 
Benjamin writes: “Walser ist das Wie der Arbeit so wenig Nebensache, dass ihm alles, was er 
zu sagen hat, gegen die Bedeutung des Schreibens völlig zurücktritt. Man möchte sagen, dass 
es beim Schreiben draufgeht.” (For Walser the why of the work is so little of a minor matter 
that everything he wishes to say backs out entirely behind the meaning of writing. One could 
say that it falls apart while writing.) 
17 Ibid., 326.  
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garrulous repetition in Walser’s texts does but reproduce desire.18 This cunn-
ing reading may certainly be taken further, if the focus is set on the poetolog-
ical imagery that Walser sets up in his prose. Seen this way, what is at stake 
in the shifting of signifiers is not primarily the negotiation of desire, but a 
poetological or, putting it in broader terms, aesthetical conception built 
around the breakdown of the signified and the free circulation of signifiers. 

This aesthetics that Walser sketches in his early writings is not restricted 
to Literature, but applies in the same way to Theatre, Music and Painting, as 
the short narrative “Der Waldbrand” illustrates. This time it is a wildfire that 
breaks out, attracting several curious visitors, particularly artists that travel 
to watch the natural show in search of inspiration. Among the artists are 
painters, poets, but also, quite surprisingly, as the narrator stresses, even a 
musician.19 It is not clear whether this young man is a proponent of  program 
music in search for a subject matter that is to be represented through music 
or, rather, if he favours the idea of absolute music and merely wishes to let 
the natural phenomenon serve as an inspiration for his work (though the text 
suggests the latter to be the more adequate interpretation).20 In any case, the 
stimuli the man is exposed to are not exclusively visual. Loud bells are heard 
everywhere: 

Das Glockenläuten wollte absolut nicht aufhören. Die Flammen da oben schienen die Glocken in Bewegung zu setzen, immer stärker, immer stürmi-scher, hin und her, mit Getöse und Getön, verschiedene Glocken wie eine ein-zige Übermächtige loslassend . . . .21 

                                                      
18 Hiebel, “Jakob von Gunten,” 243. 
19 Walser, Geschichten, 35. 
20 This distinction between mimetic music—or program music, as it more commonly called—
and absolute music—music without referents—arose in the 19th century, at a time where 
especially Romantic composers had engaged in using music mimetically in so-called 
Tonmalerei (sound paintings), as it was—often depreciatively—referred to in German. Ri-
chard Wagner, for instance, argued that this aesthetic procedure provoked a cooling of the 
music, for it directed expression to fantasy rather than to feeling. See Hugo Riemann, Hand-
buch der Musikgeschichte (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1922), 245. According to this reason-
ing, program music is necessarily a minor form, a derivative of absolute music, unable to 
stand for itself. Gioachino Rossini is said to have observed that the descriptive difference 
between an orchestral representation of a storm, an uproar or a fire could only be made by 
convention. Picking up this line, Lévi-Strauss argues that a composition such as Debussy’s La 
Mer could as well be interpreted as representing anything else, if it weren’t for the title. 
Hence, the meaning or—to put it more broadly—the referent is only audible with the support 
of a paratext. Without the framing of language or convention it can neither represent nor 
narrate. To make the sea distinguishable as such, the word “sea” is required; which is why 
program music depends on verbal language to generate a meaning—or a subject matter a 
posteriori—that is neither intrinsic to nor audible through the form. Claude Lévi-Strauss, 
Regarder, Écouter, Lire (Paris: Plon, 1993), 91 
21 Walser, Geschichten, 35f. “The ringing of the bells would not stop at all. The flames up 
there seemed to set the bells in motion, stronger, stormier, to and fro, with bluster and noise, 
countless bells that sounded like one big almighty bell.”  
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The bells and the wildfire are thus intrinsically connected. It is the red fire 
light that generates—or at least conditions—the sound, “als ob die Glocken 
ohne die Röte nicht hätten läuten und schallen können,” 22 The sound is 
hence not merely an accessory—a soundtrack that accompanies the scene—
but a voucher for the reality of the events that are taking place. It is the 
sound that reminds the distracted observer that what he sees is not a frozen 
picture taken out of time, but a present event: “Manchmal sah es wie eine 
groß angelegte, dekorative, freskohafte Wandmalerei aus, Feuerbrand dar-
stellend, bis ein Laut dazu kam, der einen an die plastisch-bewegliche Wirk-
lichkeit erinnerte.”23 

Only when linked to a time-based medium does the space-based image 
unfreeze and progress linearly in time. In Walser’s big wildfire of multi-
media it is sound and sound only that retrieves the still image, seemingly cut 
out from a timeline, to an evolving present, restoring it to the moving chain 
of events. Without the sound, the progression in time would be unnoticeable 
to the observing eye: there is no difference from one passing instant to an-
other, no surplus of information as the fire burns. It is then, in point of fact, 
“a decorative, fresco-like wall painting,” a meaningless image that is not 
even worth painting, which is why the portrait of the wildfire that shall end 
up exhibited in the city hall shows something else, not the immutable burn-
ing fire, but its cause: 

Man ist nie dahintergekommen, wer den Brand verursachte, aber man vermu-tet, es seien Schuljungens gewesen, die sich mit allerhand Feuerzeug von je-her gern im Wald herumgetrieben haben. Ein Maler hat davon ein Gemälde gemacht, er heißt Hans Kunz, ist ein Trunkenbold und ein Verächter aller gu-ten und wohlgefälligen Sitten. Das Bild wird im Rathaussaal aufgehängt wer-den, zum fortdauernden Andenken an das große Wald-, Berg- und Gemein-deunglück.24 
What ends up being framed is a perfect tableau in the terms in which Roland 
Barthes puts it: a portrait of a “pregnant moment” where past, present and 

                                                      
22 Ibid., 36, “as if the bells couldn’t ring and sound without the red light.” 
23 Ibid., 36f. “Sometimes it looked like a huge, decorative, fresco-like wall painting, depicting 
a burning fire, until a sound would join it, reminding again of a plastic-moving reality.”  
24 Ibid., 37f. “Nobody ever found out who had caused the fire, but people suspect that it must 
have been schoolchildren, who have always liked to rove about the woods with all kinds of 
fireworks. An artist has made a painting about this, his name is Hans Kunz, he is a drunkard 
and a dispraiser of all good and pleasing manners. The painting is to be placed in the foyer of 
the local town hall in permanent remembrance of the big calamity of the forest, the mountain 
and the community.” Even though the syntax here is ambiguous and it does not become en-
tirely clear whether the subject matter of the painting is the fire itself or rather its cause, it is 
the latter, as it stands closer to the pronominal adverb “davon,” that seems to be more ade-
quate in terms of deixis, and more interesting in terms of its implications. 
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future are condensed.25 It is only at the end of Walser’s story that this “preg-
nant moment” is unveiled, thus simultaneously presenting the cause—i.e., 
the children starting the fire—and the last effect in the causal chain—the 
picture made thereof—within one and the same frame. At this point, the 
narration is transferred to the painting that condenses the relevant diegetic 
information, whereas the verbal narration deals only with the accessory 
events that take place in the city during the big wildfire. In this, there is no 
evolving plot, no construction of persons, nothing really that is produced 
literarily, except for the painting. Unlike the fires and earthquakes in a class-
ic novella such as Kleist’s “Erdbeben in Chili” or Goethe’s “Novelle” where 
the natural catastrophe lays the foundation for the development of a plot,26 
Walser’s natural disaster produces but debris and kitsch for the decoration of 
a public building. 

Peter Utz has drawn attention to Walser’s aversion to the linear structure 
of a novella27—and one may extend this observation to the novel. The way 
Walser idealizes it, a novel is to be constituted by several unlinked frag-
ments, a plan at which he already hints in “Feuer.” Each fire that breaks out 
in the city is described in an independent chapter of a novel: 

[E]s kann in solch einer Weltstadt in ein und derselben Nacht drei, vier oder gar fünf große Feuerbrandstellen geben, weit auseinanderliegend, jede einzel-ne Brandstätte für sich ein Unglück, „ein Ereignis“ darstellend, ohne daß das erste das zweite auch nur im geringsten berührt: fünf spannende Kapitel eines Romans, jedes abgeschlossen, keines das andere verbindend.28 

                                                      
25 Barthes writes: “In order to tell a story, the painter has but one instant at his disposal, the 
instant he is going to immobilize on the canvas, and he must thus choose it well, assuring it in 
advance of the greatest possible yield of meaning and pleasure. Necessarily total, this instant 
will be artificial . . . , a hieroglyph in which can be read at a single glance (at one grasp if we 
think in terms of theatre and cinema) the present, the past and the future; that is the historical 
meaning of the represented action. This crucial instant, totally concrete and totally abstract, is 
what Lessing subsequently calls . . . the pregnant moment.” Roland Barthes, “Diderot, Brecht, 
Eisenstein,” in Image, Music, Text, ed. and trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill, 1977), 69–
78, 73. 
26 Peter Gendolla observes that natural calamities often give the starting point for the devel-
opment of a plot. Peter Gendolla, “Erdbeben und Feuer: Der Zufall in Novellen von Goethe, 
Kleist, Frank und Camus,” in Die Künste des Zufalls, ed. Peter Gendolla and Thomas 
Kamphusmann (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp), 196–217. 
27 Peter Utz, “Italianismen vom Kollegen Kartoffelstock,” in Bildersprache – Klangfiguren: 
Spielformen der Intermedialität bei Robert Walser, ed. Anna Fattori and Margit Gigerl (Mün-
chen: Fink, 2008), 33–48, 40. 
28 Walser, Geschichten, 37. “In such a cosmopolitan city there can be three, four or even five 
fires in the very same night, far from one another, each single scene of the fire representing a 
catastrophe for itself, ‘an event’, without there being the least contact between the first and the 
second: five exciting chapters of a novel, each one closed in itself, and none of them connect-
ing to another.” 
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These fragmentary “Naturnovellen,”29 as the narrator calls them at a certain 
point, are not constructed according to an entelechy but instead form discon-
tinuous episodes of a big whole. This is somewhat similar to what Walser is 
later is to call the “Ich-Roman,” a novel of the self, a sort of hyperbook con-
taining all drafts and notes produced along the years.30 “Feuer” delivers a 
sketch of this hyperbook in a nutshell, a miniature of what could just as well 
be the New York of John Dos Passos or James Joyce’s Dublin, a miniature 
produced by fire. 

Fire is an outstanding master builder. 
And an avant-gardist, too. 
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A Prohibitive Presence by Language: Never the 
Father, Always the Son 

Maria Granic-White, Purdue University 
This paper examines the father’s constitution out of imbrications of conspicu-ously related discourses: mythology, religion, biology, law, and psychology. Quite often a physical absence, the father becomes a fictional presence by the language of such discourses. By making recourse to Victorian novels, Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations and Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, among others, this paper will reappropriate the absent presence of the father by way of language; in other words, it will achieve what Derrida would call “a restitu-tion of presence by language.” The principal claim is that these discourses present the father as an institution. 

Challenges of Defining the Father and Paternity  
I give Pirrip as my father’s family name on the authority of his tombstone and my sister—Mrs. Joe Gargery, who married the blacksmith. As I never saw my father or my mother, and never saw any likeness of either of them (for their days were long before the days of photographs), my first fancies regarding what they were like were unreasonably derived from their tombstones. The shape of the letters on my father’s, gave me an odd idea that he was a square, stout, dark man, with curly black hair.  Charles Dickens, Great Expectations  

The second paragraph in Charles Dickens’s novel Great Expectations 
(1860–1861), part of which is quoted above, presents us with challenges 
which one encounters in the process of defining the father, particularly with 
the slipperiness of the concept of the father. Moreover, it reflects the com-
plex imbrications of history and literature, the latter of which does not claim 
to be history and yet it tells the story of what happened or of the hic et nunc 
obliquely, staging verisimilar events in which characters function similarly 
to people on the theatrum mundi. Literature bears witness to societal chang-
es, which impacts mental changes, and although it does not comprise of doc-
umentary texts, it articulates views characteristic of a specific historical time. 
In constructing the father by way of the pseudo-scientific field of grapholo-
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gy, Pip, the narrator in Dickens’s novel, articulates an 18th- and 19th-century 
interest in the study of writing. Graphology preoccupied thinkers such as 
Thomas Byerley (1788–1826) and Isaac Disraeli (1766–1848). Unlike the 
aforementioned thinkers, whose concern is the relationship between the flex-
ibility of the muscles and the direction of the writer’s thoughts and emotions, 
Pip conducts his graphological analysis “unreasonably,” 1 since the text on 
the tombstone is not the father’s but the engraver’s writing. Therefore, Pip’s 
reconstitution of the unknown father is based on the engraver’s representa-
tion of the father, the same representation which the engraver arguably ap-
plies to other deceased fathers. Pip achieves a representation based on a rep-
resentation that has nothing to do with the actual referent but is rather fic-
tion. Although Pip’s reconstituting of the father results from what Kant 
would consider “things-in-themselves,” these things do not follow the fa-
ther’s ontogeny. In Kantian manner, Pip uses his imagination to create 
knowledge by way of language and thus fills a void by fictionalizing the 
unknown father.  

The quotation above presents only partially the complex character of the 
process of defining the father, who comes into view as an abstraction with 
no ontogeny. Following the path prepared by Valery Sanders, who views the 
father to be drawn three ways, among biological, social, and legal defini-
tions, “a seemingly stable idea under persistent attack,” 2 this essay will 
demonstrate that the father does indeed remain a stable idea. To investigate 
the concept of the father, I will view the father as he is rendered by four fun-
damental discourses, four moments of cultural pressures toward stability 
which reflect the ubiquity and constant fluidity of patriarchy’s power. This 
essay argues that in the Western world, the concept of the father undergoes 
not transformation but four major successive reoccupations,3 in the discours-
es of Greek and Roman mythologies, religion, law and science, discourses 
which stabilize the concept, disseminate the cultural institution of the father, 
and thereby render it impossible for man to be the father. The Greco-Roman 
myths provide a foundation for humanism, marking the difference between 
the medieval view of the world and that of the Renaissance, whereupon man 
once again becomes the measure of all things. Despite religious discourses, 
the development of Western society from the Renaissance onward has more 
or less been guided by this anthropocentric worldview. This comes to the 
                                                      
1 Charles Dickens, Great Expectations (New York: Barnes & Noble Classics, 2003), 1. 
2 Valery Sanders, introduction to The Tragi-Comedy of Victorian Fatherhood (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 2009), 9. 
3 Here I am using the concept of reoccupation, as defined by Hans Blumenberg in his Legi-
timität der Neuzeit (The Legitimacy of the Modern Age). Blumenberg opposes his “reoccupa-
tion thesis” to the 20th-century German thinkers’ secularization theory, which, in his view, has 
mistaken a “reoccupation” for a “transformation” by establishing a continuity of development 
between Christian and modern values. Hans Blumenberg, Legitimacy of the Modern Age 
(Boston: The MIT Press, 1985), 60. 
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fore during the Victorian times and can be clearly seen in novels, the pre-
dominant genre of the age, as well as in the post-Victorian era, in the dis-
course of psychoanalysis.  

Consecutively playing the lead role in promoting and imposing the figure 
of the father, the above-mentioned discourses reflected by literature and 
especially by the novelistic genre, create an aporetic figure of the father, in 
that they leave the readers at a loss (aporia) regarding the precise role or 
function of the father. As cultural products in a tradition that connects litera-
ture with culture, novels achieve what Jacques Derrida calls “a restitution of 
presence by language” in his 1967 essay “That Dangerous Supplement.” 4 
Since the novelistic genre reflects religious, juridical, and scientific dis-
courses dominant in a specific time and place, literary analyses can point to 
the historical factors which render the restitution of the reoccupations of the 
father possible. In Western culture, which is deeply rooted in Greco-Roman 
and Judeo-Christian traditions, the successive discursive reoccupations of the 
father restitute the father and intimate that since the father is already present, 
one can only be the son. I will begin with the Greek and Roman mytholo-
gies, which present the father in a secondary role, and I will continue with an 
analysis of the figure of the father as it was reoccupied and restored by reli-
gious discourses. Thereafter, I will follow with two discourses ascending at a 
later point in time, when law appears to diminish the father’s power, while 
science, particularly evolutionary theory, connects the father only tangential-
ly with the family, by way of his genes. The Victorian age will receive spe-
cial attention because it experiences rapid societal changes which impact the 
notion of the father—the secularization of society, the wealth of parenting 
literature, Darwin’s evolutionary theory, the new force of the medical voices, 
and divorce and vaccination laws, to name those of interest here. 
The Romans and the Ancient Greeks: The Father is the 
Son of… 
One of the oldest discourses about the father is established by the Roman 
and the Greek mythologies with their anthropomorphic conception of gods. 
This type of discourse appears to destabilize the idea of the father by depict-
ing sons (rather than fathers) to be the founders of a city or of a new govern-
ing system. The Romans, for example, have two stories about the founding 
of Rome, both stories having sons, not fathers, as protagonists: in the tradi-
tional mythical story, the founding fathers are Romulus and Remus, the sons 
of Mars and Rhea Silvia, a mortal;5 in the epic story, the founder is Aeneas, 
the son of Anchises and Venus. Both of these plots present the son as the 
                                                      
4 Jacques Derrida, “That Dangerous Supplement,” in Acts of Literature, ed. Derek Attridge 
(New York and London: Routledge, 1992), 90.  
5 Mark P. O. Morford and Robert J. Lenardon, eds., Classical Mythology, 7th ed. (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 2003), 624. 
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father, as the guiding principle of a new organization. In book ii of The Ae-
neid (29–19 B.C.), Virgil depicts Aeneas, Rome’s future founder, fleeing 
with his father Anchises on his shoulders. Since he considers himself unwor-
thy to carry the country gods in his hands because he has fought in the war 
and is “[r]ed . . . with slaughter,”6 Aeneas asks Anchises to hold them. Thus, 
Virgil creates a visual hierarchy through height to indicate the responsibili-
ties of the father and the son. At the bottom stands the murderous son, whose 
responsibility is the father on his shoulders. The higher positioned father is 
responsible for the yet higher representation of the country gods, “the relics, 
and the bands,”7 held by his “guiltless hands”8 of the father. Apart from ren-
dering a hierarchy, this representation shows the added weight on the son’s 
shoulders, as if to remind the son or the viewer that he is inferior to and less 
worthy than the father. Lorenzo Bernini’s group sculpture Aeneas and An-
chises (1618–1620) also represents this spatial hierarchy, described by Vir-
gil, with Aeneas bearing his father Anchises on his shoulders with Ascanius 
in tow. Arguably, both Virgil’s Aeneid and Bernini’s sculpture reflect an 
idea now ingrained in our collective western cultural imagination; namely, 
that despite having an important social role (as the founder of a city that was 
to become Rome in Aeneas’ case), the son lives forever trapped under the 
(linguistic and ideological) ponderous presence of the father, who is above 
him (morally and physically), and under the gods.  

The Greek mythology calls attention to the son as well by way of present-
ing two duplicate stories that illustrate how Cronos, Saturn in the Roman 
mythology, overcomes and castrates his father, Uranus, and how Cronos in 
his turn is overcome by his son, Zeus, who consciously appropriates the 
place of the father. This establishes an evolutionary line in which he who 
acts like the father is, in fact, the son. Homer and Hesiod present this situa-
tion of the son occupying the position of the father by way of appellatives. In 
The Iliad, characters such as Achilles, Agamemnon, and Ares call Zeus by 
the appellative “father,”9 confirming Zeus’ self-arrogated position. However, 
Hera uses the appellative “son of Cronos” 10 as if to remind Zeus of his foot-
ing within the family, that of the son. Furthermore, in the first book of The 
Odyssey, Athena combines the two appellatives, “Father, son of Cronos, 
king of kings,” 11 which allows the reader to establish the equation “the father 
is the son of ….” Hesiod’s Theogony presents this inauthentic nature of the 
father as “the son of …,” referring to Zeus as both “the father of gods and 
                                                      
6 Virgil, Aeneid, (New York: Penguin Classics, 1997), ii, 608.  
7 Ibid., ii, 605. 
8 Ibid., ii, 606. 
9 Homer, The Iliad, trans. Herbert Jordan (Norman: U of Oklahoma P, 2008), 21.284, 3.295, 
and 5.930, respectively. 
10 Ibid., 1.584, 4.33, 8.474, and 16.477.  
11 Homer, The Odyssey, trans. Charles Stein (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, c2008), 
15. 
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men” 12 and “the son of Cronos.”13 By equating the supposed father with the 
son, these literary works intimate the illusory character of the idea that one is 
the father since they show that the father is only someone’s son.  

Whereas Homer and Hesiod refer overtly to the nature of the father as the 
son, Greek tragedy complicates the father-son relation. Although it maintains 
the equation that the “father is the son of …,” it changes one aspect in the 
story: the usurper of the father’s role commits parricide without awareness 
and draws the consequences of his deed upon himself.14 In Sophocles’ trage-
dy Oedipus Rex, the eponymous character is convinced that his father is 
King Polybus and unknowingly commits parricide, out of hubris, by slaying 
King Laius at the crossroads. Lacking knowledge of his origins, Oedipus 
unconsciously replicates the acts of the Olympian god Zeus and takes his 
father’s place. The tragedy begins with Oedipus’ words, “ὦ τέκνα,” 15 “[My] 
children,”16 whereby he addresses his subjects, to whom he presents himself 
as a benevolent father. After anagnorisis and the subsequent peripeteia to-
ward the end of the play, when Oedipus attains more self-knowledge, parti-
cularly with regard to his birth, he uses the same vocative of address, 
“ὦ τέκνα”17 (in lines 1480, and 1501), this time to designate only his biolog-
ical children, his offspring with his biological mother. In her examination of 
the ancient Greek address system based on inscriptions, literary prose, and 
poetry, Eleanor Dickey finds that parents always addressed their young chil-
dren with “paî ‘child’, téknon ‘child’ or with variants of these terms.” 18 By 
using the word ‘children’, Oedipus maintains the illusion that he is the father 
even after he finds out the truth about his birth and knows that he is half-
brother to his children. Sophocles’ tragedy confirms the complexity of the 
concept of the father, in whose story parricide insinuates itself. Slavoj 
Žižek’s analysis of Freud’s Totem and Taboo19 offers that parricide had to 
occur “in reality for the passage from animal state to Culture to take place.” 20 
Žižek considers this traumatic event to be not a dream we have but an event 
                                                      
12 Hesiod, Theogony, trans. Norman O. Brown (New York: Liberal Arts Press, 1953), II.50. 
13 Ibid., II. 53. 
14 In Totem and Taboo, Freud argues that the patricide of the primal father must have left 
“ineradicable traces in the history of humanity” (192).  
15 Sophocles, Sophocles I: Ajax, Electra, Oedipus Tyrannus, ed. and trans. Hugh Lloyd-Jones 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1994), 326. 
16 Ibid., 327. 
17 Ibid., 476, 478. 
18 Eleanor Dickey, “The Ancient Greek Address System and Some Proposed Sociolinguistics 
Universals,” in Language in Society 26, no. 1 (1997): 6. 
19 In his book entitled The Ticklish Subject, Slavoj Žižek contends that while in the standard 
Oedipus myth Oedipus is the one who is guilty of parricide and the rest of us dream about 
parricide, in Totem and Taboo we all killed our father and this crime grounds the human 
community (315). 
20 Slavoj Žižek, The Ticklish Subject: The Absent Centre of Political Ontology (London: 
Verso, 1999), 315.  
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which “always-already had to happen”21 so the father can symbolically be-
come Law/Prohibition.22 The Greek tragedy depicts this very idea, which 
remains imprinted in the human being’s mind forever: all of us have killed 
our father and we have to suffer the consequences of our deed, as psychoa-
nalysis later claims.  

The Roman and Greek accounts allow for two cardinal inferences. One is 
that the story of the gods begins, at least for us, the human beings, in medias 
res, the kernel of the story being occupied by the “son of …” rather than by 
the father; although characters believe that they are the father, each of them 
is actually the son, whether he becomes aware of this fact or not. The other 
inference is that the Greeks viewed the father either as a feared being (cas-
trated and/or) supplanted by the son or as an unknown parent replaced or 
murdered by the son. Therefore, in the mythical discourse, the reoccupied 
figure of the father remains like a lurking specter; although physically ab-
sent, the father is a presence by language, a chimera which strengthens the 
force of the machinery of power, which in turn, reminds the son that he is 
not the father. 
Religion: The Father’s Dominant Role 
Further on the temporal axis, when monotheism replaces polytheism, the 
religious discourse of the Judeo-Christian peoples reoccupies and redefines 
the idea of the father. In its reoccupation of the father, the religious discourse 
employs on the one hand amplification (here I utilize it with the meaning of 
the Greek word auxesis) as its main rhetorical device to describe the father 
as God’s representative in the family and on the other hand consubstantiali-
ty, which Kenneth Burke would explain as follows: “to identify A with B is 
to make A ‘consubstantial’ with B.” 23 Unlike the Greeks, who anthropomor-
phized their gods, the Christians deem their Father to be characterized by the 
loftiest of values, among which are perfection, justice, and purity. This reoc-
cupation of the father has two major consequences. Firstly, it complicates the 
notion of the father in that it does not entail ontogenic, biological fatherhood. 
Secondly, it restores and revitalizes the concept of the father by portraying 
God as the primordial Father never dethroned by the son. This re-definition 
produces major effects on the society fashioned after the notion of the Judeo-
Christian God: Christianity underpins the importance of patriarchy, in which 
men echo God’s uncontested power in their society. Allegedly not a biologi-
cal parent, the Catholic priest becomes the father of the community which he 
pastors. Moreover, when they hold specific positions, particular fathers (such 
as the Pope) cannot be “dethroned” by their spiritual “sons.” As God’s repre-
                                                      
21 Ibid., 316. Žižek’s italicization. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives (Berkeley: U of California P, 1969), 21. 
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sentatives in church and in their family, men hold authority as fathers. 
Whereas the identification of the paterfamilias with God the Father does not 
account for the excesses of such a doctrinaire view in the West European 
culture, it buttresses a societal mechanism on the basis of a concept on its 
face entirely secular. Within the family, the basic unit of society, the father 
makes all the major decisions, sits at the head of the table, and leads the fam-
ily in prayer.  

The evangelical revival occurring in the 18th century results in middle-
class religious norms instituted by the mid-19th century, when not only reli-
gious, but also non-religious authors emphasize the role of the father as the 
responsible leader of his household. Most authors, John Tosh contends, un-
derscore “the need for spiritual discipline as well.” 24 Victorian novels dis-
seminate and dismantle middle-class values and ideas by depicting patriar-
chal figures who claim and/or who lose the role of material and spiritual 
household leaders. Elizabeth Gaskell’s novel Ruth (1853), for example, pre-
sents Mr. Bradshaw, a disciplinarian father and a very successful business-
man whose favorite “recreation” is “patronizing” the church25 and who be-
lieves that to be a good father means to be authoritative and controlling. A 
Victorian Protestant and father-figure in his household, Mr. Bradshaw con-
siders himself to be responsible for the spiritual and moral welfare of his 
family. This view is representative of the Victorian era, which Tosh consid-
ers to be a time “of strengthened paternal moral authority,” 26 despite the 
conspicuous vulnerability of the father in the area of spiritual and moral 
training of the family.  

Defining themselves against the other classes, the Victorian middle clas-
ses use their increasing economic power as a right to exercise moral authori-
ty. A moral authority figure who “went to chapel twice a day,” 27 Mr. Brad-
shaw exploits the hortatory character of religion so as to compel people 
around him to take an action similar to his, namely, to ostracize Ruth on 
account of her scandalous past, of her having had her son, Leonard, outside 
the bounds of marriage. In his view, Ruth is guilty of not exhibiting the car-
dinal attribute of the 19th-century domestic woman, virtue,28 an attribute 
which the middle class used as the measuring rod for a woman’s worth. 
Since the middle classes own the means of mass communication, they are 
                                                      
24 John Tosh, A Man’s Place: Masculinity and the Middle-Class Home in Victorian England 
(New Haven and London: Yale UP, 1999), 90. 
25 Elizabeth Gaskell, Ruth, ed. Alan Shelston (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1985), 210.  
26 Tosh, A Man’s Place, 90. 
27 Gaskell, Ruth, 307. 
28 Mary Poovey argues that the middle-class consolidated its authority through “the redefini-
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able to use them as a vehicle to impose such a measuring rod upon all wom-
en and to consolidate their self-image of respectability. Arlene Young con-
siders that the moment when the novel attains its institutional and canonic 
identity is the time when the novel and the middle class began to form a 
working relationship, one that fostered the rise to respectability and promi-
nence of both the genre and the class.29 Like in the Bradshaw family, the 
Victorian middle-class families are under the authority of the paterfamilias—
husband, father, and master—supported by the religious idiom that estab-
lished his apparatus of power.  

Since the father is the authority figure, the Victorian patriarchal society 
places the duty of parenting upon the mother and thus the father becomes an 
absent presence in the domestic sphere: he is a presence in that he has au-
thority and rights over his family and particularly over his offspring, but he 
is an absence in that he is not involved in the process of parenting (as much) 
as the mother is. Claudia Nelson makes the case for the need to examine 
men’s domestic invisibility. She challenges the assertion which Leonore 
Davidoff and Catherine Hall made in their book Family Fortunes: Men and 
Women of the English Middle Class, 1780–1850 (1987), where they argue 
that the father’s role was to oversee discipline, lead the family in prayer, and 
determine the nature of their children’s education, careers, and marriages. 
Nelson’s counterstatement is that “the idyll was about to come to an end. 
Families were changing: men were increasingly identified with their occupa-
tions rather than their households.”30 The Victorian age is incontrovertibly 
one that witnesses the professionalization of men (and to a lesser extent of 
women) who increase the numbers of the middle classes, and who perform 
work outside the domestic sphere. Therefore, it remains the middle-class 
mother’s duty to care for the home, which includes raising the children. One 
look at the 19th-century titles of conduct manuals and journal articles con-
firms the mother’s predominant role in parenting. Two of the Victorian jour-
nals are titled The British Mother’s Magazine and The Englishwoman’s Do-
mestic Magazine. Also, numerous manuals, written both by men and by 
women, address the wife/mother/daughter. Among these are Sarah Stickney 
Ellis’s The Women of England: Their Social Duties and Domestic Habits 
(1839), The Mothers of England: Their Influence and Responsibility (1843) 
and The Daughters of England: Their Position in Society, Character and 
Responsibilities (1843); Dr. Pye Henry Chavasse’s Advice to Mothers 
(1843); Frank E. Harrison’s Advice to Mothers How to Rear Their Infants 
Healthily (1882); Dr. Henry Allbutt’s marriage manual The Wife’s Hand-
book (1886), etc. Despite the apparent predominance of the mother, cultural 
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historians have shown that religion and the father, having a long history in 
Europe, still play important roles both in the household and in society. 

Scholars have perceived the middle-class paterfamilias to lose his power 
progressively in the private sphere and to become a less preeminent figure in 
need of assistance from his spouse in religious and moral matters. While I 
agree that the father becomes a less visible figure in the home, I argue that 
he nonetheless strengthens his power. As one of the aforementioned schol-
ars, Nelson, has pointed out, it is the middle-class mother and not the father 
that wields influence over the children: “mothers were often the dominant 
parents.”31 Within the private sphere, the mother is the materfamilias when 
the father is absent. The novelistic genre offers such family landscapes 
where the weak father is almost a non-presence and the strong-willed mother 
overshadows the father-figure. In Dickens’s Bleak House, for example, a 
minor character, Mr. Jellyby, emerges as a tragic-comic father, atypical from 
the point of view of the Victorian ideology. The Jellyby family is highly 
dysfunctional, with a mentally and emotionally absent mother and a bank-
rupt father who appears to be emotionally harmed by his wife’s neglect. The 
father’s identity, Mr. Kenge remarks to Richard Carson, is reduced to that of 
“the husband of Mrs. Jellyby.” 32 Richard’s sardonic response, “A nonidenti-
ty, sir?,”33 corroborates Nelson’s view, supported by other scholars as well, 
that the father is not the dominant parent. David Popenoe also states that 
because the father’s role in the home is increasingly marginalized, he be-
comes, legally and socially, “the second parent.” 34 Yet, from Mr. Kenge’s 
words the reader can infer that the father is less visible in the private sphere, 
which belongs to the mother: “He may be a very superior [sic!] man; but he 
is so to speak merged—Merged in the more shining qualities of his wife.” 35  

Taking into consideration the 19th-century ideology which promotes the 
mother as the parent who establishes the moral tone in the private sphere, 
scholars have tended to agree with the notion of the father as the second 
parent; nonetheless, other scholars of the 19th-century dismantle this view. 
Social and cultural historian John R. Gillis maintains that due to the Victori-
an dichotomous view of the wife related to the domestic sphere and the hus-
band/father to the marketplace, the cultural insistence was that the wife was 
responsible for the “moral tone” in the home, which also entailed keeping 
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the husband/father mindful of his duty.36 Cultural historians Davidoff and 
Hall also note that in the period 1780–1850, godliness becomes increasingly 
associated with women and the home is the site of woman’s, not man’s, reli-
gious mission to the family.37 These two scholars concur with Gillis’s idea 
that fathers/men could work in the marketplace, an amoral place, if they 
“could be rescued by women’s moral vigilance at home.” 38 In the Jellyby 
family, the mother has no religious mission for her family but instead is try-
ing to formulate one for the colonized people. In this family, the spousal 
relationship reverses the conventional public/private dichotomy, since the 
overpowering professional wife belongs to the public space while the do-
mesticated father demoralized by his bankruptcy confines himself to the 
home, a realm which society had already assigned to the mother. Because of 
her charitable work for the African people, Mrs. Jellyby acts as a secular 
professional woman, albeit without a salary, working from her home office, 
where she exerts control. The mother’s dominance is rendered visually in the 
novel through Esther Summers, who notices at breakfast that it is Mrs. Jelly-
by who sits at the head of the table and Mr. Jellyby at the foot.39 This rever-
sal of positions notwithstanding, the Victorian society still invests the father 
with power and rights over his family and perceives the mother as the helper. 
Scholars who find that the mother is the dominant parent40 have overlooked 
the fact that in patriarchal societies, authority is typically exercised and 
communicated from above or from afar. Therefore, the father’s physical 
and/or emotional absence from his family, especially from his children, does 
not necessarily diminish his patriarchal authority but rather reinforces it.  

The father’s silence makes him an even more commanding figure. In 
Gaskell’s Ruth, Mrs. Bradshaw is the parent who is closer to the children 
and who ensures that they follow the rules established by their father where-
as Mr. Bradshaw keeps his distance from them and controls them. An emo-
tionally absent father, Mr. Bradshaw has managed to coerce his older daugh-
ter Jemima to obedience by way of strict rules, a strict religious life at home, 
and a particular way of using language. To exercise his authority, Mr. Brad-
shaw tactfully uses words with which he manipulates Jemima: “Nothing can 
be more gentle and docile than she is when spoken to in the proper man-
ner.”41 By employing the terms “gentle” and “docile,” Mr. Bradshaw inti-
mates to Jemima’s potential suitor, Mr. Farquhar, that he is shaping his 
daughter into a good, virtuous middle-class woman. In Ruth, Gaskell drama-
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tizes the doctrine that deems Puritan parents responsible to an inflexible God 
for their children’s sins and encourages the middle-class father to mimic the 
Father’s authority so as to control his children by way of non-violent means 
of coercion. By the middle-19th century, religion still maintains its place in 
various texts, but it surrenders its central position within a humanist frame-
work to another discourse, that of science.  
Science: The Father as an Inseminator and More 
One scientific discourse which reoccupies the concept of the father is Dar-
win’s evolutionary theory, according to which humanity is part of the animal 
kingdom rather than a separate species. Darwin challenged the biblical con-
ceptions of the father through the scientific conceptions of time in two main 
works, On the Origins of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or, the 
Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life (1859) and The De-
scent of Man (1871), which prompted a long-lasting debate on account of the 
mechanism of human evolution. These books ascertain the utilitarian princi-
ple (rejected by thinkers such as Immanuel Kant, for whom moral conduct 
sprang from an innate sense of right and wrong) at the root of Darwin’s bio-
logy42 and intimate that natural and sexual selection could explain the human 
races, whose mental schema and physiognomic features are products of natu-
ral forces. Scientists did not see the family as dictated by God but by natural 
drives. The medical discourse on the biology of the father prompted by the 
Darwinian theory represents what Michel Foucault refers to as call a tech-
nology of power.43 Darwinian ideas such as sexuality, the animal dimension 
of exhibitionism, or the adaptive strategy bolstered well-exploited themes in 
the English fiction and journal articles. One ramification of Darwin’s evolu-
tionist theory reflected in literature is that paternity represents merely a mat-
ter of biology and thus makes the father inconsequential for childrearing.  

A matter for the father represents the naming of the children, especially of 
the boys, an action which Tosh perceives as reflecting the father’s concern 
about “lineage, descent and heredity.” 44 Lineage is of high importance in 
Hardy’s novel The Mayor of Casterbridge, whose protagonist, Michael 
Henchard, wants Newson’s daughter, whom he mistakes for his offspring, to 
take his last name. Moreover, as he tells his wife’s daughter, believing that 
he is addressing his own child, he had used his power to name his biological 
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Books, 1990), 82. 
44 Tosh, A Man’s Place, 80. 
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child Elizabeth-Jane against the mother’s choice of another name: “’Twas I 
that chose your name, my daughter; your mother wanted it Susan.” 45 Since 
he had sold his wife and daughter in his youth, Henchard did not ensure his 
lineage. Elaine Showalter has remarked that the selling of a child engenders 
the question of paternity, in that it represents symbolically a breach in the 
lineage chain.46 By acting upon the right to name one who he thinks is his 
child, the guilt-haunted Henchard attempts to consolidate his importance and 
to bridge the lineage gap which he created in his youth. Henchard has a dif-
ferent attitude toward fatherhood in his older age, and he tries to do more 
than to use his fatherly rights, that is, to establish an inter-human relationship 
with Elizabeth-Jane. However, because of his infelicitous decision to drink 
alcohol after years of abstinence, Henchard deviates from the middle-class 
path and enters the gateway to the lower-class, reflecting the stereotypical 
view of the lower class, a view developed in the former part of the 19th cen-
tury under the influence of the Malthusian economic philosophy. Henchard 
causes his own downfall due to his incapacity to resist the pressure of his 
drives and in the end, he limits his own role in the family to that of a gene 
donor, a lineage chain supplier who extricates himself from all the responsi-
bilities which middle-class fatherhood entails, and particularly the financial 
support of his child.  

As numerous novels illustrate, both the father and the mother represent 
social constructs, but since biologically the father’s contribution to parenting 
can end with procreation, the male maintains his status as a subject by his 
not becoming the object of Victorian medical science (as the woman/mother 
does). One of the most prominent English-speaking philosophers of the 19th 
century, John Stuart Mill (1806–1873), who became influenced by Darwini-
an thought, believed that men and women are socially constructed and that 
the distribution of power between them is uneven. In his essay “The Subjec-
tion of Women” (1869), Mill argues that the “nature” of men and women “is 
an eminently artificial thing” and that both are cursed by the institutional 
power which men hold.47 Although not voiced in the exact same terms, his 
thoughts echo ideas expressed in Greek antiquity. The idea that the father’s 
role lies solely in reproduction, an idea which dates back to Aristotle, was 
reinforced by the Romans. In the Corpus Iuris Civilis, in Digesta, for exam-
ple, the jurist Baius observed that only maternity is a certitude, while father-
hood is indicated by the nuptials: “Quia mater semper certa est, etiam si vol-

                                                      
45 Thomas Hardy, The Mayor of Casterbridge, ed. Dale Kramer (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2008), 
115. 
46 Elaine Showalter, “The Unmanning of the Mayor of Casterbridge,” in Thomas Hardy’s The 
Mayor of Casterbridge. ed. Harold Bloom (New York and Philadelphia: Modern Critical 
Interpretation, 1987), 57. 
47 John Stuart Mill, The Subjection of Women (Charleston, SC: Nabu Press, 2010), 38. 
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go conceperit: pater vero is est, quem nuptiae demonstrant.” 48 Yet, as the 
development of millennia of natural selection and the survival of the fittest, 
the paterfamilias has attained his rights. It would follow that the mother has 
her duties and responsibilities, especially those which concern the family. At 
the opposite pole from the Judeo-Christian religious discourse(s), the scien-
tific discourse of thinkers such as Darwin or Thomas Malthus, the Anglican 
parson who developed a theory on population which is closely related to that 
of evolution, offers a compelling vision of culture which entails a sharp 
break with religious thought. The scientific discourse motivates subsequent 
thinkers to address it and underpins the significant function of the father in 
non-epideictic materialist texts whose “truth” is the counterpart of the reli-
gious “truth.”  

From a Darwinian standpoint, the father ensures the survival of the blood-
line through his biological children, but he does not perforce possess a spe-
cific paternal makeup. Formed upon the idea of the Christian God as the 
Father, the European civilization maintains the predominant role of the fa-
ther even after socialization becomes secularized, when, for some, science 
replaces religion or becomes a substitute religion. Moreover, society abets 
the role of the father and explains his “absence” from home and, more im-
portantly, from his offspring’s mundane activities. The situation in Great 
Expectations is more complicated because of Pip’s non-biological paternal 
figure, Magwitch, whose safe public space is that of Australia. Magwitch 
endangers his life so as to have the pleasure of seeing his adopted son, whom 
he calls “dear boy” 49 and to whom he confesses the risks which he is taking 
in the fatherland: “I was sent for life. It’s death to come back.” 50 When he 
enters the middle-class domestic space where Pip lives, Magwitch risks his 
life merely to experience firsthand the role of Pip’s “second father.”51 Owing 
to his lower-class status given by his illiteracy and the crime-ridden envi-
ronment in which he has lived, Magwitch cannot fit into Pip’s middle-class 
home. The adoptive father can only support his adopted son financially as a 
selfless working man who does not mind his son’s antipathy toward him. 
Vincent P. Pecora considers Pip’s resentment towards Magwitch to be “the 
emotion of the son who discovers that his financial father is a being he 
would rather not acknowledge as kin, or even as kith.”52 Metaphorically, 
Magwitch can be perceived as the fictitious figure of the middle-class aspir-
                                                      
48 Baius, Digesta, in Corpus Iuris Civilis, based upon the Latin text of Theodorus Mommsen’s 
edition (Berlin, n.p. 1954), 2, 4 and 5: “Because the mother is always undoubted, even if she 
has conceived promiscuously, but the father is certain as the marriage indicates.” English 
translation, ed. by A. Watson (Philadelphia 1985), 44. 
49 Dickens, Great Expectations, 317. 
50 Ibid., 322. 
51 Ibid., 330. 
52 Vincent P. Pecora, “Inheritances, Gifts, and Expectations,” in Law and Literature 20, no. 2 
(2008): 178.  
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ing father53 for whom the home hosts the danger of removal from society 
under law. Also, Magwitch intimates the Victorian father’s possible discon-
tentment with his predominantly biological role and with his emplacement in 
the social sphere, away from home, his desire to return to the private sphere, 
to his biological or adopted children. In other words, Magwitch dramatizes 
the father’s desire to be more than what the scientific discourse describes 
him to be. 

Overwhelmingly male, Victorian scientists minimize the importance of 
the family and advocate the father’s responsibility at its peak as the time 
before he achieves fatherhood, thus absolving him of the childrearing re-
sponsibility, which was the norm in the previous century. According to Nel-
son, Victorian scientists discovered “no paternal instincts akin to the mater-
nal drive” but instead they equated fathering with procreation.54 Having re-
duced the role of the father to that of an inseminator, scientists placed the 
child-rearing responsibility solely on the mother. Based on the Darwinian 
approach to fatherhood, pre-determined by biology (physiology), some Vic-
torian writers considered men to be “constitutionally incapable of feeling 
parenthood as deeply as women do.” 55 Initially even the Prince Consort’s 
chief function was biological, as “progenitor of heirs.” 56 The Victorians, 
however, associate man’s powerful sexual drive to a few negative aspects, 
such as overpopulation, theorized by Malthus in his Essay on the Principle 
of Population (1789). Arguably under Malthusian influence, the Victorians 
caricatured Prince Albert for being “irresponsibly fertile,” 57 the underlying 
fear being that having no job, therefore having no means to support his chil-
dren, the consort would burden the country with his children’s financial 
needs. This is a typical middle-class attitude toward fathering, which de-
mands that the father supports his children financially. In numerous Victori-
an novels, however, particular fathers appear in a different light. For exam-
ple, the father’s financial support is wanting in the case of poor girls seduced 
by higher class young men who abandon both the mother and the child and 
yet maintain an image of respectability. Meanwhile, a poor young mother is 
not only forced to carry the culpability of the seduction alone, considered a 
fallen woman, but also must raise her child as a single parent. Gaskell’s Ruth 
exposes a middle-class gendered morality in the story of her protagonist, 
who, abandoned by her seducer, Bellingham, raises her son Leonard in the 
home of the dissenting minister Thurstan Benson and his sister Faith.  
                                                      
53 Despite his financial gain, Magwitch does not possess the characteristics of a middle-class 
father because of his coarse, dialectal speech and lack of a solid education (he is semi-
literate).  
54 Nelson, Invisible Men, 105 and 205.  
55 Ibid., 53.  
56 Sanders, The Tragi-Comedy of Victorian Fatherhood, 29. 
57 Ibid., 33. 



 139 

Even within the bounds of marriage, upon conception the father/husband 
has little to no role in the domestic setting, his province being the workplace 
and his goal being to support his family and thus to secure his line: “Father-
hood embodies hopes and fears about the future, in the sense that a man’s 
place in posterity depends on leaving sons behind him who can carry for-
ward his name and lineage.” 58 Some Victorian novels illustrate exceptions to 
the standard cases and reveal deep Victorian concerns with the political sta-
tus quo. In Bleak House, Mr. Jellyby alludes to possible unwanted outcomes 
of British colonialism in violent terms. The very few words which Mr. Jelly-
by utters reveal his dissatisfaction with his family’s situation: his wife is so 
engrossed in her charitable work that she neglects her family and her house. 
The only way to have her sparing attention is to work for her as her amanu-
ensis, as her oldest daughter, Caddy, does. Aggrieved by his familial life, 
Mr. Jellyby makes a shocking statement when he voices his desire for his 
younger children to be “tomahawked together.”59 To Caddy, these words 
reveal her father’s thought that his children are unfortunate to be their moth-
er’s children. Nonetheless, imaginary violence intimates Mr. Jellyby’s desire 
to end his lineage with his mission-driven wife, who sets her energies upon 
the “other” in Africa. The inference is that England’s colonial pursuits, its 
desire to tend to others, can have a negative impact upon the English family.  

Fatherhood in the novel shows the Victorians’ anxieties concerning the 
future of the family, which symbolizes in nuce the nation, and its abating 
cohesiveness as a result of colonialism and imperialism. Taking the family 
as a metonym for race, Victorian discourses intimate that fathering children 
within the family can betray a fear of miscegenation and an attempt to main-
tain racial purity at a time when the English had established a colonial em-
pire. Ellen Pollack60 sees cousin-marriage in Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park 
as a prophylactic against the metaphorical contaminations of both metropoli-
tan otherness and colonial exploitation. Fathering children in a cousin-
marriage, as Darwin himself did,61 is an attempt to create biological versions 
of the same, repetitions of the procreative selves that would fortify the em-
pire against the menace of the colonized racial other; in evolutionary terms, 
it is an attempt to ensure the continuation of the line by way of pre-civilized 
instinct, disregarding the civilized societal customs and/or laws. Yet, acting 
on the pre-civilized instinct goes against the precepts of capitalist society.  

In Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, the eponymous character’s anachronistic 
behavior places him against the current of his time, to which he cannot ac-
                                                      
58 Tosh, A Man’s Place, 4. 
59 Dickens, Bleak House, 378. 
60 Mary Jean Corbett, Family Likeness: Sex, Marriage, and Incest from Jane Austen to    
Virgin ia Woolf (Ithaca and London: Cornell UP, 2008), 17. 
61 I would like to thank Dr. Claudia Egerer, Stockholm University, for drawing my attention 
to this fact. 
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culturate, in that he cannot repress his desire for his kin. Since Sue becomes 
willing to meet the requirements for what Sigmund Freud would call civili-
zation (or, in more accurate translation, culture) after a series of hardships 
which culminate with her children’s death, she returns to Phillotson, her 
legal husband, and survives Jude. Mary Jean Corbett’s research illustrates 
that in the 19th-century fictional and actual cases of marriage within the 
family, the distinction between consanguineal and conjugal families was not 
clear-cut.62 What goes against Jude and Sue is, therefore, not necessarily 
their blood relation, but the fact that they cohabit and have children outside 
of the realm of marriage, which is sanctioned by middle-class ideology. 
While biology claims that for men their physical vigor (i.e., their seed) is 
their most useful contribution, other societal institutions claim that only 
within the confines of marriage should couples unbind their sexual drive, 
which they must otherwise control.63 Numerous 19th-century tracts forward 
the middle-class idea that only the poor classes cohabited. Among these, 
Nelson identifies “Jessica’s First Prayer (1867) by ‘Hesba Stretton’ (Sarah 
Smith), Froggy’s Little Brother (1875) by ‘Brenda’ (Mrs. G. Castle Smith), 
and Bravely Borne (1882) by Louisa C. Silke,” which feature “brutal, drunk-
en, or dying adults whose condition makes productive parenting impossi-
ble.”64 Although the Victorian society perceives cohabitation as a sign of 
immorality and therefore as a real threat to middle-class respectability, non-
marital cohabitation is a noteworthy social phenomenon among successful 
Victorian middle-class writers such as George Eliot and Willkie Collins. 

In a repressive bourgeois society, cohabitation can become an impediment 
in man’s attempt to ascend the social scale. Repression, however, does not 
prevent the fathering of illegitimate children. In his History of Sexuality, 
volume 1, Foucault remarks that the prohibition on sex only leads to excess 
“production” rather than to repression.65 Hardy’s Jude the Obscure advances 
the idea that poverty, kinship, and cohabitation result in excess production 
and can thwart a man’s attempt to acquire middle-class status. Jude is not 
accepted by the Christminster College, an institution symbolizing the mid-
dle-class status; neither is he able to raise his illegitimate children,66 who are 
killed by their half-brother, Jude’s only legitimate son, nicknamed “Little 
                                                      
62 Corbett, Family Likeness, 85. 
63 One might recall the Victorian campaigns against not only prostitution, homosexuality, 
masturbation, but also even immoderate marital sex.  
64 Nelson, Family Ties, 56. 
65 Foucault, History of Sexuality vol. 1, 72. 
66 Numerous illegitimate children populate the Victorian novelistic field: Leonard, Belling-
ham’s son in Ruth; Jude’s children with Sue in Jude the Obscure; Elizabeth-Jane, Richard 
Newson’s daughter with Sue in The Mayor of Casterbridge, etc. Not only fictional but also 
important Victorian historical figures such as Queen Victoria’s brothers, George IV and Wil-
liam IV, fathered numerous illegitimate children. Sanders, The Tragi-Comedy of Victorian 
Fatherhood, 28. 
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Father Time,” before he commits suicide. At the end of the novel, Jude dies 
childless, unattended and forlorn, his death being suggestive of the poor 
man’s impossibility of being the father, a role which seems to be a right of 
the married middle-class man.  
Law: The Supposedly Abating Role of the Father 
The power of the father seems to abate on account of another discourse, law, 
which slowly curtails what seemed to have been the father’s “natural 
rights”;67 however, apart from the limitations which the legal system brings 
to the father’s decision power, such as concerning vaccinations, the father’s 
right to determine the fate of his family does not erode. Victorian men con-
sidered paternal custody an affirmation of their authority in the family and in 
society. The many legal challenges to paternal rights over the course of the 
Victorian period reflect the Victorians’ intent to prevent fathers from abus-
ing such rights.68 The father’s traditional right to demand labor from his chil-
dren diminishes. Additionally, the state makes decisions regarding the 
child’s health and education, decisions once vested in the father. The father 
is not able to oppose compulsory infant vaccination against smallpox, which 
was the law from 1853 to 1898. From the 1870s on, state-sponsored schools 
arrogated to themselves the power to mandate that all children be in school 
for a stipulated length of time rather than allowing fathers to assert their 
traditional right to control the activities of their offspring.69 Nonetheless, the 
Victorian legal system’s material view of the father-child relationship favors 
the father, who owns his child and has the right to benefit from him or her as 
he would from any other piece of property.  

Hardy exploits the idea of the father as the owner of his child in his novel 
The Mayor of Casterbridge, in which the protagonist sells his wife, Susan, 
and his daughter, Elizabeth-Jane, to a sailor for five guineas. As Susan re-
marks, this is not Henchard’s first attempt to sell his family: “Michael, you 
have talked this nonsense in public places before. A joke is a joke, but you 
may make it once too often, mind!” 70 Neither does selling one’s family seem 
to be a singular case, as those present at the auction observe: “There’s them 
that would do that.”71 Years later, having learned that Elizabeth-Jane is not 
his biological daughter, Henchard evinces no interest in her. Because he is a 
                                                      
67 In the wake of Jeremy Bentham’s work, the natural right paradigm of jurisprudence be-
comes gradually replaced by legal positivism. See, for example, John Austin’s published 
lectures, Province of Jurisprudence Determined (1832). 
68 In Invisible Men, Nelson mentions the first Victorian woman to draw attention to men’s 
abuse of juridical power over their family, Caroline Norton, whose efforts resulted in the 1839 
Custody of Infants Act and the 1857 Matrimonial Caused (Divorce) Act (111).  
69 Nelson, Family Ties, 62. 
70 Hardy, The Mayor of Casterbridge, 7. 
71 Ibid., 8. 
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middle-class (albeit adoptive) father, Henchard works outside the home and 
makes no effort to supervise Elizabeth-Jane, who studies Latin, reads “om-
nivorously,” and takes notes “incessantly, mastering facts with painful labo-
riousness, but never flinching from her self-imposed task.”72 Middle-class 
Victorians would see the fulfillment of such a task as a potentially detri-
mental activity which the father needs to curtail if not to end. In his book 
Duty, Samuel Smiles claims that “Bad books are moral poison which contin-
ue to disseminate evil.”73 In Elizabeth-Jane’s case, books represent a refuge 
and a way for her to gain the self-confidence necessary for a motherless 
middle-class woman wanting her (adoptive) father’s care. When he fails in 
the hay business, Henchard loses his middle-class status and together with 
his parental power.  

The middle-class Victorian father loses part of his parental rights as a re-
sult of a wave of reforms which incline the balance more toward the mother 
than the father. The 1839 Custody of Infants Act warrants mothers of blame-
less character access to their children in the event of a divorce, but in case of 
the father’s death after divorce it does not secure the mother’s right to her 
child. Historian Anthony James Hammerton asserts that before 1857 neither 
party could remarry after divorce; however, the Matrimonial Causes Act in 
1857 establishes a double standard of morality in that in order to divorce, the 
husband has to prove that his wife is adulterous, while the wife has to prove 
that her husband committed not only adultery but also incest, bigamy, or 
cruelty.74 In 1870, the Married Woman’s Property Act gives the wife the 
right to her own earnings, but not to the property she inherits, which be-
comes her husband’s.75 An amendment to this act allows women to separate 
on the basis of cruelty and to claim custody of their children, while the 1873 
Custody of Infants Act gives women access to children in case of separation 
or divorce. Another crucial area of change in the same period is that con-
cerning the legal status of women, particularly the marriage laws. Upon en-
tering marriage, the Victorian woman gives up not only her name and identi-
ty, but also her right to her own body, her property, and her legal existence. 
The situation chances in 1882, with the Married Woman’s Property Act, 
which secures the property which the wife has at marriage and acquires af-
terwards in her hands.76  

This wave of reforms deepens the social-class-related angst of the upper 
and middle-classes. Yet, the reforms do not succeed in contesting the pre-
                                                      
72 Ibid., 129. 
73 Samuel Smiles, Duty: With Illustrations of Courage, Patience and Endurance (Whitefish, 
MT: Kessinger Publishing LLC, 2007), 414. 
74 Anthony James Hammerton, Cruelty and Companionship: Conflict in Nineteenth-Century 
Married Life (London: Routledge, 1992), 271. 
75 Sally Mitchell. The Fallen Angel: Chastity, Class, and Women’s Reading, 1835–1880 
(Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green U Popular P, c1981), 172. 
76 Ibid. 
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dominant role of the father. Each woman is under the attentive eye of a fa-
ther figure, even Queen Victoria. Her male Prime Minister can pass bills 
without the Queen’s permission or veto.77 It is not that the father’s power 
weakens but that the father’s role undergoes numerous transformations 
which rather fortify his position, despite the limitations brought to his rights. 
The alleged roots of fatherhood’s decline at the beginning of the Victorian 
age, perceived by some in the Darwinian reoccupation of the father, are, in 
fact, merely symptoms of a paradigm shift from multiple perspectives: gen-
der and visibility, family and paternity, time, psyche, etc.78  
Psychoanalysis: The Father Returns 
Another reoccupation of the father is effected by psychoanalysis through one 
of the most important thinkers formed in the 19th century, Freud, to whom 
many historicist critics of psychoanalysis repeatedly refer as “the son of his 
Victorian times.”79 Freud calls into question the Victorian notion of “natu-
ral” morality, as did Friedrich Nietzsche prior to him, and brings sexuality 
into the social sphere to show that society transforms repressed sexual in-
stincts into culture. By introducing the controversial concept of Oedipus 
complex, Freud revives the Greek father in The Interpretation of Dreams80 
(294–297) at the turn of the century. Since repetition is never the same, the 
modern son does not kill his father; rather, the son, caught in the triangulated 
relation which Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari designate in terms of “dad-
dy-mommy-me,” 81 has the inherent instinct of destruction or death, generat-
ed by his wish to replace his father (as has been discussed above). Civiliza-
tion means the repression of such an instinct.  

One of the effects of civilization, Freud contends, is that men withdraw 
from women and from sexual life, constantly associating with men and thus 
removing themselves from their duties as a husbands and fathers.82 By sug-
gesting a crisis of masculinity and consequently of paternity, Freud echoes 
Victorian ideas of masculine self-fashioning expressed by Thomas Carlyle 
                                                      
77 According to The BBC. History in-Depth website, Lord Melbourne, Queen Victoria’s first 
Prime Minister was, according to diarist Charles Greville, a father figure for the young Queen.  
78 The 19th-century England furthers the paradigm shift begun towards the end of the previous 
century and brought about principally by the industrial revolution and also the wave of re-
forms. The industrial revolution resulted in an increased urbanization and consequently in a 
sense of a faster, more crowded living. The reforms altered the enfranchisement of middle-
class men (in the public sphere), and indirectly, the strengthening of women’s power (in the 
domestic sphere). 
79 Slavoj Žižek, The Ticklish Subject, 314.  
80 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, trans. by James Strachey (New York: Avon 
Books, 1966), 294–97.   
81 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneap-
olis: U of Minnesota P, 1983), 25. 
82 Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, trans. and ed. James Strachey (New York: 
W. W. Norton & Company Inc., 1962), 50–51. 
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(“Past and Present” and “Shooting Niagara: And After?”),83 and Smiles 
(Character),84 among others, for whom self-discipline and asceticism play a 
chief role in the formation of the middle-class subjectivity.85 Extending the 
individual’s development to the whole society and its process of civilization, 
which presupposes the repression and regulation of the sexual drives, Freud 
claims that the great leaders of a civilization, often mocked or maltreated, 
such as the primal father, play the role of the super-ego for that civilization.86 
In Great Expectations, for example, this societal super-ego embodied by the 
police denies Magwitch the possibility to experience fatherhood in England, 
where they have a warrant out for his arrest, they capture him, and send him 
to jail, where he dies shortly before his scheduled execution. Freud’s ingen-
ious plot of the civilized family presents the father as a physical, concrete 
person whose son desires to kill him, but later psychoanalysis considers the 
father to be a mere concept in the son’s mind, a fictional person whom the 
son has already killed and who at the same time functions as the enforcer of 
law. 
Closing Remarks: Man Can Only Be the Son 
The father has a complex and complicated evolutionary journey from a phys-
ical person to a mental character whose functions and concrete attributions 
abate gradually but who nevertheless remains an authoritative figure. What 
this fourfold discourse analysis has achieved is an examination of major 
diachronic reoccupations of the concept of the father from the dethroned and 
therefore absent Greek father to the physically present Christian father to the 
Darwinian father present at conception, a provider who ensures the survival 
of his line/species to the parental figure whom law makes less visible in the 
home, to the Freudian father, a mental (unconscious) presence that generates 
the son’s instinct of destruction, and finally to civilization’s super-ego. The 
discourses on the father reflect the changes which the concept and thereby 
                                                      
83 In Past and Present and in Shooting Niagara: And After? Carlyle describes the Captains of 
Industry and the developing Industrial Hero, respectively as middle-class, disciplined and 
dignified men who will “recivilize” the world of industry.  
84 In his book Character (1871), Smiles considers self-control as an essential attribute neces-
sary in the process of self-fashioning: “Self-control is at the root of all the virtues” (165). To 
buttress his point, he quotes Herbert Spencer: “’In the supremacy of self-control,’ says Her-
bert Spencer, ‘consists one of the perfections of the ideal man’.” Samuel Smiles, Samuel, 
Character (Whitefish, MT: Kessinger Publishing LLC, 2007), 167. 
85 James Eli Adams views asceticism as an important element in the middle-class writer’s 
self-fashioning. James Eli Adams, Dandies and Desert Saint: Styles of Victorian Manhood 
(Ithaca, New York: Cornell UP, 1995).   
86 According to Freud, the place of the father is taken in adulthood by the larger community, 
and thus authority, or as I call it, the institution of the father, is internalized through the super-
ego. Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, trans. and ed. James Strachey (New 
York: W. W. Norton & Company Inc., 1962).  
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the function of the father undergo both in the private and in the public 
sphere. These changing accounts of the father place him as an aporia, as an 
entre. Moreover, they construct the mechanism that disseminates the ma-
chinery of power which dictates his authority and, in so doing, imposes the 
institution of the father, thereby denying men the role of the father. The 
regulatory ideality of the configuration of the father makes it impossible for 
one to know indubitably what the province of the father is. A few quasi-
concrete manifestations of the father which these discourses enable occur via 
the metaphorical uses of the term: “the founding fathers,” “the father of phi-
losophy,” “the father of modern science,” the godfather, etc. These represent 
shrewd corroborations of the institution of the father, disseminating various 
father-figures which contrive the father as an institution and designate man 
to be the son. 
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The Dawn of Latvian Poetics (1697) and its 
Resonance in 19th-Century Literature 

Māra Grudule, University of Latvia  
The first written Latvian texts appeared in the 16th century due to the spread of the ideas of the Reformation. They were of the religious type, translated and composed by Baltic German pastors. From the 16th century and for the next 200 years, poetry, mainly church hymns, remained one of the leading literary genres. The language and form of the texts were mastered greatly during the era of Classicism and Baroque during the second half of the 17th century. Jo-hann Wischmann, a pastor in Dondangen /Dundaga (Dutchy of Courland) adapted the ideas of Martin Opitz and composed the first poetics for Latvian literature, Der Unteutsche Opitz. It was published in Riga in 1697. The book, consisting of a theoretical part and a small collection of poetry, played a sig-nificant role in German Baltic and Latvian culture. This essay characterises the cultural and literary contexts of 17th-century Courland as well as Wisch-mann’s views on Latvian literature and the possible impact of his ideas through the next centuries until the beginnings of Latvian national literature in the 19th century.  

Introduction 
The year 1697 welcomed the publication of Der Unteutsche Opitz Oder Kur-
ze Anleitung zur Lettischen Dicht=Kunst by Johann Wischmann (?– about 
1703), a pastor in Dondangen/Dundaga, in Courland (a region in Latvia). 
The title of the book bears the name of a central figure in German 17th-
century literary history, Martin Opitz (1597–1639); in fact, the Riga edition 
celebrates the 100th anniversary of Opitz’s birth. The small book offers ad-
vice on how to write poetry as well as how to translate into Latvian and it 
initially targets German-reading circles of the Baltic regions. Its theoretical 
considerations are provided in German, whereas examples are supplied ex-
clusively in Latvian. The book, for example, explains the genre of the sonnet 
and its conventions in the target situation of the Latvian language. It also 
addresses dedicatory poems and what Latvian poetic forms are most appro-
priate for weddings or funerals, how to arrange Latvian folk songs for origi-
nal poetry and the like. 
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This article pursues two lines of inquiry. The first question posed is 
whether, at the end of the 17th century, when Herzog Jacob had just died in 
Courland, but Livland was governed by the Swedes, Johann Wischmann’s 
work Der Unteutsche Opitz was an extravagance or a necessity, depending 
on the current investigations in Latvian language and dictated by the present 
situation in Latvian literature. Secondly, the article traces the factors that 
unify Baltic German literary theoretical thought and lyrical heritage with 
Latvian national poetry in its beginning stages in the 19th century. To put it 
differently, my study investigates whether Juris Alunans’ (1832–1864) col-
lection DziesmiĦas (Songs) (1856), considered to have provided the impetus 
for Latvian national poetry, and Johann Wischmann’s work Der Unteutsche 
Opitz share the same ideas. The right way to look for the answer for both of 
these questions is contextualisation. 

By and large, the answer to the first question is determined by the cultural 
context of the time. German culture in 17th-century Europe is characterised 
by language standardisation marked by the evolution of a literary German 
language on the basis of various dialects as well as the publication of dic-
tionaries and grammars. During that period a wide range of poetics and theo-
retical treatises appear, with Martin Opitz’s Buch von der deutschen Poete-
rey of 1624 undeniably being the first and the most influential publication, 
for not in vain is the 17th century in German literature called the Opitzian 
century. It is also the blossoming time of baroque literature, whose most 
celebrated representatives—Simon Dach (1605–1659), Paul Gerhardt (1607–
1676), and Angelus Silesius (1624–1677)—were translated by Baltic Ger-
mans almost simultaneously into Latvian. The intellectual coteries aiming to 
enhance the development and flourishing of language and literature were 
founded, for instance, the Fruchtbringende Gesellschaft whose active mem-
ber Johann Rist (1607—1667) was translated into Latvian as early as in the 
17th century, and the group of Königsberg poets, the Kürbishütte, under the 
supervision of Simon Dach. 
The Historical Background and Cultural Context 
The territory of Latvia that traditionally comprises four historical and cultur-
al regions—Kurzeme (Courland), Zemgale (Semigallen), Vidzeme (Livland) 
and Latgale (Letgallen) had its administrative division in the 17th century. A 
slight digression into the history will clarify this political situation. The Bal-
tic regions, covering much of the same territory as present-day Latvia and 
Estonia, were conquered in the 13th century by German crusaders. The native 
Latvians and Estonians were subdued by Germans who (despite the cyclic 
shift of political authority between German, Polish, Swedish, and then Rus-
sian rule) overwhelmingly controlled the cultural, political, and economic 
life of the area basically up to the very beginning of the 20th century. The 
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13th century was also marked by the forced conversion of the indigenous 
tribes of the region to Christianity. 

The 1520’s brought the Reformation to the Baltic region, resulting in the 
publication of books in the native languages, both Latvian and Estonian, 
which also contributed to the development of these languages. In the 17th 
century language meant class. Latvians mostly lived in the country and were 
peasants who with the establishment of serfdom were bound not only to the 
land where they worked, but also came entirely under the jurisdiction and 
control of their German landowners. While Latvians in the urban area were 
the lower-class townspeople and craftsmen, German craftsmen and farm-
hands enjoyed mostly middle- and upper-class status. In Courland and 
Semigallen serfdom was abolished in 1817, in Livland in 1819, in Letgallen 
it was abolished only in 1861. The advent of the so-called National Awaken-
ing marked the beginning of national literature and the flourishing of nation-
al culture in the 19th century. The previous colonial system steadily lost its 
impact on social relationships, and the independent Latvian state was estab-
lished in 1918. 

The Latvian territories were already divided in the 17th century. The 
Letgallen region remained under Polish rule and Roman Catholicism main-
tained its dominance there, although the discussion of the fate of Letgallen 
goes beyond the scope of the topic of this essay. Following the truce of Alt-
mark (1629), Livland, containing Riga, came under Swedish rule that, in 
turn, gave rise to the ideas of a unified educational policy, including the 
schools for the children of Latvian peasants, and the abolition of serfdom. 
The social connections of Baltic Germans with Pietists from Halle helped to 
establish the ideas of pietism in Livland.1 

During the 17th century Sweden emerged as a unified, centralized state, 
and the Lutheran Church undeniably became the major force in the centrali-
zation process. Janis Kreslins writes:  

Not only was Charles XI endowed with political power, but he also advanced higher claims by viewing himself as the leader of the church. The last two decades of the 17th century marked the high point of this development. In 1686, new binding regulatory ecclesiastical guidelines were published, which clearly defined the new identity not only for the church but also for the state and the nation. The notion of unus rex, una lex et una grex assumed an entire-ly new meaning. This new identity was further reinforced by the new cate-
                                                      
1 Janis Kreslins, “Der Einfluß des hallischen Pietismus auf Lettland,” in Halle und Osteuropa: 
Zur europäischen Ausstrahlung des hallischen Pietismus, ed. Johannes Wallmann and Udo 
Sträter (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1998), 145–57; Veronika Albrecht-Birkner, 
“Glücks Verhältnis zu Philipp Jakob Spener und August Hermann Francke, oder: War Glück 
Pietist?“ in “Mach dich auf und werde licht – Celies nu, topi gaišs”: Zu Leben und Werk 
Ernst Glücks (1654–1705). Akten der Tagung anlässlich seines 300. Todestages vom 10. bis 
13. Mai 2005 in Halle (Saale), ed. Christiane Schiller, Māra Grudule (Wiesbaden: Harrasso-
witz Verlag, 2010), 57–79. 
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chism of 1689, a new agenda in 1693, a new hymnal (the first for the entire country) in 1695 and a revised Bible translation in 1703. These developments also touched the parts of the vast empire where Swedish was not spoken.2 
Concomitantly, by the end of the 17th century the Bible was translated into 
virtually every language spoken in the provinces of the Swedish Empire.3 
The translation of the church handbook into Latvian by the German pastor 
Svante Gustav Dietz (1670–1723) from the parish of Smilten/Smiltene (Liv-
land) was published in 1708,4 and subsequently Latvian hymnals were en-
larged by the first translations of Swedish hymns.5 The second half of the 
17th century in Livland was characterized by a significant increase in the 
circulation of Latvian books: the first primers as well as many Lutheran 
hymnals were published. For the first time, the title page and contents were 
printed in Latvian instead of German signifying that, from that time Latvians 
were also intended readers instead of solely the German clergy. From 1686 
to 1708 there are six more editions of Lutheran hymnals in Latvian. As a 
point of comparison, there is not a single hymnal published in Latvian in 
Courland in the time period 1686–1708 with the exception of the supplement 
to Johann Wischmann’s Der Unteutsche Opitz (1697). 
Latvian Language Investigations as the Basis of 
Flourishing Poetry   
Courland and Semigallen were a united Lutheran duchy, governed by a 
duke, a vassal of the Polish-Lithuanian monarch. The duchy led a rather 
typical 17th-century court life, foregrounding economic prosperity but mar-
ginalizing the education of the lower classes including that of Latvians. All 
celebrated 17th-century Courlanders who contributed to Latvian literature 
were connected with Swedish Livland and thus well aware of the state policy 
regarding peasants and religion. For example, the Courlander Georg Mance-
lius (1593–1654) spent his youth in Dorpat/Tartu, where he was involved in 
                                                      
2 Janis Kreslins, “Reading to See and Feel: Textuality and Religious Identity in Early Modern 
Europe,” in Art and the Church: Religious Art and Architecture in the Baltic Region in the 
13th–18th Centuries, ed. Krista Kodres and Merike Kurisoo (Tallinn: Eesti Kunstiakadeemia, 
2008), 182.  
3 The Bible was translated into Latvian by pastor Ernst Glück (1654–1705); it was published 
about 1694 in Riga.  
4 Rokasgrāmata, kurā sarakstīts ir, uz kādu vīzi tai Dieva kalpošanai ar kristīgām ceremo-
niēm un baznīcas ieradumiem iekš mūsu zviedru valstes draudzēm būs noturētai un padarītai 
tapt, trans. Svante Gustav Dietz (Rīga: Georg Matthias Nöller, 1708).  
5 All the songs from Swedish were translated by the Smilten/Smiltenes priest Svante Gustav 
Dietz (1670–1723), the first two being published in the above mentioned handbook and 21 
more as a supplement to the translation from German in Johann Cundisius’s book Garīga 
PērĜu rota (Rīga: Nöller, 1711), but all 24 in Latviska dziesmu grāmata, ed. Svante Gustav 
Dietz and Christian Gotthold Neuhausen (Rīga: Samuel Lorentz Fröhlich: 1732).  
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the implementation of Swedish reforms,6 while Christophor Fürecker (about 
1615–about 1685), became a student at the newly founded Academia 
Dorpatensis/Academia Gustaviana (1632). Superintendent Heinrich Adolphi 
(1622–1686) was involved in the translation of the Bible into Latvian; the 
son of Adolphi’s cousin participated in the revision of the Bible translation 
in Riga.7 Moreover, from 1685 the Latvian grammar which was developed 
by superintendent Heinrich Adolphi and fundamentally rooted in Chris-
tophor Fürecker’s manuscript8 was extensively used for the above purposes. 
Johann Wischmann also included Adolphi’s ideas on Latvian grammar in his 
Der Unteutsche Opitz, and, although the capital of the Duchy of Courland, 
Mitau/Jelgava, had a printing house, Wischmann chose to publish his book 
in Riga. 

By and large, it must be stated that the mood and attitude among intellec-
tual elites in Livland and Courland towards the Latvian language was much 
the same as in German-speaking countries. It can be defined by the language 
standardisation marked by the evolution of a literary Latvian language on the 
basis of various dialects as well as on the publication of the first dictionary 
in 1638 and the first grammar in 1685. It is also the age of the rise of ba-
roque poetry supported by quantitative and qualitative increases in the trans-
lation of hymns. This explains why the turn of the 17th century is called the 
first golden age in the history of Latvian poetry.9 Poetics and the first exam-
ples of occasional poetry in Latvian provide another bright example of the 
baroque style. A group of intellectuals was formed around St. John’s 
Church, the only church in Riga that always had had a Latvian congregation 
only. Its clergy studied the Latvian language and was versed in Latvian. The 
clergymen of St. John’s Church included such celebrated men as Liborius 
Depkin (1652–1708) who wrote poetry in Latvian, translated hymns, and 
compiled a dictionary considered one of the most extensive Latvian lan-
guage dictionaries until the 20th century,10 and Caspar Elvers (1680–1750), 
whose dictionary was published while he was serving at St. John’s Church.11 
                                                      
6 Jānis KrēsliĦš, Dominus narrabit in scriptura populorum: A Study in Early Seventeenth-
Century Lutheran Teaching on Preching and the “Lettische lang-gewünschte Postill” of 
Georg Mancelius (Wiesbaden: In Komission bei Otto Harrasowitz, 1992), 146–50.  
7 Jānis Straubergs, “Kā noritēja Bībeles tulkošanas darbs,“ Izglītības Mēnešraksts 9 (1943): 
197–200. 
8 Heinrich Adolphi, Erster Versuch Einer Kurtz-Verfasseten Anleitung Zur Lettischen Spra-
che (Mitau: Georg Radetzky, 1685). About Fürecker’s materials in the text: Kārlis DraviĦš. 
“Christophor Füreckers, Adolphis und anderer Anteil an der lettischen Grammatik vom Jahre 
1685,” in Altlettische Schriften und Verfasser, ed. Kārlis DraviĦš, vol. 1 (Lund: Slaviska 
institutionen vid Lunds Universitet, 1965), 105–12.  
9 Arnolds Spekke, Latvijas vēsture: Latvju tautas likteĦcīĦas Eiropas krustceĜos (Rīga: 
Jumava, 2003), 198. 
10 Liborius Depkin, Lettisches Wörterbuch, the original manuscript, trans. and annot. Trevor 
G. Fennell, vol. 1–6 (Rīga: Akadēmiskā bibliotēka, 2005–2011).  
11 Liber Mamorialis Letticus oder Lettisches Wörter-Buch (Riga: Samuel Lorenz Frölich, 
1748).  
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The Pattern of 17th-Century Latvian Poetry and its 
Composers  
Latvian Lutheran hymns were more or less free translations of contemporary 
German hymns, but also 16th-century hymns were translated anew. The new 
translations, following baroque conventions, appeared to be more powerful 
than the source texts. The translations of the hymns were very precise and 
accurate because they had to fit the melody used for the German text. Latvi-
an poetry welcomed the strophe typical of the spiritual source songs. Thus, 
there are Alexandrine and some Sapphic stanzas, and occasionally also a 
couple of chronograms. Christophor Fürecker’s chronogram “Seufzerlein 
nach der Zukunft Christi zum letzten Gericht” in the hymnal of 1671, has 
survived until today only in photocopies of a few pages. The last two lines  
of Fürecker’s example include a chronogram where 1672 is encoded 
(M+I+D+V+V+L+L+L+V+V+I), the year succeeding the year of publica-
tion: 

Nahz mieĜais Jesu! nahz / no Sirds mes tewis gaidam, Kas mes ar Assarahm scheit appaksch Krusta waidam, Sche redzam ěauna ween, tur buhs ta jauna Deen’; Ak! MieĜais Jesu / nahz / mes tewis gaidam ween. Amen.  Tas tahMert rakstot beIgts:  
DeeVVs aLLaß sLaVVets / teIkts.12  

The first occasional poems of the 17th century established the foundations for 
Latvian secular poetry. These were trendy texts written for a rather narrow 
readership where both the writers and listeners were the Germans in Latvia. 
These texts, in conformity with the conventions of the period, brought ele-
ments of classical culture and mythology,13 as well as Latvian folk culture 
into the original Latvian poems.14 

There were about 15 Germans who translated and wrote poems in Latvian 
in the 17th century. The majority of them were clergymen, and they were 
                                                      
12 Cited after Ludis BērziĦš. Kristofors Fürekers (Rīga: Pētersona spiestuve, 1928). “Come, 
dear Jesus! Come, we are waiting for You with all our hearts, we, who moan with tears under 
the cross; Here we see only the evil, there we shall have a new day; Oh, dear Jesus, come, we 
are waiting only for You. Amen. I conclude like that: let the God be always praised and 
thanked.” Boldings added. Translation throughout the article by the author if nothing else is 
mentioned. No known copies are available today. 
13 Gertrud Schmidt, “Lettische Gelegenheitsgedichte aus dem 17. Jahrhundert. Mit linguis-
tischem Kommentar von V. Kiparsky,“ in Jahrbuch der volkskundlichen Forschungstelle,  
vol. 2 (Riga: Plates, 1938), 126. 
14 See for example the depiction of the wedding of a Latvian peasant in Liborius Depkin of 
Andreass Baumann. Gohda=Dseesma / ar ko To Zeenigu Mahzitaju un Kungu, Johannes von 
Diepenbrock, Un wiĦĦa Bruht, To gohdigu Jumprawu Elisabeth Beckerinn ap wiĦĦu Preeka 
un Kahsas Deenu, sawu mihligu Sirds = Prahtu atwehrôht, Eezeeniht apdsirrahs Abbeju Labs 
pasihstams Draugs (Riga: Georg Matthias Nöller, 1698). 
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essentially different in terms of abilities and language awareness. For in-
stance, Johann Ottonis (?–1679) simply omitted the endings of some words 
in order to accommodate the rhythmic structure of the formal strains in Paul 
Eber’s hymn “Helft mir Gotts Güte preisen:”  

Dievs uzturēj’ sav’ vārdu / Un svēt’ iestādīšan’ Caur Dieva rok’ un darb’/Stāv mierīg’ valdīšan’ Un karam nebūs vaĜ’/ Mūs’ zem’ un pil’ izpostīt Virs ceĜ’ tos Ĝaudis gūstīt / Tie vaidniek’ paliks tāl’.  Dievs dārzībā mums glaboj’ / Un svēti mūsu bĜod’ Ka vecs un jauns vēl dabū /Sav’ sāl’ un maiz’ un god’. Daž’ krust’ un nelaimīb’ / Dievs palīdz izstāvēt ViĦ’ vārdu būs mums slavēt / Par labu veselīb’.15 
The most gifted among the authors and translators was Christophor Fürecker 
with his contribution of 179 hymns. He was the first author in the second 
half of the 17th century to comment on the fixed initial accent that came on 
the first syllable in Latvian,16 thus clearing the stage for syllabo-tonic versifi-
cation in Latvian poetry. 
Johann Wischmann  
Johann Wischmann was born in the middle of the century to the family of 
Franz Wischmann, sexton at Trinity Church in Mitau/Jelgava. He studied 
theology at Königsberg around 167717 and in 1683 started his work as the 
pastor of Bersteln/Bērstele in Courland, from which he was expelled by du-
cal order because of the loud and excessive festivities in the manor garden.18 
Wischmann himself wrote that in Bersteln he prepared the translations and 
wrote his poetics Der Unteutsche Opitz19 By ducal order he served from 
1696 as a pastor in Dondangen until his death before December 15, 1703. 
                                                      
15 Lettische geistliche Lieder und Psalmen, ed. Georg Ulrich and Heinrich Lademacher (Riga: 
Georg Matthias Nöller, 1685), 35. Hymn title: “Help me to praise the God’s goodness”: “God 
has kept his word and the communion. Through God’s hand and work the reign is peaceful. 
There will be no wars destroying our lands and palaces and capturing people on the roads, 
there will be no sufferers. God, keep us in safety and bless our meals so that old and young 
get their salt and bread and honour. God, help us to withstand misery and misfortunes. We 
should praise his name for giving us good health.”  
16 Heinrich Adolphi, Erster Versuch Einer Kurtz-Verfasseten Anleitung Zur Lettischen Spra-
che (Mitau: Georg Radetzky, 1685). 
17 August Seraphim, Kur-Liv-Estländer auf der Universität Königsberg i.Pr. (Riga: Häcker, 
1893), no. 603. 
18 “Hein. Adolphi Pastor zu Mesothen beschwerte sich über ihn, daß er ihm in den zu seiner 
Kirche eingepfarrten adeligen Höfe grossen Eindrang extra Casum necessitatis tue, am 23. 
Dez. 1695 befahl ihm der Herzog, sich solchen Amtseindrangs ferner zu enthalten. 1696 ging 
er von hier als Pastor nach Dondangen.” Theodor Kallmeyer, Die evangelischen Kirchen und 
Prediger Courlands (Riga: A.von Grotthuß, 1910), 737–38.  
19 Johann Wischmann, Der Unteutsche Opitz (Riga: Georg Matthias Nöller), 5–6. 
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There is no known portrait of Wischmann but the poetry by his contempora-
ry and friend Christian Bornmann (1639–1714) describes him as a tall man 
of noble looks.20 Wischmann’s son, also named Johann Wischmann (?–1743) 
and followed in his father’s footsteps as a pastor and translator; he served as 
a plague pastor in Bauske/Bauska and later in Baldon/Baldone as a deacon. 

Der Unteutsche Opitz is Johann Wischmann’s only book; he used his own 
money to pay for the publication and just decades later sources referred to it 
as a rarity. The Latvian literary scholar Aleksejs Apīnis (1926–2004), draw-
ing attention to a handwritten reference in Adolphi’s grammar, stated that 
Wischmann’s Der Unteutsche Opitz, may have been re-edited and published 
in 1702 under the title Brevis manductio ad Poesin letticam—a brief guide to 
Latvian poetry.21 At present, there are seven copies of the first edition attest-
ed and available at various libraries in Latvia, Sweden, and Germany. In 
2008, at the University of Greifswald, Stephan Kessler provided it with new 
comments and republished it in Wiesbaden.22 Unfortunately, Der Unteutsche 
Opitz has never been translated into Latvian.  

Der Unteutsche Opitz, following the spirit of the time, addresses Dietrich 
von Maydell (around 1648–1711) and the landgrave of Pilten/Piltene and 
Dondagen as well as the concerned readers. The book comprises two parts; 
the poetics, or theoretical considerations, and a hymnal. 

The second part, the hymnal “Anhang Geistlicher Morgen= und 
Abend=Lieder / zu Erbauung Christlicher Hauß=Andacht Deutsch und Un-
deutsch” (Appendix containing spiritual morning and evening songs for in-
spired Christian house service in German and not German [Latvian]) is rep-
resented by 22 spiritual songs and metrical prayers. It is introduced by 14 
parallel texts in German and Latvian, e.g., morning and evening hymns to 
recite at home. It is the first copy in Latvian with reference to daily services 
at home and as such it reflects a tendency of that time for individual piety 
and devotion. The presence of the frolicsome baroque style is undeniable. 
All German and Latvian texts are acrostic – where every stanza’s first letter 
successively spells out a particular weekday. One part of the text is written 
as a paraphrase on the theme of the Lord’s Prayer, and the German and Lat-
vian texts are identical in terms of two-syllable meter. There is no similar 
evidence found in earlier German texts and it makes one think that this poet-
                                                      
20 “Sive tua a viridi, Wischmanne oculissime, prato/ Sive a tergendo nomina clara tenes: / 
Tersus est, ac Pastor prato formosior omni, Tam cognata suis nomina rebus habens. / Tersior 
ut non sit virtus, non pulchrius aurum / Caetera sunt animi sat bona nota tui. Talis erat 
Wischmannus, ovis cum voce doceret / Ore, manu, gestu, corpore talis erat. / Talis erit cum 
nos olim revidebimus ipse, / Coelesti indutus lumine talis erit.” Kallmeyer, Die evangelischen 
Kirchen, 738.  
21 Aleksejs Apīnis, Grāmata un latviešu sabiedrība līdz 19. gadsimta vidum (Rīga: Liesma, 
1991), 62. 
22 Johann Wischmann, Der unteutsche Opitz, ed. and comm. Stephan Kessler (Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz, 2008). 
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ic practice is Wischmann’s contribution to Opitz’s text. An example of the 
Wednesday evening song in Latvian and German demonstrates this:   
Tu, Swehtajs Deews! Tu taisna Tees!  Tu Dwehsels Gans / Kas schehlohs; 
Tew schâj Naktî aridsan Dohmohs in 
pawehlohs. 
Reds / mans Prahts dohd/ Tew Slaw’  in Gohd / Ka Tu nogreesis ěauna / Kà  
Welns /Pasaul`/ Grehks in Nahw`/ Man  
ne weddîs Kaunâ.  
Scho brihd peedohd To Grehku=Pohd’  
Man Nabbagam in Wahjam / Kas no  
Galwas (Deewam schehl!) Grehku pilns  
lihds Kahjahm.  
Apschehlohjees/ In to nogrees/ Kas mannu Nabbadsibu Pohstiht warr; To  
Dwehseliht Glahb’ ar Schehlastibu. 
 
Daschs Welna=Spehks In Ugguns= 
Grehks/ Daschs Burwju=Darbs muhs  
kautu/Ja Tu/ Wissu=spehzigs Deews!  
Warr’ in WaĜĜas Ĝautu. 
EEnaidneeks ar Uswarreht war/ Bes 
tawas Sargahschannas; Tapehz glahb muhs schehligi / Kà taws Gohds atskan-
nahs. 
Nakts=Widdû tas Eeksch Drohschibas/  Kà mihkstâ Gultâ/ dussehs/ Kas ar 
Deew’ 
in Pahtareem Sawu Sirdi klussehs. 
Ak Tehws! taws Wahrds in Walsts 
irr gahrds; Taws Prahts noteek; Dohd 
Maisi; Peedohd; ne ěau kahrdinaht ; 
Bet no ěauna raisi. 

MEin Licht und Heyl! Mein wahres Theil! Du Hüter meiner Seelen! Dir will 
ich mich aber= mahl Diese Nacht befeh-
len. 
Ich dancke dir/ Herr/Daß du mir/So gnädig bey= gestanden/ Daß ich Sathan/ 
Welt und Sünd Nicht gebracht zu 
Schanden. 
Tilg’ aus die Schuld/ Und hab Gedult/ HErr JEsu! mit mir Armen/ Der ich 
leider! Böß gethan/ Trag’ mit mir Er-
barmen! 
Treib’ alles ab Von Gut und Haab/ Was mir kann bringen Schaden; Sonderlich 
die arme Seel Nimm heint an zu Gna-
den. 
Wenn Sathans Kunst Will Feu-
ers=Brunst Und Zauberey erwecken/So 
laß uns für seinen Grimm Deine Flügel 
decken.  
Ohn deinen Schutz Kan stoltzer Trutz 
Der Feind’ uns leicht bezwingen; Darum steh’uns gnädig bey/ daß wir dir lobsin-
gen. 
Christlicher Muth /Wann der mit ruht In freudigem Gewissen/ So schläfft man 
viel süsser 
ein/ Als auff sanfften Küssen. 
Heiliger HErr Und Vater! Lehr’/ Dein 
Reich kom/ Dein Will werde/ Nähr/ 
vergib/ Versuchung wend/ Löß von 
Noth und Erde.23 

                                                      
23 “1. You, Holy God! You, Honest Judge! You, shepherd of the souls, who will pity me; I 
fall upon Your mercy this night. 2. Look, my reason gives You mercy and honour for You 
have banished all evil. Neither the devil nor worldly sin and death will disgrace me. 3. Now 
forgive me my pot of sins, me, poor and weak man, which is full with sins from top / (God 
feels pity) to toe. 4. Be merciful and take away him who can demolish me in my poverty; save 
the soul with mercy. 5. Some devils force and fire, some wizards work would kill us, if you, 
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So as not to leave the last pages blank, as he himself explains it, Wischmann, 
for the first time in the history of Latvian literature, adds a Latvian transla-
tion of Paul Fleming’s song “In allen meinen Thaten / laß ich” to the collec-
tion of morning and evening hymns. His translation of this hymn with slight 
lexical modifications continues to be used in church services to the present 
day. The hymn is followed by a metrical Baptismal prayer, a prayer before 
the Holy Communion, and healing and wedding prayers, as well as—for the 
first time in Latvian literature—texts for cattle breeders, bee-keepers, fish-
ermen, etc. The supplement is concluded by a metrical prayer for the con-
gregation to introduce the service. The novelty of the hymnal is ensured by 
its original selection of texts that are absolutely new to Latvian literature. It 
also includes a high proportion of original Latvian texts.  

It is interesting to follow the further fate of this edition. It is the oldest se-
lection of texts known in the history of Latvian culture which stirred so 
many Latvian readers and singers and stimulated a new edition. Der Un-
teutsche Opitz might be considered a bestseller of its time in Courland, in the 
Grenzhof/Mežmuiža and Kuckern/Kukuri parish. The priest serving this 
congregation, Samuel Johann Rhanäus (?–1740) admitted that Der Un-
teutsche Opiz was in short supply, while its theoretical considerations made 
it less handy as a hymnal. Having witnessed a strong interest towards 
Wischmann’s publication among Latvians, Rhanäus considered the possibil-
ity to offer another edition and thus, in the year 1714 the Grenzhof or Kuck-
ern congregational hymnal was published.24 It contains all 22 of Wisch-
mann’s hymns as well as Latvian translations prepared by another Courland-
er, the gifted pastor Bernhard Wilhelm Bienemann (? –1732?). It is the first 
book published by exclusively Latvian donations. In the introduction 
Rhanäus comments on it as a worthy enterprise and stresses that in compari-
son with the earlier Latvian hymnals this book “is the glory of the sun 
against the twilight or the daylight against the candles of the night.”25 And 
right he was. Unlike Der Unteutsche Opitz that now is represented by at least 
seven copies, the Grenzhof or Kuckern congregational hymnal is available in 

                                                                                                                             
all mighty God, would leave them power and time. 6. The enemy can win without Your pro-
tection; hence rescue us merciful so that we can praise You. 7. In the middle of the night he 
who is in Your protection will sleep as in a tender bed; he who will be still in his heart with 
the help of God and prayers. 8. Oh, Father, Your name and kingdom are delicious; Thy will 
be done, give us daily bread; forgive, lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.”  
24 Mesch=Muischas un Kukkuru Draudsu Dseesmu GrahmatiĦĦa, kurrâ Simmts it jaunu un 
Latwiskâ Wallodâ nekad redsetu Dseesmu ir wehl zittas schihs Semmes Dseesmu Grahmatâs 
ne mannîtas atrohdamas DEEWA Gohda un Tizzigu Sirschu Preeka pehz sagahdata, ed. 
Samuel Rhanäus (Mitau: Georg Radetzky, 1714).  
25 M.S.R.P.G. [Samuel Rhanäus]. [Vorrede], Mesch=Muischas un Kukkuru...n.p. 
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only one copy in The Royal Library, Copenhagen, where it was found and 
recorded by Benjamin Jeger in 1961.26  
Der Unteutsche Opitz: the Main Ideas  
Some comments on the title of Der Unteutsche Opitz serve to initiate the 
discussion of the theoretical part. Unteutsch means “not German”, but one 
may ask, why not simply use “Latvian”? Unteutsch or Undeutsch was fre-
quently used in the earliest non-German texts published in the Baltic region 
in the 16th century as a common designation of the Latvian and Estonian 
languages in the written form. However, though the term Unteutsch was still 
much used in the texts as a synonym for the Latvian language in the 17th 
century and even later, by that time it had already disappeared from the titles 
of the books, completely giving way to a more lucid Lettisch, latviešu or 
Lettus (Latvian), the word used by Georg Mancelius in the title of his dic-
tionary Lettus, das ist Wortbuch already in 1638.  

To describe the term Undeutsch and the colonial system in the Baltic area 
August Wilhelm Hupel (1737–1819), a well-known Baltic German, is quot-
ed frequently:  

Ohne auf die verschiedenen Stände zu sehen, theilt man des Landes Einwoh-ner in zwo Hauptklassen, in Deutsche und in Undeutsche. Unter den lezten versteht man alle Erbleute, oder mit einem Wort die Bauern. Wer nicht Bauer ist, heißt ein Deutscher, wenn er auch kein deutsches Wort sprechen kann, z.B. Russen, Engländer, u.d.d. Zu dieser Klasse gehören der Adel, die Ge-lehrten, Bürger, Amtleute, freygebohrne Bedienten, auch sogar Freygelassene, sobald sie ihre vorige Kleidung mit der deutschen verwechseln.27  
This often-cited judgement seems inadequate to me. As already stated, the 
term Latvian is predominant in the titles of books at an early time, such as 
the above mentioned Mancelius (1638). To my mind Hupel with Unteutsche 
means the usage of the term in everyday communication and not in printed 
texts dealing with the investigation of Latvian and Estonian culture and lan-
guage.  

The question why Wischmann would keep this apparent anachronism 
poses itself. The answer might be found in the sources. First, having selected 
                                                      
26 BenjamiĦš Jēgers, “Über das lettische sog. Grenzhofsche und Kuckernsche Gesangbuch,” 
Språkliga Bidrag IV, no. 17 (1961): 25–35.  
27 Topographische Nachrichten von Lief- und Ehstland, vol.1 (Riga: Hartknoch 1774), 140–
141. “Not taking into account different layers, the inhabitants of our land are divided into two 
main classes: Germans and Non-Germans. With the last ones we understand the serfs or in 
one word—the peasants. Whoever is not a peasant, is German, even if he cannot spell a word 
in German, for example, Russians, Englishmen and so on. To this class belong nobility, intel-
lectuals, burghers and craftsmen, free-born employees and emancipated slaves as soon as they 
change their previous clothes for the German garment.” 
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Der Unteutsche and Opitz for the title, Johann Wischmann might have in-
tended to emphasize dissimilarity with German poetics, showing that he was 
using Opitz’s ideas but in a non-German context. Then unteutsche would 
appear as nicht deutsch. The answer may also be found in the place of publi-
cation, Riga. A study of 18th-century sources confirms that another text, the 
Courlander Gotthard Friedrich Stender’s (1714–1796) grammar published in 
1783 uses undeutsche as the German denomination for the Latvian language 
including two parts of the administrative territorial division: the Latvian 
language of the Duchy of Courland and that of the Livland province, at that 
time the Empire of Russia. Stender writes:  

Seit dem die vormaligen Heiden in Lief- und Curland von den Deutschen be-zwungen, und zum Christenthum, zugleich aber auch unter das Joch gebracht worden, ist die Lettische Sprache bis auf den heutigen Tag eine gemeine Bau-rensprache und an folgenden Orten gebräuhlich: In den beyden Herzogthü-mern Curland und Semmgallen und im Stift Pilten; In dem Theil Lieflandes welches Lettland genannt wird; Im polnischen Lieflande; In Lithauen an den Curländischen Grenzen; in Preussen an dem Curischen Haf, als welcher auch daher den Namen hat, weil die dasigen Fischerbauren sich Kuhren nennen. Sie sind eigentlich Letten und haben ihre eigene Kirche. Von Lettland führet diese Sprache, von welcher wir gegenwärtig handeln, den Namen der Lettischen, von Curland aber der Curischen Sprache: sonst wird sie auch allhier von uns Deutschen die Undeutsche genannt.28 
However, later in the text Wischmann uses the term latviešu (“Latvian lan-
guage”), and now and again refers to some dialect of Kurshi29 he does not 
know, as he comes from Semigallen where Latvian is spoken (the so-called 
middle dialect, the basis of standard Latvian).  

There remains, however, the question of Opitz and his theories in the Bal-
tic. Martin Opitz never visited the Baltic areas but the celebrated German 
poet Paul Fleming (1609–1640) introduced and popularized his ideas in the 
1630s. He spent a few years in Reval/Tallinn, where he intended to establish 
                                                      
28 Gotthard Friedrich Stender. Neue vollständigere Lettische Grammatik, Nebst einem hin-
länglichen LEXICO, wie auch einigen Gedichten (Braunschweig: Fürstl. Großen Waisen-
hause, 1761), 4. “From the pagan times on and afterwards when Livland and Courland were 
conquered and Christianised but at the same time enslaved, the Latvian language is a common 
peasant language still today. It is in use in the following places: in both parts of the Duchy – 
in Courland and Semigallen and in the patrimonial district of Pilten, in that part of Livland to 
be called Latvia; in the Polish Livland, in Lithuanina on Courland’s border, in Prussia on the 
Couronian Spit, and this place has such a name because the fishermen living there call them-
selves Couronians. They are Latvians and have a church of their own. Because of the word 
Latvia this language we are currently speaking about is called Latvian, because of the word 
Courland—the Couronian language: otherwise they are also by Germans everywhere called 
Non-Germans.  
29 The language of one of the ancient Baltic tribes in the western part of Courland, the Kurshi 
(Couronians), survived in a dialectal form and is still spoken by a small number of people.  
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a family. As a poet, Fleming had a number of followers and established a 
poet’s circle there. 

Fleming also spent almost a month in Riga (in 1633), but there is hardly 
any information as to his ties with the literates in the southern part of Liv-
land or Courland. Still, as already mentioned above, the 1630s is the time 
when Georg Mancelius and Christophor Fürecker stayed in Dorpat, halfway 
between Riga and Reval. The geographical settings strongly suggest that 
Fleming’s indirect presence also stimulated Fürecker’s interest in the theo-
retical aspects of poetry. It is also worth mentioning that 1664 welcomed the 
publication of the first local German hymnal following Martin Opitz’s rec-
ommendations,30 and the second half of the century witnessed the blossom-
ing of German poetry in the Duchy of Courland. 

In his book Der Unteutsche Opitz Wischmann uses the word Opitz in step 
with the tradition of the period: 1) to refer to comprehensive theoretical con-
siderations—the essence of poetics, and to reform existing practice of poetry 
to align with the natural flow of the language; and 2) to refer to the poet; 
here the Unteutsche Opitz is the great Christophor Fürecker as well as his 
other contemporaries and colleagues, the Courland pastors and hymn transla-
tors Gerhard Remling (1633–1695) and Nicolaus Friedrich Hespe (?–1699). 
In the theoretical part of his Der Unteutsche Opitz Wischmann extensively 
uses the examples from the hymns of these three translators that were al-
ready published in the Latvian hymnal of Courland (1685).31 

Wischmann does not rely exclusively on Opitzian ideas when working on 
Latvian poetics; however, their presence in the discussion of literary termi-
nology is undeniable. Wischmann himself comments on the use of Cicero 
and Scaliger as well as on two German literary scholars, Johann Peisker 
(1631–1711) and Gerard Joannes Vosius (1577–1649). Wischmann admits 
that he made use of Peisker’s Manuductio poetica (1685) which offers rather 
handy tables with a taxonomy of literary terms.32 Vosius’ work Johanni 
Gerhardi Vossio Tractatus Philologici de Poëtica (1696) might have been 
another influence as mentioned also by Stephan Kessler.33 

Undeniably, Wischmann did not work in uncharted territory—he basical-
ly concludes that poetry already exists in the Latvian language and summa-
rizes and generalizes the situation. The theoretical part contains 7 chapters:

                                                      
30 Christian August Berkholz, Zur Geschichte des Rigaschen Gesangbuches (Riga: Häcker, 
1878), 26–32.  
31 Lettische Geistliche Lieder und Collecten, ed. Heinrich Adolphi (Mitau: Georg Radetzky, 
1685).  
32 Stephan Kessler, “Kommentare,” in Wischmann, Der unteutsche Opitz, 162. 
33 Ibid., 162–63. 
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I, Von der Natur und Constitution der Dicht-Kunst (On the form and es-
sence of poetry);  
II, Von der Qvantitaet der Syllaben in gemein /und der Reime insonder-
heit (On syllable quantity on the whole and rhyme in particular); 
III, Vom Lettischen Carmine, seinen Theilen/ Generibus und Affectioni-
bus. Item von der Zusammensetzung der Verse (On Latvian songs, their 
constitutive parts, genre and emotive quality); 
IV, Von der Art Lettische Verse zu machen (On the art of poetry in Lat-
vian); 
V, Vom rechten Imitieren (On accurate imitation); 
VI, Von der Materie eines Lettischen Gedichtes (On the content of a Lat-
vian poem); and, 
VII, Von der Benennung eines Lettischen Gedichts aus der Art zu tracti-
ren (On the type of Latvian verse depending on its expressive quality). 

As regards the essence of the poetry and its aim as well as its structure, genre 
and literary mode, Wischmann shares Opitz’s ideas. Similar to Opitz’s dis-
cussion of German literature, Wischmann shows the feasibility of trochaic, 
iambic, dactylic and other meters in the Latvian language with the help of a 
fixed accent. He also considers folk songs and rather meticulously discusses 
the structure and mode of these songs. He even mentions such seemingly 
insignificant elements as a redundant vowel “i” in the final syllable that 
elongates a shorter word and is used by the Latvians to keep the rhythm, for 
instance ma-za-ja- m+ i bēr-ni-Ħa-m+i (4 syllables instead of 3), thus be-
coming the first to notice and to substantiate it. Wischmann calls this redun-
dant vowel a Flick-Buchstabe (“padding vowel”),34 and this term is still in 
use.35 Further in the text Wischmann quotes a couple of Latvian folk songs 
and refers to Christophor Fürecker who precisely set his lullaby in Latvian 

                                                      
34 Wischmann, Der Unteutsche Opitz, 48. 
35 It must be pointed out that the 20th-century investigations in the poetics of Latvian folk-
songs deny the tendency so typical for the era of classicism—to attribute the same laws of the 
poetics of original poetry also to folksongs. The linguists attribute the origins of the padding 
vowel to the rules of Latvian morphology, e.g. Valdis J. Zeps, “Folk Meters and Latvian 
Verse,” Proceedings of the Latvian Academy of Sciences. A. 9 (1992): 1–6. 
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using the rhythmical pattern of folk songs.36 By and large, the interest in folk 
songs is not unusual for that period—Martin Luther had already advised his 
followers to make hymns more accessible to the common people. Not only is 
their lexical content enriched by idioms, but their rhythmic diversity also 
partakes in folk music rhythms.  

Der Unteutsche Opitz is Wischmann’s attempt to adapt German poetry 
theory and criticism to the qualities of Latvian language. Opitz in his theoret-
ical discourse appealed to the use of pure German language, whereas 
Wischmann is much more involved in this issue and devotes a separate chap-
ter to the process of text adaption for Latvian, where he first of all mentions 
the pure Latvian language and then introduces Latvian proper names, Latvi-
an traits, and cultural realia. This discussion, however, seems to be purely 
decorative, and he stays a stranger to the spiritual world of the Latvians. On 
the whole, many pages of the book appear to be just a game and reveal the 
colonial system existing in the Baltic areas of that time in its entirety.  

Wischmann’s target readership is the Baltic Germans; he is hardly inter-
ested in the Latvian readership, not to mention Latvian authors. His lack of 
interest might be exemplified by his far-fetched solutions. When speaking of 
the writing of occasional poetry, he refers to the institutions of education and 
teachers but then on second thought he says that the Latvians have none.37 
Moreover, he recommends translating Christian Hoffman von Hoff-
manswaldau’s (1616–1679) “Helden-Briefe” (1664)38 or writing tragedies in 
Latvian using legendary “kings” (ĖoniĦi) of Kurshi as the characters, be-
cause tragedy as a genre requires characters from the nobility.39 This con-
trasts starkly with the historical reality, because the ĖoniĦi, whose descend-
ants were still alive at Wischmanns’ time in some villages in Courland, were 
the native vassals to the Teutonic Knights in the middle ages. The formerly 
free people steadily lost their status in the second half of the 17th century and 
were turned into serfs. 
The Potential Impact of Wischmann’s Ideas on Latvian 
Literature 
During the following centuries almost every Baltic German source that is 
somehow related to the discussion of Latvian literature mentions Wisch-
mann’s Der Undeutsche Opitz. Wischmann’s name appears also in the first 
history of Latvian literature in Latvian (1860),40 although there is no evi-
dence of the direct impact of his work on the development of Latvian literary 
                                                      
36 Fürecker’s hymn “BērniĦ mīĜais, Dieva stādīts” in Lettische Geistliche Lieder (Mitau, 
1685), 236. 
37 Wischmann, Der Unteutsche Opitz, 100.  
38 Ibid., 126. 
39 Ibid., 128. 
40 Berhards Dīriėis. Latviešu rakstniecība (Rīga: Plates, 1862), 10. 
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thought. Nonetheless, one may clearly trace Wischmann’s course as taken by 
his successors, German pastors, in the following century. For example, there 
was a pronounced interest in folk songs as a source of inspiration for poets. 
The already mentioned Gotthard Friedrich Stender suggested Latvian folk 
songs as the beginning of Latvian poetry in his grammar published in 1761, 
and 20 years later repeated the same idea in the revised edition.41 He supple-
mented his theoretical considerations by two imitations of folk songs, as if 
inviting his colleagues, other German pastors, to follow his example by us-
ing the classical characters of the folk songs and thus advance their educa-
tional quality.42 Wischmann’s recommended method for text transformation 
or adaptation by means of Latvian proper names and place names as well as 
typical expressions aligns with the Neo-Latvians and Latvian national ro-
mantics during the national awakening in the second half of the 19th century. 
The idea that composing poetry in Latvian is a joyful play reflects Wisch-
mann’s attitude and can be felt even during the period of Enlightenment in 
the poetry written by German parsons, the so-called folk- or peasant-
enlighteners: people working in Latvian parishes and caring for the teaching 
of Latvians. According to this notion of translation (adaptation as play) the 
Baltic Germans chose texts for translation with almost no didactic purpose. 
Thus, the circle of the translated sources broadened. For instance, Gotthard 
Friedrich Stender completed an elegant translation of Barthold Hinrich 
Brockes’ (1680–1747) ode, “Die auf ein starckes Ungewitter erfolgte Stille” 
(The stillness that follows a mighty thunderstorm) into Latvian as “Rahms 
laiks pehz pehrkona breesmas.” 43 He also adapted Brockes’ “Die Nachtigall” 
(The Nightingale) into Latvian as “Lakstīgala,”44 thus arranging all the syno-
nyms to describe nightingale song:  
 Zwitschern, seufzen, lachen, singen,  Girren, stöhnen, gurgeln, klingen,  Locken, schmeicheln, pfeifen, zucken,  Flöthen, schlagen, zischen, gucken  Ist der holden Nachtigall  Wunderbar gemischter Schall.  

Pogāt, svilpot, skandēt, klukstēt, Dūdot, smilkstēt, smiet un čukstēt, Līgot, glaudēt, saukt un viĜāt, Balsi locīt, vilkt un cilāt, Tās tās lagzdīgaliĦas Saldi jauktas dziesmiĦas.45  
Simultaneous to the so-called peasant literature there appear examples of 
anacreontics and even some poems in the tradition of German Sturm und 
                                                      
41 “Die alten Nationalliederchen der hiesigen Bauren, kann man als den ersten Anfang der 
Lettischen Dichtkunst ansehn.” Gotthard Friedrich Stender, “Der IV Theil. Von der Poesie,” 
in Lettische Grammatik (Mitau: Johann Friedrich Steffenhagen, 1783), 272. 
42 Stender, Lettische Grammatik, 279–81.  
43 Stender, Neue vollständigere Lettische Grammatik, 382–84. 
44 Ibid, 395. 
45 “To warble, to whistle, to chant, to chuckle, / To coo, to whimper, to snigger, to whisper, / 
To bow, to pull and lift and raise the voice, / Those are the nightingale’s / Sweet composite 
songs.” 
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Drang. Baltic Germans also translate the authors from the Göttinger Hain-
bund, and thus from the year 1774 texts by Gottfried August Bürger (1847–
1794), Matthias Claudius (1740–1815), Christian Fürchtegott Gellert (1715–
1769), Friedrich von Hagedorn (1708–1754), Johann Georg Jacobi (1740–
1814), Heinrich von Kleist (1777–1811), Magnus Gottfried Lichtwer (1719–
1783), and Christian Adolph Overbeck (1755–1821)46 appear in books for 
Latvian peasants. The joyful play continues in the 19th century, when Fried-
rich Schiller’s “Das Lied von der Glocke” is translated into Latvian by ten 
different poets; his ode “An die Freude” appears in eight different transla-
tions, the first published in 1804. In 1829, the first Latvian, the teacher 
Miėelis Aumanis signals the changes in the mental climate in the Baltics, 
when he competes alongside the Baltic German pastors Karl Hugenberger 
(1784–1860) and Jakob Florentin Lundberg (1782–1858) in the translation 
of Friedrich Schiller’s ballad “Die Bürgschaft”.47  

The Latvian Juris Alunāns (1832–1864), a student at Dorpat University at 
that time, publishes a collection of poetry DziesmiĦas (Songs) in 1856. In 
addition to one original poem, Juris Alunāns introduces his readers to the 
selection of world poetry in Latvian translation: Horatio and Ovid, folk 
songs from different nations and Romantic poetry by Heinrich Heine, Mi-
khail Lermontov, Ludwig Uhland, Friedrich Hölderlin, and others. This pub-
lication marks the dawn of Latvian national poetry, and it is no coincidence 
that Juris Alunāns shares many traits with Johann Wischmann. Alunāns uses 
the same hybrid Latvian-German language, a Latvian written language cre-
ated on the basis of German orthography and grammar, which cannot pass 
unnoticed as there is many a clumsy solution. Similar to Wischmann, 
Alunāns employs a variety of forms—he translates poems in complicated 
poetical forms, such as Sapphic, Alexandrine, and Archilochus strophes and 
writes different kinds of sonnets. Thus, he confirms the feasibility of Latvian 
for every poetic form. Alunāns uses the same strategies as Wischmann for 
adapting foreign texts, by using Latvian proper names, place names, and 
cultural realia instead of those of German or Greek origin. For example, a 
laurel wreath is replaced by a crown of oak leaves.  

In spite of all of the techniques that Juris Alunāns’ translations have in 
common with the Baltic Germans, there is a feature that makes his contribu-
tion different. The Baltic Germans steadfastly ignored the spiritual world and 
needs of the native Baltic inhabitants; Otto Wilhelm Masing (1763–1832) 
states in 1815:  
                                                      
46 Gothards Frīdrihs Stenders. Jaunas ziĦăes pēc jaukām meldejām par gudru izlustēšanu 
(Jelgava, Aizpute: Hinz, 1774). 
47 “Die Bürgschaft von Schiller in 3 Übersetzungen: I von Pastor Hugenberger; II von einem 
kurischen Bauer im Gesinde [teacher Miėelis Aumanis] ; III aus den Lettischen Awisen, 
Jahrgang 1828, Nr. 28 [parson Jacob Florentin Lundberg].” Magazin: hrsg.von den Lettisch- 
Literaerischen Gesellschaft 1, no. 2 (1829): 121. 
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Wir müssen gerecht seyn und ihn entschuldigen, wenn er an den, an sich selbst gutgemeinten Gaben der für ihn schreibenden Schriftsteller keinen Ge-schmack finden konnte. Diese kannten ihn und seine Sprache nicht; und was sie für ihn schrieben, war weder in seinem Geiste gedacht, noch in seiner Sprache abgefaßt . . . sie kannten auch die eigentliche Denkart und Vorstel-lungsweisen des Ehsten nicht, eben so wenig wie den Umfang seiner Ideen und Begriffe; den Ton seines geselligen und häuslichen Lebens und die Ver-schiedenheit, welche in so vielen Dingen, zwischen seinen und unsren An-sichten statt finden muß.48  
While Masing writes here about his contemporaries’ lack of understanding 
of Estonians, his comments equally reflect the Baltic German attitude to 
Latvians. In sharp contrast to his predecessors, Juris Alunāns selects the texts 
for translation to address his country, his nation and its unity, pride and free-
dom.  
Conclusion 
Johann Wischmann’s Unteutsche Opitz, grown out of the linguistic investi-
gations at the end of the 17th century, was, on the one hand, an excellent 
model and vehicle for Latvian peasants to compose didactic and religious 
texts. On the other hand, his smart volume proves that the Latvian language 
is suitable for composing poetry for fun and artistic needs, thus paving the 
way for regarding Latvian literature as art.  

Juris Alunans’ collection DziesmiĦas (Songs) (1856), marks the dawn of 
Latvian national poetry in the middle of the 19th century and proves that the 
same principles of translation recommended by Johann Wischmann are still 
in use, with one difference—being a Latvian, Alunāns chooses texts accord-
ing to the needs of his nation and his day, the period of national awakening. 
This is the moment when the foundation of Latvian literature established by 
the Baltic Germans meets the Latvian literary tradition and the Latvian spir-
itual world, thereby paving the way for a Latvian national literature. 

                                                      
48 a + b [Otto Wilhelm Masing]. “Sprach- und andere Bemerkungen über einige im ersten, 
zweiten und dritten Hefte dieser Beiträge enthaltenen ehstnischen Aufsätze, Worterklärungen 
u.s.w.,” Beiträge zur genauern Kenntnis der ehstnischen Sprache 4 (1815), 106. “We had to 
be honest and forgive him, when he could not find any flavour in the per se well-meant pre-
sents composed by the writers especially for him. They did not understand either him, or his 
language. And what they composed for him, was meant neither for his spirit, nor made in his 
language . . . . They recognised neither the distinctive ways of thinking and views, nor the 
greatness of the ideas and notions of the Estonians; the tone of their social and domestic life 
and the distinction, which makes our and their facilities so different.” 



 167 

Works cited 
Sources 
Adolphi, Heinrich, ed. Lettische Geistliche Lieder und Collecten. Mitau: Georg Radetzky, 1685.  ———. Erster Versuch Einer Kurtz-Verfasseten Anleitung Zur Lettischen Sprache. Mitau: Georg Radetzky, 1685. Alunāns, Juris. DseesmiĦas Latweeschu wallodai pahrtulkotas. Tehrpata: Laak-mann, 1856.  [Depkin, Liborius or Baumann Andreass]. Gohda=Dseesma / ar ko To Zeenigu Mahzitaju un Kungu, Johannes von Diepenbrock, Un wiĦĦa Bruht, To gohdigu Jumprawu Elisabeth Beckerinn ap wiĦĦu Preeka un Kahsas Deenu, sawu mihligu Sirds = Prahtu atwehrôht, Eezeeniht apdsirrahs Abbeju Labs pasihstams Draugs. Riga: Georg Matthias Nöller, 1698. Rhanäus, Samuel, ed. Mesch=Muischas un Kukkuru Draudsu Dseesmu Grahmat-iĦĦa, kurrâ Simmts it jaunu un Latwiskâ Wallodâ nekad redsetu Dseesmu ir wehl zittas schihs Semmes Dseesmu Grahmatâs ne mannîtas atrohdamas  DEEWA Gohda un Tizzigu Sirschu Preeka pehz sagahdata. Mitau: Georg Ra-detzky, 1714.  Stender, Gotthard Friedrich. Lettische Grammatik. Mitau: Johann Friedrich Steffen-hagen, 1783.  “Die Bürgschaft von Schiller in 3 Übersetzungen: I von Pastor Hugenberger; II von einem kurischen Bauer im Gesinde [teacher Miėelis Aumanis]; III aus den Let-tischen Awisen, Jahrgang 1828, Nr. 28 [parson Jacob Florentin Lundberg].” Magazin: hrsg.von den Lettisch- Literaerischen Gesellschaft 1, no. 2 (1829): 121. Wischmann, Johann. Der Unteutsche Opitz. Riga: Georg Matthias Nöller, 1697. 
Research 
a + b [Otto Wilhelm Masing]. “Sprach- und andere Bemerkungen über einige im ersten, zweiten und dritten Hefte dieser Beiträge enthaltenen ehstnischen Auf-sätze, Worterklärungen u.s.w.” Beiträge zur genauern Kenntnis der ehstnischen Sprache 4 (1815): 103–112. Albrecht-Birkner, Veronika. “Glücks Verhältnis zu Philipp Jakob Spener und Au-gust Hermann Francke, oder: War Glück Pietist?” In “Mach dich auf und werde licht—Celies nu, topi gaišs” Zu Leben und Werk Ernst Glücks (1654–1705). Ak-ten der Tagung anlässlich seines 300. Todestages vom 10. bis 13. Mai 2005 in Halle (Saale), edited by Christiane Schiller and Māra Grudule, 57–79. Wiesba-den: Harrassowitz Verlag. 2010. Apīnis, Aleksejs. Grāmata un latviešu sabiedrība līdz 19. gadsimta vidum. Rīga: Liesma, 1991. Berkholz, Christian August. Zur Geschichte des Rigaschen Gesangbuches. Riga: Häcker, 1878.  BērziĦš, Ludis. Kristofors Fürekers. Rīga: Pētersona spiestuve, 1928.  Depkin, Liborius. Lettisches Wörterbuch, the original manuscript transcribed and annotated by Trevor G. Fennell. 6 Vols. Rīga: Akadēmiskā bibliotēka, 2005–2011.  Dīriėis, Bernhards. Latviešu rakstniecība. Rīga: Plates, 1862. DraviĦš, Kārlis. “Christophor Füreckers, Adolphis und anderer Anteil an der letti-schen Grammatik vom Jahre 1685.” In Altlettische Schriften und Verfasser 1, 



 168

edited by Kārlis DraviĦš, 105–112. Lund: Slaviska institutionen vid Lunds Uni-versitet, 1965.  Elvers, Caspar. Liber Memorialis Letticus oder Lettisches Wörter-Buch. Riga:   Samuel Lorenz Frölich, 1748.  Hupel, Augst Wilhelm. Topographische Nachrichten von Lief- und Ehstland. Vol.1. Riga: Hartknoch 1774. Jēgers, BenjamiĦš. “Über das lettische sog. Grenzhofsche und Kuckernsche Ge-sangbuch.” Språkliga Bidrag IV, no. 17 (1961): 25–35.  Kallmeyer, Theodor. Die evangelische Kirchen und Prediger Courlands. Riga: A.von Grotthuß, 1910. Kreslins, Janis. “Der Einfluß des hallischen Pietismus auf Lettland.” In Halle und Osteuropa: Zur europäischen Ausstrahlung des hallischen Pietismus, edited by Johannes Wallmann and Udo Sträter, 145–57. Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1998. Kreslins, Janis. “Reading to See and Feel: Textuality and Religious Identity in Early Modern Europe.” In Art and the Church: Religious Art and Architecture in the Baltic Region in the 13th–18th Centuries, edited by Krista Kodres and Merike Kurisoo, 178–190. Tallinn: Eesti Kunstiakadeemia, 2008. KrēsliĦš, Jānis. Dominus narrabit in scriptura populorum: A Study in Early Seven-teenth-Century Lutheran Teaching on Preching and the „Lettische lang-gewünschte Postill” of Georg Mancelius. Wiesbaden: In Komission bei Otto Harrasowitz, 1992.  Schmidt, Gertrud. “Lettische Gelegenheitsgedichte aus dem 17. Jahrhundert: Mit linguistischem Kommentar von V. Kiparsky.” In Jahrbuch der volkskundlichen Forschungstelle. Vol. 2, 115–50, Riga: Plates, 1938. Seraphim, August. Kur-Liv-Estländer auf der Universität Königsberg i.Pr. Riga: Häcker, 1893. Spekke, Arnolds. Latvijas vēsture: Latvju tautas likteĦcīĦas Eiropas krustceĜos. Rīga: Jumava, 2003. Stender, Gotthard Friedrich. Neue vollständigere Lettische Grammatik, Nebst einem hinläglichen LEXICO, wie auch einigen Gedichten. Braunschweig: Fürstl. Gro-ßen Waisenhause, 1761.  Stenders, Gothards Frīdrihs. Jaunas ziĦăes pēc jaukām meldejām par gudru iz-lustēšanu. Jelgava, Aizpute: Hinz, 1774. Straubergs, Jānis. „Kā noritēja Bībeles tulkošanas darbs,“ Izglītības Mēnešraksts 9 (1943): 197–200. Ulrich, Georg and Heinrich Lademacher, ed. Lettische geistliche Lieder und Psal-men. Riga: Georg Matthias Nöller, 1685. Wischmann, Johann. Der unteutsche Opitz. Edited and commented by Stephan Kessler. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2008. Zeps, J.Valdis. “Folk Meters and Latvian Verse,” Proceedings of the Latvian Acad-emy of Sciences. A. 9 (1992): 1–6. 



 169 

Serving the Mighty: Schemes of Social Distinction 
in Catechetical and Penitential Literature for Lay 
People in the 15th Century 

Cordelia Heß, Stockholm University 
Confessionaries for lay reading were a popular genre in the 15th century. They contained directives on how merchants, widows or young men should prepare themselves for confession. In outlining the special needs of every social group these texts provide a description of a society’s self imagination: moral, biolog-ical, social, and professional factors all divide people into orders. My aim is to show how catechetical literature uses, transforms and differentiates the tradi-tional tripartite scheme in various ways and thereby reacts upon a growing differentiation and transformation of medieval society itself. 

Introduction 
Hyr ynne werden meynichliken gevunden alle sunde, dar na schal eyn ye wel-ick mynsche bichten, na sinem state, vnd na synemme hantwerke, edder vodinghe. Unde alle des sunde de he weet de he ghedan hefft . . . . Item so schal men ock vragen in der bicht nach deme dat den prester dunket dat id not ys vnde behoff eynen iuwelyken mynschen na synem state.1 

The traditional medieval term for the social order, Latin ordo, German stant 
or stat, is frequently used in late medieval books of moral instruction as a 
means of structuring the texts. However, unlike the scholastic treatises and 
works of political theory from the High Middle Ages, a text is rarely only 
dominated by one scheme. Catechetical books compile texts from various 
sources, and they even compile ordering schemes which follow different 
logics and favour different groups.2 
                                                      
1 Licht der Seelen (Lübeck: Bartholomaeus Ghotan, 1484) fol. 42v. Copy used: Uppsala Uni-
versity Library (GW M18207). “Herein one might find all the sins, and hereafter all human 
beings shall confess, according to their order, and their profession, and means. And all the 
sins that one has committed . . . every human according to his order.” Translation throughout 
the article by the author if nothing else is mentioned. 
2 The English term “order” carries the same ambiguities as the Latin term ordo, meaning both 
a social group or estate, a religious order and an ordered structure. When I use the term   
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Orders and ordering schemes—such as body metaphors for the state or 
the trifunctional scheme—are part of a society’s imagery, an attempt to de-
scribe and to grasp the whole of society in a metaphysical way, to ascribe to 
each group certain rights and duties and to assign to each a specific place in 
eschatology.3 At the same time, orders are ideologies which serve to legiti-
mize, clarify and create relationships of power.4  

Giles Constable has collected many examples of various three- and four-
fold schemes used during the Early and High Middle Ages. He—and the 
majority of scholarship dealing with the different outcomes of the ordo-
thought5—has recognized the ordering schemes as a central topic in various 
texts, from scholastic tractates to mendicant sermons, and sees them as re-
flections of changing power relations in society and an attempt to capture 
actual social mobility without significantly changing the general hierarchies 
and, above all, the supremacy of the clergy. 

This estimation of the ordering schemes as supporting a hierarchical sta-
tus quo is definitely accurate, but the sole support of the clergy for the di-
dactic literature in the Late Middle Ages cannot be verified. The various 
ordering schemes used and developed contained significantly more social 
groups than the models from the High Middle Ages, with a particular focus 
on the “third estate.” Thereby, didactic literature reflects the power changes 
in the century prior to the Reformation, without leaving the boundaries of the 
genre or being openly anti-clerical or critical to authority in general. 

The following investigation into the schemes of social ordering used in 
catechetical and didactic literature of the Late Middle Ages aims to answer 
two questions: 

1.  Which schemes of social ordering were used and employed in the 15th 
century?  

                                                                                                                             
“order,” I mean the social group or estate. The structure will be explained as the order of 
society or the order of social groups. 
3 This definition of schemes for social ordering is developed along the theory of Peter Berger 
and Thomas Luckmann and employed for texts of the 11th and 12th century in Otto Gerhard 
Oexle, “Perceiving Social Reality in the Early and High Middle Ages: A Contribution to a 
History of Social Knowledge,” in Ordering Medieval Society: Perspectives on Intellectual 
and Practical Modes of Shaping Social Selations, eds. Bernhard Jussen and Pamela Seldwyn 
(Philadelphia: U of Philadelphia P, 2001), 92–143. 
4 A definition of ideology as a processual concept for studying “the way in which meaning 
serves to establish and sustain relations of domination” is developed by John B. Thompson, 
Ideology and Modern Culture: Critical Social Theory in the Era of Mass Communication 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990), 54. 
5 Giles Constable, “The Orders of Society,” in Three Studies in Medieval Religious and Social 
Thought, ed. Giles Constable (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1998), 249–342, also gives a sur-
vey of older approaches towards the topic, mainly by German scholars. For a critical approach 
to Constable’s way of mixing different social and moral logics in order to detect more three-
fold schemes, see Bernhard Jussen, Der Name der Witwe: Erkundungen zur Semantik der 
mittelalterlichen Bußkultur (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2000), 33. 
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2.  Which groups or orders did the schemes favour, and whom did they 
exclude?  

The scholastic tradition and the mendicant orders’ preoccupation with 
finding specific means for the care of souls (cura animarum) of different 
groups (sermones ad status) together make up a pool of different schemes 
for ordering society which was available to the authors of late medieval  
catechetical literature.6 They deliberately chose from this pool, and thereby 
chose ordering schemes that served the relevant social groups that were of 
particular interest to these authors as a target group for their texts. 

The ordering schemes used in late medieval didactic literature, in trying to 
create a space for the new mighty within the old schemes and, at the same 
time, to position them at the top of the social ladder, reflect social conflicts 
and attempts at demarcation. Morally instructive literature reflects anticleri-
cal tendencies7 and the loss of importance of the lower nobility,8 and thus 
also the social conflicts that became highly relevant during the Reformation 
and the Peasants’ War. The schemes of social ordering used in these books 
are a representation of the prevalent ideology of the 15th century. 
Sources: Incunabula from Lübeck 
As regards the incunabula production in Middle Low German, there are two 
larger collections of catechetical guidelines which are especially useful in 
the investigation of social ordering: Dat Licht der Seelen (Lübeck, 1484)9 
and Speygel der dogede (Lübeck, 1485).10 Both prints originated from the 
                                                      
6 Michael Haren, “Social Ideas in the Pastoral Literature of Fourteenth-Century England,” in 
Religious Belief and Ecclesiastical Careers in Late Medieval England: Proceedings of the 
Conference Held at Strawberry Hill, Easter 1989, ed. Christopher Harper-Bill (Woodbridge: 
Boydell Press, 1991), 43–57. 
7 James M. Stayer, “Anticlericalism: A Model for a Coherent Interpretation of the Reformat-
ion,” in Die Reformation in Deutschland und Europa: Interpretationen und Debatten; Beiträ-
ge zur gemeinsamen Konferenz der Society for Reformation Research und des Vereins für 
Reformationsgeschichte, 25.–30. September 1990, im Deutschen Historischen Institut, 
Washington, D.C. = The Reformation in Germany and Europe, ed. Hans R. Guggisberg (Gü-
tersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 1993), 39–147. 
8 The lower nobility and their courtly culture had never been especially strong in Northern 
Germany and weakened further in the Late Middle Ages. Werner Paravicini, “Rittertum im 
Norden des Reichs,” in Nord und Süd in der deutschen Geschichte des Mittelalters: Akten des 
Kolloquiums veranstaltet zu Ehren von Karl Jordan, 1907–1984, Kiel, 15.–16. Mai 1987, ed. 
Werner Paravicini and Karl Jordan (Sigmaringen: Thorbecke, 1990), 147–91. 
9 Licht der Seelen, Lübeck: Bartholomeus Ghotan 1484, 68 pages, woodcuts. Copy used: 
Uppsala University Library (GW M18207). Licht der Seelen uses different Latin works of 
reference, but has nothing to do with the Lumen animae, a popular Augsburg incunabulum, 
wrongly attributed to Berengarius de Landora. 
10 Speygel der dogede (Lübeck: Bartholomäus Ghotan, 1485) 296 pages, 26 woodcuts. Copy 
used: Uppsala universitetsbibliotek (GW M43114). The text is arranged into four books. Book 
I contains several anonymous tractates, parts of the Letter of St. Jerome and some prayers; 
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press of Bartholomäus Ghotan, but the authors, editors and translators are 
unknown. The printing production in Lübeck, in particular, includes a num-
ber of anonymous compilations for which no original manuscript and no 
original in another language is known, while the printers in other towns of 
the Middle Low German region—and other German regions as well—more 
often relied on the production of texts that had already been successful either 
as manuscripts or in Latin prints. The specificity of the anonymous Lübeck 
compilations lies in their independence from concrete text models and there-
by the originality of the compilation; as we will see, this leads to a specific 
combination of different schemes for social ordering used side by side and 
sometimes even intertwined. 

As a contrast to these anonymous collections, another Middle Low Ger-
man incunabulum is of interest, containing solely canonical and secular  
legislative texts, and it is an example of the conscious modelling of a text 
originally written for clerics in Latin, and then reworked, shortened and 
translated for lay use: the German reworking of the Summa confessorum by 
Brother Berthold of Regensburg,11 printed in three editions in Middle Low 
German, the first being the 1487 Lübeck edition.12 The German Summa is 
somewhat different from the catechetical collections, as it has a direct tradi-
tional connection to the penitential books for parish priests.13 It can therefore 
be characterized as the most conservative text of the texts discussed below 
and can serve as a matrix from which the changes in the schemes for social 
ordering in the other two incunabula emerge more explicitly. The differences 
in form and content between the German Summa and traditional penitential 
literature point out the general change in literary form and content during the 
age of book printing, corresponding to the constitution of the lay audience.14  
                                                                                                                             
Book II is an explanation of the Pater Noster; Book III contains a translation of “De interiore 
domo” and the Love of God and finally, Book IV, called “Boeck der sammwitticheyt effte 
consciencien”, contains the Catechism: Contrition and Sins, the Ten Commandments, the 
Seven Deadly Sins and the Seven Works of Mercy. 
11 Johannes Friburgensis, Summa confessorum. [Low German], trans. Berchtold, O. P. (Mag-
deburg: Moritz Brandis, 11 Oct. 1498). Copy used: National Library of Sweden, Stockholm 
(GW M13612). Will be quoted as Summa to dude, according to the title page of the exemplar 
used. 
12 See the contributions in Die “Rechtssumme” Bruder Bertholds. Eine deutsche abecedari-
sche Bearbeitung der “Summa confessorum” des Johannes von Freiburg, ed. Marlies Hamm 
et al. (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 1980); for the translation especially Gerhard Dittmann, “Stemma 
und Wortgeographie. Beobachtungen zur Umsetzung der oberdeutschen ‘Rechtssumme’ 
Bruder Bertholds ins Niederdeutsche,” in Die “Rechtssumme”, 115–41. 
13 Marlies Hamm, “Die Entstehungsgeschichte der ‘Rechtssumme’ des Dominikaners Bertold: 
Ihr Verhältnis zur ‘Summa confessorum’ des Johannes von Freiburg und zu deren lateini-
schen Bearbeitungen,” in Die “Rechtssumme”, 35–114. Ibid. 55–61 compares in detail the 
Summa confessorum and Berthold’s work. 
14 The merging of genres and combination of texts is significant, but not exclusive to printed 
books of the 15th century. A similar combination of texts, even including secular literature, is 
used in the Hartebok with the overall purpose of displaying Christian virtues.  
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The texts all derive from a culturally homogeneous urban space, in this 
case Lübeck, which was still the leading town of the Hanseatic League in the 
15th century and an important place for book production and book trade for 
the entire Baltic Sea region. In comparison to Cologne, Magdeburg and Ros-
tock, the printing offices in Lübeck produced a considerably higher amount 
of lay didactic literature in Middle Low German.15 This was most likely due 
to a certain professional differentiation between the printing presses in 
Northern Germany, probably even reflecting the preoccupation with devo-
tional reading among readers in Lübeck. 

The culturally homogeneous space of Lübeck is mostly visible in the 
common language of the region: Middle Low German, the lingua franca of 
the Hanseatic League after 1370. The pragmatic situations in which Middle 
Low German developed as a somewhat normalized written language were 
trade, administration and money transfer, as well as diplomatic correspond-
ence. As a language for literature and religious didactics—sermons, cate-
chisms, prayer books—Middle Low German was not used more broadly 
before the end of the 14th century, concurrently with the establishment of 
classical Middle Low German and its widest expansion in the pragmatic 
areas of use. 

Since the ordering of society is a part of social knowledge, it is very rare-
ly an explicit topic in late medieval morally instructive literature for lay peo-
ple: the ideology structures the hierarchies expressed in the texts, but not the 
texts themselves. While penitential books written entirely for the use of 
priests often contain explicit lists of orders and professions, with guidelines 
on how to interrogate various people, the books for lay people only subtly 
imply such an ordering16 by directly addressing groups in a respectable ver-
sus a deprecating manner, by dealing extensively with certain groups and 
excluding others, or by describing some as lost and some as still to be saved. 

Since all the traditional social ordering schemes were developed by cler-
ics, the clerics themselves were the ones most prominently favoured in these, 
for example, in the basic clergy-laity opposition.  

                                                                                                                             
Erika Langbroek “Das Hartebok: Ein Haus- und Gebrauchsbuch?,” in Amsterdamer Beiträge 
zur älteren Germanistik 61 (2006): 231–33. 
15 113 of 295 incunabula prints from Lübeck were in Middle Low German (38%). In Cologne, 
only 6% of the incunabula prints were in the vernacular. 
16 Dieter Harmening, “Katechismusliteratur. Grundlagen religiöser Laienbildung im Spätmit-
telalter,” in Wissensorganisierende und wissensvermittelnde Literatur im Mittelalter: Per-
spektiven ihrer Erforschung; Kolloquium 5.–7. Dez. 1985, ed. Norbert Richard Wolf (Wies-
baden: Reichert, 1987), 93–94. Harmening differentiates between texts for an elementary 
catechism, which were often written for the confessor’s use, and penitential literature, which 
could be used by both the confessor and the penitent. The possibility of use by both clerics 
and lay people seems to be characteristic of late medieval catechetical literature.  
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Two Orders: Clergy and Laity 
Canon law knows and frequently uses the distinction between the orders of 
the clerics and the lay people: “Duo sunt genera Christianorum,” is attribut-
ed to St Jerome in the Decretum Gratiani. This distinction was followed and 
explained in detail most often by canon lawyers and commentators.17 The 
distinction between clergy and laity is one of the most basic ways of order-
ing society and was used throughout the Middle Ages, in canon law and 
theology, as well as in pragmatic texts. It has been in use ever since the 4th 
century, when privileges for the clergy were established and secular and 
canon law were separated. Originally, this distinction opened up various 
differentiations of orders amongst the clergy, a basic one being clerics and 
monks, more sophisticated ones containing different clerical consecrations or 
six types of monks.18 Representing dichotomy rather than polarity, bipolar 
schemes such as the division into clergy and laity are always connected to 
hierarchy, devaluation and subjugation in western thought.  

The distinction between clergy and laity is well known and used in all late 
medieval didactic literature, but to very different extents and in various 
ways. The general legitimization of this distinction is not mentioned in lay 
didactic literature, but there are a number of strategies which point towards a 
general attempt to reconsider and re-evaluate the hierarchy between the two 
groups. One of them, which will be investigated here, is the concrete em-
ployment of the dichotomy clergy-laity. Even though the texts use a tradi-
tional scheme for the support of a clerical ideology, they can fill this scheme 
with new and different ideological notions.19  

The traditional bipartite division in clergy (high) and laity (low) is barely 
mentioned in the catechetical literature from Lübeck. If it is, then it serves an 
almost anticlerical purpose: occasional addresses in the books’ prefaces 
mention and praise “the simple people,” in contrast to “the artful people, 
who are going to go to hell with the devils.”20 This indicates the strong posi-
tive emphasis placed on the laity and their possibility of attaining salvation, 
reinforced by a skeptical approach towards the spiritual merits of those who 
traditionally were entitled to salvation, namely the clerical order. The fact of 
having been educated in Scripture is presented as being rather more danger-
ous than meritorious: 
                                                      
17 Examples Ivo of Chartres and Stephen of Tournai in Constable, “Orders of society,” 295. 
18 Alfred J. Hubler, Ständetexte des Mittelalters: Analysen zur Intention und kognitiven Struk-
tur (Tübingen: Francke, 1993), 25–26. 
19 On another level, the pure amount of texts within the late medieval didactic literature using 
the clergy-laity distinction (or not) is significant, but it cannot be addressed here. Generally, 
the dichotomy seems to be the underlying scheme most widely accepted and employed in this 
type of literature, but there is only a small percentage of texts which make the division explic-
it and actually try to explain the differences between the two groups. 
20 “De eenvoldighen simplen mynschen vp stygen myt gode in den hemmel, auer de kunstyg-
hen styghen myt den duuelen nedder in de helle.” Speygel der dogede, 10. 
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Wente de sulfften schrifftwisen vnde dunckelguden, de hateden de rechten waerheyt, vnde en wolden der lere ihesu christi nicht entfanghen.21 
“The simple people” makes no distinction between those who cannot read at 
all and those who cannot read Latin texts,22 although it becomes clear that 
intensive reading is expected of the public.23 Knowledge and thereby insight 
into the deeper secrets of belief are traditionally used as a means for 
strengthening the clergy’s claim to privileges and superiority, but the empha-
sis on the lay public’s duty of acquiring at least part of this knowledge by 
themselves—by reading or listening to someone reading the didactic 
books—shows a gradual shift in the importance of literacy and knowledge. It 
is the clergy who try to open up some of the secrets of religion to a lay pub-
lic, which at the same time makes the clergy less important—a paradoxical 
function of both the single texts and the general increase of lay didactic liter-
ature in general, which probably was not yet visible to the clerics involved in 
the process. 

A general claim of access to religious knowledge was something new in 
late medieval instructive literature. Up until the beginning of the fifteenth 
century, when didactic and catechetical literature was produced to a larger 
extent and made available even for a non-noble audience, the encounter with 
a priest during confession was one of the most prominent occasions for hav-
ing an encounter with religious knowledge—even if it was already too late at 
that point, as far as avoiding sin was concerned. Knowledge, as an important 
factor for self-investigation and, consequently, the avoidance of sin, be-
comes a precondition for the empowerment of the laity, where no obstacles 
to education are deemed to be an acceptable form of avoidance. 

The canon law Summa however, points out that personal contact with the 
priest is the most important action towards achieving absolution. It was ex-
plicitly forbidden to make a written as opposed to an oral confession: 

Id were denne dat de minsche ein stumme were so mochte he wol mit breuen bichten, edder were je in einem lande da he de sprake nicht konde so mochte he wol hebben einen middeler de syne sunde horde vnde se dem prester vor-dan sede.24  
                                                      
21 Ibid. “Because those who are wise in scripture and hypocrites, they hate the real truth, and 
they do not want to receive the doctrine of Jesus Christ.” 
22 “Hyrumme is dyt boek ghemaket vor de entvoldigen vnghelerden mynschen, de des latyns 
nicht gruntlyken vorstaen, de moghen in dessem boke studeren. . . . ok is hyr undertyden latyn 
mede in gheset, de des nicht vorsteyt efte lesen kan, de mach id ouer slan vnde dat dudesche 
vort lesen.” Ibid., 10–11. 
23 “Oh gy myne leuen brodere unde susters, de gy lesen effte horen lesen hyr ynne, wezet 
vlytich unde latet er nicht vordreten der tyd dyt boek vth to lesende.” Ibid., 9. 
24 Summa to dude, letter B, chapter 51. As the exemplar used here (from the National Library 
of Sweden in Stockholm) does not carry page numbers, the work is quoted only with refer-
ence to the letters and chapters. 
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However, in catechetical writings, the emphasis shifts slightly from the per-
sonal encounter during confession to the process of self-interrogation before 
confession—and the texts themselves are seen as important tools for this: 

We dar wol bichten wil de neme dit bock to hulpe, und he mach schriuen syne sunde, und mach sitten by deme prester, und schal mit synem eghenen mun-den deme prester bichten alle syne sunden . . . . Item is dat nu eyn leye de nicht schriuen kan, so mach he syne sunde tekenen und schhryven in eyner anderen wise alse de kroghers vnd de smede don, unde ander hant werkes lu-de.25 
This passage tells us much about the effect the duty to confess is intended to 
have on people, namely, the urge towards self-interrogation, but it also tells 
us about the role of literacy in lay spirituality and the literacy of the intended 
readership of the books. The author of the book instructs lay people to write 
down their sins, and even those who are illiterate are expected to use alterna-
tive methods to keep a record of their sins. Illiterate persons, such as crafts-
men, who needed some kind of written records in their professions, obvious-
ly had a well-known system of writing which worked regardless of learned 
literacy. Moreover, what is perhaps even more interesting, the mode of writ-
ing is not important here, but rather the fact that lay people use some kind of 
record for their self-investigation and thereby make it more thorough and 
long-lasting and extend its effects in a way that exceeds the limited confines 
of the confession. Literacy is therefore not the factor of social and educa-
tional distinction it used to be; rather, it is a mere skill that fulfils a certain 
purpose, and if something else can fulfil that same purpose, it can be used 
just as well.  

As the instructions concerning the writing down of one’s sins before con-
fession demonstrate, the texts implicitly assume basic vernacular literacy, 
which again places them within the urban upper class which had access to 
German writing schools and used written communication as a means of  
everyday life. At the same time, the role of the priest—and thereby of the 
clerics in general in comparison to the laity—is diminished. While the gen-
eral ability of the priest to absolve someone of his/her sins is not being 
doubted, his role becomes less prominent in terms of the process of attaining 
salvation. Instead of presenting a thorough definition of the lay order and its 
potentials and boundaries—for example, arguments for why lay people are 
different from clerics, why clerics deserve privileges in contrast to lay peo-
                                                                                                                             
“Only if a person is mute, then he might as well confess in a letter, or when someone is in a 
country where he does not speak the language, then he might have a middleman who listens to 
his confession and tells it to the priest then.” 
25 Licht der Seelen, fol. 4r–5v. “Whoever wants to confess shall take this book as a help, and 
he shall write his sins, and shall sit with the priest and confess all his sins to him with his own 
mouth . . . . And if there is a lay person who cannot write, he shall draw his sin and write in 
another way, as the innkeepers and the blacksmiths do, or other craftsmen.”  
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ple, or the general inferiority of the lay order— the text simply shifts the 
emphasis towards the reading public, namely, lay people more or less able to 
read and wanting to act independently for their salvation. The fact that the 
reading public is a lay public is only implicit. 

The division into laity and clerics is but one structural element in the 
Middle Low German texts, the general use of other bipartite divisions is very 
popular. Their dominance within the range of social imagery derives from a 
variety of predecessors and text models: the biblical tradition of typological 
antithesis on the one hand and the binomials (Zwillingsformel) of Germanic 
law texts on the other. A binomial is a pair of nouns, verbs or adjectives that 
belong to the same category of meaning but can be synonymous, nearly syn-
onymous or antagonistic in meaning. They are used for emphasis and rein-
forcement; in addition, a magical function of oath formulas has also been 
discussed regarding the Germanic law texts.26 Rhetorical theory of the Mid-
dle Ages sees antitheses as a major trope deriving from the analogical exege-
sis of the Bible. From this perspective, a conception of antitheses arises 
which sees the poles as connected through a relation of analogy and through 
the fact that each pole is the antithetical realization of the other. Beda Ven-
erabilis connects the antithesis with the metaphor, which in a dialectical pro-
cess both sharpens and harmonizes the oppositions. For example, the Chris-
tian conception of death as both opposite to life and as a metaphor for life 
itself, is rooted in the most basic antithesis of all, the one between the finite 
life on earth and the eternal life in heaven.27  

It is worth mentioning that the combination of bipolar categories does not 
usually adhere to one single mechanism of category building. Biological 
differences, social status, wealth and gender are equally used within the 
same listings. This leads to the impression that all of these categories are 
natural and that everybody is going to belong to one of them sooner or lat-
er—again, the potential of equality within fixed frames. Rich and poor, old 
and young, top and bottom, lord and servant, man and woman, Christian and 
Jew were all hierarchical antipodes used to describe an ordering of a world 
in which one could not exist without the other. The virtue of patience, main-
ly required from the lower segment, established the necessity of staying 
within one’s boundaries. Within this concept, virtues are strongly connected 
to certain orders and groups, and again, serve for the demarcation of social 
groups from each another. 

The aspect of interdependence and mutual ties is a general feature of the 
oppositions as ordering schemes, and it is prominent both in the clergy-laity 
distinction and in another basic pair: rich and poor. Arm und reich is a bino-
                                                      
26 Gerhard Dilcher, Paarformeln in der Rechtssprache des frühen Mittelalters (Darmstadt: 
Frotscher, 1961). 
27 Jörg Villwock, “Antithese,” in Historisches Wörterbuch der Rhetorik, ed. Gert Ueding, 
Gregor Kalivoda, and Walter Jens, vol. 1 (Darmstadt: Wiss. Buchges., 1992), 732–35. 
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mial pair occurring frequently in urban normative sources in the High and 
Late Middle Ages, meaning the urban community as rooted in a community 
of oath. Arm und reich does not denote any group’s absolute and measurable 
economic belongings, but rather separates groups into those without and 
those with political influence in the urban community on the one hand, and 
the basic equality of all humankind before God’s law on the other.28 The 
division between rich and poor is important for the substantiation of not only 
the social order, but also of charity and its function within this division: 

Rike lude den god dat gud gyfft de scullen dat ewyge leuent van den armen kopen myt den almissen, und de armen mothen dat ewige leuent kopen mit ghedult de se scullen hebben to den almissen to entfangende van den riken, und also wil god dorch des besten willen de riken lude hebben umme der ar-men willen, und de armen dorch der riken willen on beyden to nutte und to sa-licheyt.29 
This passage demonstrates a particular function of the bipartite categories 
within the ordering schemes: they were explanations of the biblical order of 
the world, meant to embrace the whole of society in a more general and  
eschatological way.  

The canon law collection by Brother Berthold is preoccupied with the 
mutual responsibilities of the orders, but even here, the exceptional position 
of the clergy is in general replaced by an emphasis on authority and its ne-
cessity—and in consequence, the necessity of obedience. Many chapters deal 
with the rights and duties of lehen mannen, who shall obey their masters, 
work for them and receive protection and, in some cases as a reward, pardon 
from the responsibility for their sins. Likewise, many chapters deal with the 
duties of lords and masters towards their peasants and vassals. The legitimi-
zation of rulership is biblical and comprises both noblemen and clergy: 

Herschop unde alle ghewalt is van godde gheordent in deme hemmele under den engelen inde in der hellen mank den duuelen de bouen syk prelaten heb-ben, unde ok under den luden alse de pawest, biscop, keyser, konynge, herto-gen, vorsten, unde heren, unde ander gheweldigen. Ok is sulke herscop gewesen in der olden ee, de gud suluen settede konynge unde heren, alse Moyses Josue Saul Dauid unde ander vele, unde in der nyen ee do Christus gesettet hefft den pawest und biscoppe ouer de lude.30 
                                                      
28 Barbara Frenz, Gleichheitsdenken in deutschen Städten des 12. bis 15. Jahrhunderts: Geis-
tesgeschichte, Quellensprache, Gesellschaftsfunktion (Köln: Böhlau, 2000), 15–16. 
29 Summa to dude, letter R, chapter 14. “Rich people, who receive their goods from God, 
should buy eternal life from the poor people with alms, and the poor have to buy eternal life 
with the patience which they should have to receive the alms from the rich, and thus God 
wants to have the rich people for the sake of the poor people, and the poor by the rich peo-
ple’s will, for both of their sakes and salvation.”  
30 Summa to dude, letter H, chapter 8. “Authority and all power are ordained by God in the 
heavens amongst the angels and in hell amongst the devils, who have prelates above them, 
and amongst the people, as are the Pope, Bishop, Emperor, Kings, Dukes, Princes and Lords, 
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The duties that the lords possess are mainly those of protection and mutual 
loyalty.31 The lords are permitted to collect tithes from their vassals, but only 
under very rare circumstances, and they are not allowed to take more tithes 
or taxes than the old law permits.32 While vassals are required to be obedient, 
lords—and the same applies to prelates—are explicitly forbidden to display 
humility towards vassals.33  

Society as represented in the canon law collection comprises the tradi-
tional three orders: those occupying the higher level, those beneath them, 
and the clerics. This is reminiscent of the trifunctional scheme: oratores, 
bellatores and laboratores. The allusion is never made explicit, however, 
and functional distinctions lead not to three, but rather to an abundance of 
groups represented. 
Revues des états 
While the most important scheme for social ordering during the High Middle 
Ages was the aforementioned trifunctional scheme—a distinct clerical ideol-
ogy—late medieval texts often present society in the form of a revue des 
états,34 a listing of the representatives of orders where the factors relevant for 
the distinction of one group from another are often mixed up. The most 
prominent examples of the revues des états are the Dances of Death, which 
are structured by a descending hierarchy with the Pope on top and often a 
woman with a child on the bottom, as in the Lübeck variant. 

Lists of social groups were often already included in the Latin guide 
books for priests, which had derived from the need for specific pastoral care 
for different groups and led to the further development of the mendicant 
orders’ penitential literature and their encyclopaedic approach towards “all 
Christians.” For example, the Summa Angelica (first printed in 1476) con-
tains interrogations for the different social orders that stretch over 12 printed 
                                                                                                                             
and other mighty. The same kind of authority is to be found in the Old Testament, where God 
himself put Kings and Lords in power, as Moses, Joshua, Saul, David and many others, and in 
the New Testament, where Christ put the Pope and Bishops above the people.”  
31 Summa to dude, letter H, chapter 9. “Wo sik de here scal holden iegen sine denere. Ix. 
Heren schullen oere kneche unde denere se sint belenet edder nicht beschermenn unden den 
scal he truwe syn unde sinem gesinde to dem lyve unde to dem gude unde tho den eren in 
aller wyse als de de knecht is getruwe unde leue sculdich dem heren also is ok wedder de here 
dem knechte. Unde dar van les an dem bokstave B van den beleneden knechten.”  
32 Ibid, chapter 10–12. “Wo de heren mogen nemen van oren luden tyns x. Wen de heren stur, 
schat unde gel nemen mogen bouen de olden wonheit. Xi. Wen de heren van den luden 
mogen nemen so vele alse se willen, xij.”  
33 Summa to dude, letter D, chapter 7. “Wo sik ein ouerste unde ein prelate nicht to vele scule 
othmodigen iegen syne undersaten.”  
34 The term was used in an attempt to systematize research on social groups by Jean Batany et 
al., “Plan pour l’étude historique du vocabulaire social de l’Occident médiéval,” in Ordres et 
classes: Colloque d’histoire sociale, Saint-Cloud, 24–25 mai 1967, ed. Daniel Roche and 
Ernest Labrousse (Paris: Mouton, 1973), 87–92. 
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pages, comprising more than 50 different categories, including both clerical 
orders and lay people.35  

There is no comprehensive overview of the lists of professions used in 
penitential literature; this makes a comparison with the vernacular instructive 
literature difficult. Generally speaking, each single list represents what could 
be understood as a complete description of society within the text’s func-
tional framework. Since the most distinct feature of these lists is different 
professions, the importance of employment as a factor with which to divide 
people must be investigated here. 

In Licht der Seelen, the list of groups to be especially considered during 
confession includes: kings, knights and rulers; mayors, members of the city 
council, and judges; rich people; poor people; peasants; young and stupid 
people; old and sick people; widows; virgins or young women; servants and 
maidens; craftsmen and workers and physicians.36 Interestingly enough, no 
members of the clerical order are mentioned. The willingness to make the 
secrets of the clerical profession open to a non-clerical—and possibly hos-
tile?—public met its boundaries here. The exclusion of the clerical order 
from making any kind of confessional inquiry even leaves out the prelates 
and archbishops, who themselves serve as profane rulers, and who are oth-
erwise often included in the lists of ruling groups, along with kings and 
lords. It is striking that in a text that was supposed to spread knowledge 
about religious matters, the clerical order was kept apart from the other   
orders and from criticism. At the same time, this diminished the importance 
of the clerics in the overall image of society. 

The list is an example of the eclecticism of social categories used in texts 
of this kind. Many professions are missing, functional, moral and biological 
categories are intermixed and biological categories are combined with either 
a moral or a social quality, e.g., young people are considered to be stupid or 
precocious and in need of the humility of learning. Likewise, gender is only 
an issue if combined with civil or social status: widows as well as young, 
unmarried women and maidens are mentioned. Otherwise, no female repre-
sentatives of professions or, even more inconceivably, women as a category 
of their own, are featured. This alludes to the general notion of the im-
portance of gender in relation to status and other factors of oppression as 
being formative in the overall social position of women.37 Based on an analy-
sis of the social groups of late medieval towns, administrative staff, toge-ther 
with mayors and judges, constituted their own category as a functional stra-
tum, a bourgeois upper class ruling the city. Even in a time of an increasing 
                                                      
35 Martin Ohst, Pflichtbeichte: Untersuchungen zum Bußwesen im hohen und späten Mittelal-
ter (Tübingen: Mohr, 1995), 248–51. 
36 Licht der Seelen, fol. 43r–50v. 
37 On this interdependence between gender and status, see for example Bernd-Ulrich Herge-
möller, Masculus et femina: Systematische Grundlinien einer mediävistischen Geschlechter-
geschichte (Hamburg: HLB, 2001), 19–20. 
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professionalization of the judges of profane law, they were still perceived as 
belonging to the same group as council members, and not to any group of 
their own. Likewise, judges and amptluede (bailiffs) are examples of the 
groups that are prominent in the Summa to dude, along with guidelines for 
those who might be engaging in a lawsuit against each other;38 the moral 
integrity of the persons administering civil law and the functioning of the 
process seems to be the primary concern of catechetical literature.  

Regarding the higher social groups in this list from Licht der Seelen—
indicated by their appearance on the top of the list and the amount of inter-
rogations for confession aimed at them—society here is structured after an 
unconventional concept of rulership which recognises two ruling groups: 
kings, knights and rulers in general, representing the nobility; and mayors, 
judges, the city council and rich people, representing the ruling groups of 
late medieval Lübeck, where the nobility played a less important role and the 
upper classes imitated the lifestyle of the nobility in order to express their 
claim to a power similar to that of the nobility. A further differentiation of 
the many groups of craftsmen is obviously of less interest in this list. This is 
a sharp contrast to the sophisticated differentiations between different crafts 
that we know from normative sources and taxation lists: every aspect of a 
craft was connected to the craftsman’s prestige, from the smell of the goods 
to their use in long or short distance trade. Consequently, prestige was con-
nected to political influence, especially eligibility for the city councils. Most 
of the various social uprisings which occurred in the cities of the Hanseatic 
League during the 15th century centred precisely around these divisions of 
the different craftsmen’s political influence, which the merchants tried to 
fight against and restrict.39 The lack of differentiation between different 
crafts in the didactic literature thus points towards the idea that the texts 
supported the merchants as the ruling elite in the urban spheres as well as 
their claims to power against groups which were traditionally seen as social-
ly inferior.  

Yet another group’s representation in the didactic literature is surprisingly 
low compared to their importance in the “real life” of late medieval times: 
the academic elites (except for judges). Licht der Seelen mentions only phy-
sicians, who usually did not have an academic background. Summa to dude 
also refers to schoolmasters40 and, generally speaking, the clergy, but leaves 
                                                      
38 Chapters 16–28 under the letter R deal with the duties of a judge and the rules for litigating 
parties.  
39 Margaret Wensky, “Städtische Führungsschichten im Spätmittelalter,” in Sozialer Aufstieg: 
Funktionseliten im Spätmittelalter und in der frühen Neuzeit, ed. Günther Schulz (München: 
Boldt im Oldeburg-Verlag, 2002), 17–27; Thomas A. Brady, “Patricians, Nobles, Merchants: 
Internal Tensions and Solidarities in South German Urban ruling Classes at the Close of the 
Middle Ages,” in Social Groups and Religious Ideas in the Sixteenth Century, ed. Miriam 
Usher Chrisman (Kalamazoo, Mich.: Western Mich. Univ., 1978), 45; Antjekathrin Graß-
mann, “Sozialer Aufstieg um 1500 in Lübeck,” in Sozialer Aufstieg, ed. Schulze, 97–111. 
40 Summa to dude, letter S, chapter 23−25. 
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out lawyers, doctors of both law and any other academic profession that 
might have existed in late medieval society and formed a considerable part 
of the urban administrative staff.41 

The focus on judges and merchants, who are represented in all of the con-
fessional and penitential books, indicates a basic concern: even the fact of 
having a profane profession could be, in itself, a threat to the notion of lead-
ing a sinless life, and the higher the position in the social hierarchy, the 
greater the danger. Regarding judges, the temptations of power, of taking 
bribes and of judging on the basis of reputation were threats often men-
tioned; these are explained in twelve chapters in the Summa to dude. In Licht 
der Seelen, the flaws of dishonesty exhibited by judges, bailiffs and mayors 
are mentioned among the sins against the Holy Spirit.  

Culminating in the Summa theologica, scholastic studies had always been 
very preoccupied with the question of whether or not a merchant’s occupa-
tions were considered to be work. This distinction is important because of 
the danger that earning one’s living without working would mean commit-
ting usury—in the merchant’s case, work would mean transporting goods 
under dangerous circumstances or adding something to their original quality, 
while simply selling goods for profit would be usury. In this debate, the 
question whether trading could be performed without committing sins could 
be answered with both yes and no.42 Even though trading, both long distance 
and local, constituted the backbone of the urban societies’ wealth, the canon-
ical concern about whether it could be practised without the risk of commit-
ting a sin is expressed again in the catechetical books. They list the profes-
sions in which proprietors are in particular danger of trespassing against the 
Seventh Commandment (“Thou shalt not steal”), and in the sections refer-
ring to people who are susceptible to lapsing back into sin even after confes-
sion: 

Io doch sint besunderen etlike mynschen de dar seldene edder nummer blyuen standen na der bicht vnd bote, sunder se vallem gherne wedder in ere olden sunde. De ersten synt de bozen herschop de dar vnrecht vnd gewalt don eren armen luden. . . . De drydden synt de wokeners dar soke in den souenden ge-bodel De verden dat synt de valsche koplude dar van soke in dem vij. bode . . . alzo uns de lerere beduden, so synt xiiij koplude dar moten vordomet werden, ze don denne ware bote up erden.43 
                                                      
41 Wolfgang Herborn, “Professionalisierung der politischen Führungsschicht der Stadt Köln,” 
in Sozialer Aufstieg, ed. Schulz, 32. 
42 See Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica, II-III, ed. Arthur F. Utz (Bonn: IfG Ver-
lagsgesellschaft, 1987), questions 77, 78, which deal with buying and selling, fraud and usury, 
credits and rents. See also the investigation of the writings of Petrus Cantor and the Paris 
theological school of the 12th century on questions of trade, exchange and credit, see John W. 
Baldwin, Masters, Princes and Merchants: The Social Views of Peter the Chanter & his 
Circle (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1970), 261−314. 
43 Licht der Seelen, fol. 48v. “The first ones are the bad lords, who are violating their servants 
and people. . . . The third ones are the usurers, look for those in the Seventh Commandment. 
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The general concern for the salvation and morals of merchants is apparent 
everywhere. Fourteen chapters of the Summa to dude deal explicitly with 
factors that make trading sinful, the Licht der Seelen refers to fourteen types 
of merchants who are at risk of damnation,44 and Speygel der dogede claims 
that usurers will be repudiated by God and be excluded from eternal life due 
to their lack of righteousness.45 Moreover, generally, the merchant (or the 
trading activities in which he is involved) are often used as examples of what 
is and is not permissible. This focus derives partly from the scholastic preoc-
cupation with the prohibition of usury and the definition of this capital sin: 
the lending or acceptance of anything in reward. This made it impossible to 
sustain not only the complex trading companies, but also even a great deal of 
pre-modern urban life and warfare.46  

However, the focus on the merchant is also an indication of the intended 
readership of the confessional books, not because merchants were the only 
people to read them, but because merchants were a powerful and present 
factor in urban life and therefore were people to whom all prospective read-
ers and listeners could relate. Trade and trading activities were even the 
point of reference when other groups than the urban elites were mentioned in 
the catechetical books, such as craftsmen producing goods and selling them 
or peasants travelling to town markets:  

Van den luden de dat maken dar men mede sundiget, xij. Kremer und ander lude de dat maken unde veyle hebben dar mede de lude sunde don, alse swerde pyle meste armborste vorgyfft, worpele, bretspeel, krentze, spangen, vorhowenscho und kledere de kostlik synt edder gesmyde und ander dink de hantwerkes lude maken unde de kremer vorkopen, dar mede de lude sunde don.47 

                                                                                                                             
The fourth are the false merchants . . . there are fourteen kinds of merchants that must be 
doomed, if they do not do penance on earth.”  
44 Licht der Seelen, chapter about the Seventh Commandment, fol. 31v−32v. 
45 Speygel der dogede, 219.“Wat schal dan van den vorgeschrueven vnsaligen wokeneren 
werden, dee nicht arbeyden willen in dogeden erem euenen cristenen van rechter leue tho 
helpende. Ere arbeyt is vorderflik, unde alle tyt bitende, alse job secht, de my eten de en 
slapen nicht, dat is de wokener is dacht und nacht vorterende myn arbeyt. Dessen schal scheen 
alse den hummelbeen, de van den anderen werden gedoret, wente ze sint vorterende unde 
nicht wynnende. Alzo schal ok de unsalige unde de vormaledyede wokener van gode unde 
van allen hilligen vorstot werden, vnde synem heren deme duvele in de ewigen pyne gheantt-
werdet werden. Sze sint vorbannen van gode vmme erer vnrechtuerdicheyt willen.”  
46 For an extensive survey of the positions of the Paris Theological School of the 12th century 
on questions of trade, exchange and credit, see Baldwin, Masters, 261−314. 
47 Summa to dude, letter K, chapter 12. “About the people who produce things one can sin 
with. Chandlers and other people who make or sell things one can sin with, as swords, arrows, 
crossbows, poison, dice, games, collars, brooches, embellishments and luxurious clothes or 
jewellery and other things which craftsmen produce and chandlers sell, with which people 
sin.”  
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Craftsmen were required to ask their customers if they intended to use their 
products in a sinful way or not. If they failed to do so, they were commensu-
rately guilty of the committed sin.  

Not only could one’s profession in itself pose a danger to leading a sinless 
life, but the fact that it was deemed more permissible for certain professions 
to violate the tenet of the Sabbath’s rest than others, required certain rules 
and permits. On Sundays, the Christian was expected to rest and devote 
him/herself to nothing other than attending church and an entire mass. Nei-
ther working oneself nor forcing one’s employees to work on this day was 
permitted, unless the work obligation was very small, could not be post-
poned without consequences, or was for the benefit of the poor or for the 
common good.48 The restrictions for working on Sundays contain similar 
lists of professions in both the canon law Summa and the catechetical litera-
ture, but they differ from each other in the estimation of which groups were 
to be favoured: the canon law Summa favours the upper classes (nobility and 
clergy), the catechetical literature points out the urban elites as being espe-
cially endangered. 

The Summa to dude by Brother Berthold contains lists of professions that 
deserve special dispensations for working on Sundays. Messengers who 
have to travel in their Lord’s service, barbers and people who perform phle-
botomies, merchants and travelling salesmen, as well as peasants might all 
work on holidays under certain circumstances: their work has to be per-
formed either out of necessity or for the sake of fulfilling someone’s orders. 
Barbers, mentioned particularly in later catechetical works as not being per-
mitted to work on Sundays, receive dispensation here—probably based on 
the medical services barbers often provided, since it is hard to imagine what 
kind of urgent necessity required one to have a haircut on a certain day.  

This list of the types of employment permissible on holidays clearly 
served society’s upper classes: lords could claim necessity in order to make 
their servants work or travel for them, merchants could claim that their jour-
ney to the market is too long not to be undertaken on Sundays as well. How-
ever, even the work of professions that contributed to urban social life—
cutting hair and performing phlebotomies, as was commonly done in bath-
houses—was permitted with restrictions.  

The catechetical books reflect disdain for any such advantages granted to 
the upper classes—they particularly declare their work or assignments for 
the work of others as dangerous, and even professions connected to social 
life fall under the restrictions of Sunday labour. Among the forms of Sunday 
labour that are mentioned with regard to this question in Licht der Seelen, 
some are regarded as particularly sinful: sitting in court; selling, buying, or 
even displaying one’s crafts or trading goods; sailing and travelling; milling; 
shoeing horses; cutting hair or beards and cooking. Again, the majority of 
                                                      
48 Licht der Seelen, fol. 27v. 
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the issues is directed towards judges, administrative staff and merchants, but 
even craftsmen are mentioned, especially those whose professions are relat-
ed to merchant travels and social life, e.g., the farriers who shoe the travel-
lers’ horses and those professions aimed at making people look attractive for 
feast days.49  

It is worthy of mention that agrarian work—the most prominent represen-
tation of the laboratores order, when depicted—is not taken up in this con-
text. This could either be due to the fact that agrarian work often could not 
be postponed without damaging a crop or endangering cattle, or to the fact 
that peasants were not the main focus of the penitential books and thus not a 
target group. All possible connections that the urban population might have 
with peasants on Sundays are covered under the prohibition of trade and 
travel. The neglect of the peasant is a genre-specific feature of the morally 
instructive literature of the period, as the peasant figures both as a negative 
example of vulgarity and barbarity and as a positive example of bearing 
hope for a higher moral status far removed from the decadence of the elite in 
other texts, as is illustrated in Bauernschwänke, carnival plays, etc.50 

The catechetical works of the 15th century focus on the merchant and his 
work with regard to  regulations and admonitions, sometimes together with 
and sometimes as an addition to the criticism against the town rulers. The 
merchant’s work and work sphere are supplemented by professions that deal 
with the administrative and social life of the urban upper classes, while 
craftsmen and peasants are only dealt with insofar as their work is directly 
connected to activities in which the townspeople might want to engage on 
holidays. Judges, bailiffs and mayors, on the other hand, are all a focus, due 
to their positions of power being a certain obstacle to their salvation, and 
they are obviously considered as a specific target group of the books. 
Conclusion 
The use of traditional ordering schemes in late medieval didactic literature 
follows the general principles of these books: compilation and abridgement. 
This leads to the use of various ordering schemes set side by side instead of 
one single dominant concept or metaphor. Dichotomies and revues des états 
are the most popular and commonly used ordering schemes, while the three-
fold schemes prominent in texts from the High Middle Ages lose their im-
portance. It is the abundance of different schemes which slowly and careful-
                                                      
49 A similar focus on merchants is contained in the incunabulum, Spegel des cristene mynsch-
en, where work particularly mentioned as not to be done on Sundays includes buying and 
selling, travelling to markets, accounting, shearing, shoeing horses and sewing. “Spegel des 
cristene mynschen,” partly printed in Der Bildercatechismus des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts 
und die catechetischen Hauptstücke in dieser Zeit bis auf Luther, ed. Johannes Geffcken 
(Leipzig: Weigel, 1855), 153. 
50 Helene Feydy, “Zum Bild des Bauern von Brant bis Dürer: Satirische Perspektiven des 
Ordo mundi,” in Simpliciana 22 (2000): 91–127. 
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ly enables deviant models of society, not radical, but subtle shifts in repre-
sentations of power. Both the traditional moral scheme of virgines –        
coniugati – continentes and the trifunctional scheme lose their importance as 
dominant structures. 

The cura animarum was originally an entirely hierarchical institution.51 
The increasing amount of morally instructive literature during the Late Mid-
dle Ages generally did not alter this fact, but nonetheless led to significant 
changes in the focus of the texts from ordering schemes favouring the clerics 
to those favouring the urban upper classes, and thereby a distinctive bour-
geois ideology. Merchants, administrative staff and those craftsmen who 
produced in close connection with trade were described extensively, while 
they apparently determined that there is no need to distinguish between so-
cial groups within the lower classes, such as sailors, harbour workers, deliv-
erymen, or cleaners. Their existence was of eschatological and social im-
portance, but their specific spiritual needs were not discussed.  

On the other hand, the nobility is mainly present in the person of the king 
or emperor and thereby as representative of the secular order, while mem-
bers of the lower nobility such as knights, for example, are hardly ever men-
tioned. Instead, other distinctive factors are used in order to capture the 
whole of medieval society: old and young, rich and poor, man and woman. 
Those groups that do not fit into profession-specific categories, such as 
women, virgins and widows, were ascribed to these categories.  

Lay didactic literature of the 15th century from the Middle Low German 
region differs in its depiction of society in important aspects from normative 
sources; it cannot be read as a realistic image of urban society. The ordering 
schemes—partly deriving from scholastic texts and guidebooks for priests, 
partly newly invented—still enlighten and enrich our understanding of late 
medieval power relations: they show the fall of the clergy from their position 
as the dominant group, the rising status of the laity and their increased poten-
tial, not only for economic power, but also for taking care of their own salva-
tion, at least to a certain extent. Within a traditional and highly hierarchical 
genre, the violent social conflicts, anticlerical uprisings and fights between 
guilds and city councils are not mirrored in the same way as they are in his-
toriography and normative sources, but they are mirrored nevertheless, based 
on their attempt to support the audience of the books, as the older texts mir-
rored social relations based on their attempt to support the clergy. Establish-
ing and sustaining relationships of power in the texts functions not by giving 
a carte blanche to the ruling urban upper classes, but by placing them in the 
spotlight of spiritual guidance and concern. Their position of power is not 
threatened by the fact that the merchant and judge are spiritually corrupt 
beings. On the contrary, it elevates their importance. They are defined as 
                                                      
51 Tilman Struve, “Pedes rei publicae: Die dienenden Stände im Verständnis des Mittelalters,” 
in Historische Zeitschrift 236 (1983): 15. 
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being of functional importance to society; their work is likewise defined as 
being of functional importance—and as work. Traditional schemes for order-
ing society are utilised, most of them developed in order to maintain the 
dominance of the nobility and clerics, but their shift in focus, combination 
and interpretation force them to serve the new mighty: the non-academic, 
non-clerical and non-noble urban ruling groups. 
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Praising a Queen and a New Era? Gender and 
Rhetoric in One German-Language Panegyrical 
Text Written in Connection With the Coronation of 
Ulrika Eleonora the Younger of Sweden  

Nina Karlström, Linnæus University and Södertörn 
University 

This study focuses on questions of gender in one German-language panegyri-cal text written to celebrate the accession of the Swedish queen Ulrika Eleo-nora in 1719. The analysis shows that the general description of the queen in this poem obscures her female identity, something that is probably due to the celebration of continuity and typical male royal virtues in the text. There are, however, at the same time, passages that reveal a certain concern with gender, which indicates ambivalence as to whether the queen should be described as a woman or a person of royal blood. The study also contains an analysis of rhe-torical strategies used to make the queen acknowledge the ideals described in the poem. This investigation shows that the text applies several different ar-guments and rhetorical figures to influence the monarch in the desired direc-tion, some of which can be connected to the focus on continuity in the text. Hence, it is made clear that it is not only the treatment of gender that is influ-enced by the ideological tendencies of the text, but also the choice of rhetori-cal strategies. 

Introduction 
The accession of the Swedish queen Ulrika Eleonora the Younger (1688–
1741) had been preceded by a heated discussion as to whether the princess 
was actually entitled and/or fit to take over the rule of the country. Ulrika 
Eleonora, who reigned for a short time during the years 1719 and 1720 be-
fore abdicating in favor of her husband, Frederick of Hesse-Cassel (1676–
1751),1 made her claims to the throne after the death of her famous brother 
Charles XII (b. 1682) in the fall of 1718, but had to wait several months 
before she was able to take her place as the new monarch. Not only was the 
                                                      
1 Frederick of Hesse-Cassel, who ruled between 1720 and 1751, became Frederick I of Swe-
den at his accession. 
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order of succession an issue for debate, but also her role as a woman and 
potential ruler.2 The discussion was carried out in state council debates and 
political texts of various kinds, where gender was an important issue; many 
of those involved in the debate discussed the question of women’s ability to 
rule, asking themselves if the princess would actually be able to govern the 
country successfully.3 Ulrika Eleonora was eventually chosen over her neph-
ew Charles Frederick of Holstein-Gottorp (1700–1739)—the son of her de-
ceased sister Hedvig Sophia (1681–1708) and the other possible candidate to 
the throne—but only after a long discussion focused both on gender and 
heritage.4  

The aim of this study is to analyze one of the German-language panegyri-
cal texts written in connection with the coronation of Ulrika Eleonora in 
March 1719 in order to explore how the issue of gender and sovereignty may 
be negotiated in the literature officially written to celebrate her accession. 
What role does gender play in this text? What roles and virtues are ascribed 
to the queen, and how are they to be interpreted in the context of the various 
discourses on gender and sovereignty circulating in the early modern period? 
The panegyrical literature produced in connection with Ulrika Eleonora’s 
coronation has not been thoroughly discussed in previous research. There are 
a few studies where panegyrical texts written at the coronation of this queen 
are described and sometimes even discussed in terms of gender.5 These pub-
lications do, however, not contain any detailed analyses of the texts, and we 
hence know very little about how the panegyrical literature written in con-
nection with this occasion deals with the question of female regency. More-
over, previous research has been focused primarily on texts written in Swe-
dish, which means that panegyrics in other languages—such as German—
have not been considered. German-language panegyrics were common in 
17th- and 18th-century Sweden due to the high status of the German language 
and to the large German-speaking population residing in different parts of 
the country. Both native and non-native speakers used German for literary 
purposes, and a large part of the panegyrical texts in honor of Ulrika Eleono-
ra was written in this language.6 Still, there are no studies focusing specifi-
                                                      
2 Karin Tegenborg Falkdalen, Kungen är en kvinna: Retorik och praktik kring kvinnliga mo-
narker under tidigmodern tid (Umeå: Institutionen för historiska studier, Umeå universitet, 
2003), 127–130. 
3 Tegenborg Falkdalen, Kungen är en kvinna, 129–30, 150, and 158–63. 
4 Tegenborg Falkdalen, Kungen är en kvinna, 130–31. 
5 See for example Cecilia Nordberg, “Guds ställföreträdare förmedlad: Kungen i kröningspre-
dikan från Gustav I till Karl XIV Johan,” in Gud, konung och undersåtar: Politisk predikan i 
Sverige under tidigmodern tid, ed. Peter Ericsson (Uppsala: Historiska institutionen, Uppsala 
universitet, 2007), 11–61; Tegenborg Falkdalen, Kungen är en kvinna.  
6 The history of the German-language panegyrical literature written in Sweden in the 17th and 
18th centuries has been thoroughly described by Jan Drees, Die soziale Funktion der Gelegen-
heitsdichtung: Studien zur deutschsprachigen Gelegenheitsdichtung in Stockholm zwischen 
1613 und 1719 (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1986).  
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cally on these contributions, and it is hence important to investigate how the 
German-language texts written in connection with the accession of the queen 
fit into the general discussion surrounding this event.  

The analysis will focus not only at what is said on the surface of the text, 
but also at what is expressed “between the lines.” This will enable me to 
highlight tensions in the text—to describe that which does not become obvi-
ous at first glance. Through a reading sensitive to ambivalences and discrep-
ancies in the description of the queen, I will try to emphasize the complexity 
surrounding the construction of gender in the text.  

The second aim of the study is to analyze some of the rhetorical strategies 
used in the text discussed. What political ideals are expressed and what rhe-
torical devices are used to make the queen acknowledge these ideals? Royal 
panegyrics have traditionally been seen as a form of political propaganda, 
more or less controlled by the ruling classes, which is not surprising consid-
ering the fact that many of these texts were actually commissioned by the 
courts.7 There is, however, a growing scholarship that interprets this type of 
text as a medium for political negotiation, where authors were able to ex-
press norms and values in order to make the rulers identify with these ide-
als.8 This perspective is especially important when it comes to the panegyrics 
produced in connection with the accession of Ulrika Eleonora. This was a 
time of great turbulence in Sweden, when old ideals were about to be re-
placed by new ones and there were a number of possible roles for the queen 
to take on. The death of her brother had led to the fall of Absolutism in Swe-
den and the so-called Age of Freedom, where the role of the monarch was 
significantly altered, was about to begin.9 Moreover, there was a longing for 
peace and stability following the many wars fought by Charles XII, which 
also contributed to the development of new ideals concerning the monar-

                                                      
7 See for example Jerker Rosén, Den svenska utrikespolitikens historia 2:1 1697–1721 
(Stockholm: Norstedt, 1952); Mary Whitby, ed., The Propaganda of Power: The Role of 
Panegyric in Late Antiquity (Leiden: Brill, 1998). 
8 See for example Pierre Béhar and Herbert Schneider, eds., Der Fürst und sein Volk: Herr-
scherlob und Herrscherkritik in den habsburgischen Ländern der frühen Neuzeit; Kolloquium 
an der Universität des Saarlandes (13.–15. Juni 2002) (St. Ingbert: Röhrig, 2004); Allan 
Ellenius, ed., Iconography, Propaganda, and Legitimation (Oxford: Clarendon, 1998); Kurt 
Johannesson, “Renässansens latinpoesi,” in Vetenskapens träd: Idéhistoriska studier tilläg-
nade Sten Lindroth, ed. Gunnar Eriksson et al. (Stockholm: Wahlström & Widstrand, 1974), 
55–94; Mårten Snickare, Enväldets riter: Kungliga fester och ceremonier i gestaltning av 
Nicodemus Tessin den yngre (Stockholm: Raster, 1999). 
9 See Neil Kent, A Concise History of Sweden (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2008), 101–28; 
Michael Roberts, The Age of Liberty: Sweden 1719–1772 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1986); 
Lennart Thanner, Revolutionen i Sverige efter Karl XII:s död: Den inrepolitiska maktkampen 
under tidigare delen av Ulrika Eleonora d.y.:s regering (Uppsala: Uppsala Universitet, 1953). 
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chy.10 Through a rhetorical analysis of the text considered, this study will 
describe one example of how this situation might be negotiated in the pane-
gyrical literature of the time, thus highlighting the connection between litera-
ture and history in this type of text. 
The Significance of Gender 
The text to be analyzed here is described on the title page as a “Frohlocken-
der Glücks=Wunsch”—an exultant felicitation in honor of the new queen.11 It 
was written by Johannes Andreas Kirchring, who according to material 
found in the Swedish archives seems to have composed a small number of 
Swedish- and German-language panegyrics for members of the royal family 
during the first half of the 18th century. The text consists of one printed folio 
containing fifteen stanzas in Alexandrine verse and focuses on the place of 
the coronation. It bemoans the fact that the ceremony is not to take place in 
Stockholm, but in Uppsala, and encourages the people of Stockholm to re-
joice anyway, since the new monarch will in fact bestow her royal grace on 
all of Sweden. The author praises both Ulrika Eleonora and the great day on 
which she is about to be crowned and finishes his poem with a wish for fame 
and prosperity for the new queen.  
The Separation of Sex from Gender: Ulrika Eleonora as a Monarch 
On a superficial level, the description of Ulrika Eleonora in this text is not 
focused on her status as a woman and a ruler. Her position as a female mon-
arch is not in any way problematized, and the praise directed at her focuses 
on her role and descent rather than on the typical “female” virtues often 
                                                      
10 See Jonas Nordin, Ett fattigt men fritt folk: Nationell och politisk självbild i Sverige från 
sen stormaktstid till slutet av frihetstiden (Eslöv: Symposion, 2000), 132–33; Tegenborg 
Falkdalen, Kungen är en kvinna, 127; Thanner, Revolutionen i Sverige, 33–34. 
11 Full title: Frohlockender Glücks=Wunsch Als Die Tugend=Krone Der Zeit/ Die 
Grosz=Mächtigste Königin ULRICA ELEONORA, Von GOttes Gnaden Der Schweden/ Go-
then und Wenden erwehlte Königin/ Grosz=Fürstin in Finland/ Hertzogin in Scho=nen/ 
Ehstland/ Liefland/ Carelen/ Brehmen/ Vehrden/ Stettin/ Pommern/ Caszuben und Wenden/ 
Fürstin zu Rügen/ Frau über Ingerman=land und Wiszmar/ so auch Pfaltz=Gräffin am Rhein 
in Bäyern/ zu Jülich/ Clewe und Bergen Hertzogin: Land=Gräffin und Erb=Printzeszin zu 
Hessen Fürstin zu Hirschfeldt/ Gräffin zu Catzenellenbogen/ Dietz, Ziegenheim/ Nidda und 
Schaumburg. &c. &c. &c. Unser aller Huld=reicheste Königin/ In der Upsalischen 
Duhm=Kirchen Den 17. Martii, des 1719den Jahres/ Zu aller Unterthanen 
höchst=erwünschtem Vergnügen Gekrönet wurde; In aller tieffster Unterthänigkeit Insinuiret 
Von Joh. And. Kirchring. STOCKHOLM/ Gedruckt bey JOH. L. HORRN, königl. Mayest. 
Antiq. Archiv. Buchdr. For the purposes of this paper, a copy of the text found in the National 
Library of Sweden has been used (Signature: 1700–1829 81 Ca Ulr. El. Br. Fol. 1719). In 
order to adapt the 18th-century orthography to present-day usage, the older characters of a, o 
and u with an e on top have been transcribed as ä, ö and ü throughout the paper. Moreover, 
the tall s has been written as a regular round s, and the ligatures corresponding to “sz” and 
“tz” have been written as two letters.  
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mentioned in early modern panegyrics for women.12 In the first two lines of 
the second stanza, she is celebrated with the words “O grosse KÖNIGIN 
vom Stamm und vom Geblüthe! / O grosse KÖNIGIN vom Geist und vom 
Gemüthe!”13—a description focused on her royal heritage that effectively 
downplays her status as a woman.14 In the eighth and ninth stanzas, she is 
described as the earthly sun—“die Ird’sche Sonn”—that spreads its noble 
light among the subjects. The lines at the end of the ninth stanza—“[Sie] 
Giebt Königlichen Glantz/ den IHR auch angebohrn / Zum Tugend hel-
len=Schein ist SIE recht auserkohrn”15—make it clear that the queen owes 
her ability to shine as well as her general virtue to her aristocratic descent. 
The sun was a commonly used metaphor for rulers in 17th- and 18th-century 
Europe and a symbol that underlines the unique position of the monarchy.16 
Finally, the first two stanzas of the poem describe Ulrika Eleonora as a „Tu-
gend=Kron der Erden”—the crown of all virtue—and as the “höchste 
ZIERD! der Schweden/ Gothen/ Wenden/”—the ultimate ornament of the 
nation. This type of praise also corresponds well with contemporaneous no-
tions of sovereignty, according to which the ruler was supposed to serve as a 
role model for his or her subjects.17  
                                                      
12 Virtues often celebrated in connection with women were among others modesty, piety, 
chastity and patience. For more information about Swedish panegyrical literature for women, 
see, for example, Annika Ström, Lachrymae Catharinae: Five Collections of Funeral Poetry 
From 1628: Edited With Studies on the Theoretical Background and Social Context of the 
Genre (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1994); Ann Öhrberg, Vittra fruntim–
mer: Författarroll och retorik hos frihetstidens kvinnliga författare (Stockholm: Gidlund, 
2001). For more information about male and female virtues in a broader context, see for 
instance Constance Jordan, Renaissance Feminism: Literary Texts and Political Models (Itha-
ca: Cornell UP, 1990); Merry Wiesner, Women and Gender in Early Modern Europe (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge UP, 2000).  
13 “Oh great QUEEN of clan and of blood / Oh great QUEEN of spirit and of mind.” The 
translations of the German quotes in this text have been made as guidance for readers not 
familiar with the German language. Poetic features such as meter, rhyme schemes etc. have 
not been taken into consideration, and I have occasionally made minor changes in the wording 
to make the sentences more fitting to English-language usage. 
14 The usage of the word “Königin” (queen) in these lines can of course be seen as a feature 
emphasizing the female gender of the new monarch. It is, however, first and foremost an 
epithet underlining the royal status of Ulrika Eleonora and her role as the ruling monarch of 
Sweden. Hence, it is possible to say that these lines downplay her status as a woman despite 
their usage of the feminine form. 
15 “[She] gives Royal luster/ that is inherent in HER / To provide the bright light of virtue has 
SHE been rightly chosen.” 
16 See for example Kerstin Heldt, Der vollkommene Regent: Studien zur panegyrischen Caus-
allyrik am Beispiel des Dresdner Hofes Augusts des Starken (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 1997), 
166; Kurt Johannesson, I polstjärnans tecken: Studier i svensk barock (Stockholm: Almqvist 
& Wiksell, 1968), 103. 
17 See for example Kurt Johannesson, “The Portrait of the Prince as a Rhetorical Genre,” in 
Iconography, Propaganda, and Legitimation, ed. Allan Ellenius (Oxford: Clarendon, 1998), 
18; Paul Kléber Monod, The Power of Kings: Monarchy and Religion in Europe, 1589–1715 
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An analysis of the praise expressed in this text thus makes it obvious that 
Ulrika Eleonora is not described any differently than a male ruler would 
have been; it shows that she is in fact gendered neutral—or male, as it were. 
There is no focus on her feminine traits, but she is described according to 
certain general notions about the role of a monarch. One might argue that the 
underlining of the queen’s royal descent could be interpreted as a covert 
attempt at defending her position as a female ruler. Blood was often used as 
an argument in favor of female rule in the early modern period; whereas 
critics of female regency would stress the weaknesses of the female sex and 
the impossibility of combining the role of a woman with that of a ruler, its 
defenders would emphasize the importance of heritage and dynastic continu-
ity over sex or gender.18 This way of arguing was prominent also in the dis-
cussion surrounding the accession of Ulrika Eleonora,19 and it is therefore 
possible to see this text as a form of contribution to that debate. There is, 
however, no open discussion about female sovereignty in this poem, which 
contributes to the “un-gendering” of the queen in the text. Ulrika Eleonora is 
described as a ruler without any references to contemporaneous ideas about 
the proper roles of women and men.20 

The reason for the downplaying of gender in this poem might be the fact 
that it promotes traditional ideals when it comes to the role of the monarchy. 
Kirchring expresses a strong longing for fame, glory and political strength—
values associated with the Swedish nation during its time as a great power in 
the 17th and early 18th centuries. In the thirteenth stanza, he begs God to pro-
tect the queen and to make the country’s enemies weak and cowardly: 
                                                                                                                             
(New Haven and London: Yale UP, 1999), 3; Tegenborg Falkdalen, Kungen är en kvinna, 68. 
The same type of metaphors are used in a number of poems written in connection with the 
accession of Ulrika Eleonora’s husband, Frederick I of Sweden, about a year later, which 
proves that this is a form of praise focused on the unique status of the monarch and that it 
probably has nothing to do with the queen’s position as a female ruler.  
18 This issue has been discussed in a number of recent studies. See for example Sharon L. 
Jansen, Debating Women, Politics, and Power in Early Modern Europe (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2008); Carole Levine, The Heart and Stomach of a King: Elizabeth I and the 
Politics of Sex and Power (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1994); Merry Wiesner-Hanks, 
“Women’s Authority in the State and Household in Early Modern Europe,” in Women Who 
Ruled: Queens, Goddesses, Amazons in Renaissance and Baroque Art, ed. Annette Dixon 
(London: Merrell in Association with the University of Michigan Museum of Art, 2002), 27–
39. 
19 See Tegenborg Falkdalen, Kungen är en kvinna. 
20 The lack of discussion concerning the issue of women and sovereignty could of course be 
seen as genre-specific, since panegyrical texts are usually not openly political. There are, 
however, other texts written in connection with Ulrika Eleonora’s accession where female 
sovereignty is actually discussed and defended in general terms. One example is Sophia Eli-
sabet Brenner, Underdånig fägnad. Framstält då hennes kongl.maij:t wår allernådigste drott-
ning, Ulrica Eleonora, kröntes uti Upsala stad den 17. martii, anno 1719. Af Sophia Elisabeth 
Brenner en bedröfwad änkia (Stockholm: Horrn, 1719). 
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O GOTT! O grosser GOTT! wir wollen Opffer bringen/ O aller Herren HERR! wir wollen dich besingen/ Schütz und beseelige nur uns’re KÖNIGIN Vom Auff= bisz Niedergang mach feig der Feinde Sinn.21 
In the next stanza, he expresses a wish for royal heirs that will perform   
heroic acts and thereby keep up Sweden’s reputation as a nation of strength 
and courage: 

Das Königliche Haus vermehr durch SIE mit Helden/ Damit die Fama mög von DERO Thaten melden! So wie sie stets gewohnt. In Mitternächstchen Welt Vom Löwe doch kein Lamb gefallen/ wie mans hält.22 
The last stanza ends with the wish that the head of the new queen should 
forever be surrounded by palm tree leaves—a symbol of victory23—a line 
which further underscores the hope for a glorious future for the country. 
Considering the focus of this poem, it is not surprising that Kirchring choos-
es not to emphasize the queen’s position as a female ruler, but to describe 
her according to a male norm using traditional phrases and symbols. There 
seems to be a wish for continuity, which demands adherence to the ideal of a 
strong warrior king and does not allow for the acknowledgement of any ele-
ments—such as femininity—not coherent with this ideal.24 This creates a 
need for the separation of sex from gender in this text. Although the subject 
of the poem is biologically a woman, she cannot be gendered female, which 
means that the description of her has to be gender-neutral.  
                                                      
21 “Oh GOD! Oh great GOD! we want to bring sacrifices / Oh LORD of all Lords! we want to 
sing about you / Just protect and infuse our QUEEN with your spirit / From sunrise to sunset  
make the mind of the enemies cowardly.” 
22 “Through HER increase the Royal House with heroes / So that Fama may report of THEIR 
deeds! / As she is used to doing. In the world of Midnight  / No lamb has come from the lion/ 
as is presumed.” The meaning of the expression “in Mitternächstchen Welt” is not entirely 
clear. It is, however, possible that the author refers to the image of the Swedish ruler Gustavus 
Adolphus (1594–1632) as “Leu aus Mitternacht,” or “the midnight lion,” in an attempt to 
emphasize Ulrika Eleonora’s connection with yet another great warrior king. For more infor-
mation about the lion symbolism used in connection with Gustavus Adolphus, see for instance 
Felix Berner, Gustav Adolf: Der Löwe aus Mitternacht (München: Wilhelm Meyer, 1985). 
23 Jack Tresidder, general ed., The Complete Dictionary of Symbols (San Francisco: Chronicle 
Books, 2005), 365. 
24 The problem of women rulers and war in the context of 17th- and 18th-century Sweden has 
been carefully described by Karin Tegenborg Falkdalen (Kungen är en kvinna, 142–51). For 
studies dealing with this issue in other contexts, see for example Antonia Fraser, The Warrior 
Queens: Boadicia’s Chariot (London: Orion Books, 2002); Amanda Shephard, Gender and 
Authority in Sixteenth-Century England: The Knox Debate (Keele: Ryburn, 1994); Levine, 
The Heart and Stomach of a King; Louis Montrose, The Subject of Elizabeth: Authority, 
Gender and Representation (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2006). 
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The description of Ulrika Eleonora in this poem is interesting considering 
the fact that many of the Swedish-language texts written in connection with 
her accession tend to focus on the fact that this was actually a female mon-
arch. Karin Tegenborg Falkdalen describes a number of different texts 
(speeches, sermons, etc.) where Ulrika Eleonora is depicted as a “graceful 
mother” of her country and where she is compared to other prominent 
queens.25 Moreover, the princess was often seen as a positive counter-image 
to the belligerent Charles XII in the debate preceding her accession. Accord-
ing to Tegenborg Falkdalen, many of the participants were of the opinion 
that a mild and peaceful queen would be a welcome change after the reign of 
this autocratic warrior king.26 Kirchring’s poem thus constitutes a contrast to 
these other texts where the feminine qualities of the queen are downplayed 
in favor of her heritage and connection with the great kings of past genera-
tions. 
The Relevance of Gender: Ulrika Eleonora as a Royal Woman 
There is, however, at the same time a concern with gender permeating this 
poem, something which becomes clear when looking more closely at the 
text. The last stanza contains the following lines: 

So wallt Schwed=Teutsches Bluth Glueckwünschend zu dem Throne  Den LEONORA ziert/ und schliest: dasz keine Krone  Gestanden noch so wohl auff einem Frauen=Haupt/27 (italics added) 
This passage makes it clear that the poem does not see Ulrika Eleonora as 
just any ruler, but as a female monarch. She is characterized as an exception-
al ruler compared to other women, a description indicating that a female 
monarch is not the same as a male king. Moreover, there is a strong focus on 
the procreative duties of the queen. As mentioned above, the fourteenth stan-
za expresses a wish for strong heirs, a responsibility traditionally associated 
with the role of the queen consort.28 The emphasis on this duty shows that 
the text is not just focused on Ulrika Eleonora’s role as a ruler, but also on 
her role as a woman of royal blood.29 Over all, this poem focuses more on 
                                                      
25 Tegenborg Falkdalen, Kungen är en kvinna, 126. 
26 Ibid., 131. 
27 “And so flows Swedish-German blood congratulating to the throne / Adorned by LEONO-
RA/ and concludes: that no crown / Has ever looked so good on a woman’s head.” 
28 See for example Robert Bucholz and Carole Levine, Introduction to Queens and Power in 
Medieval and Early Modern England, ed. Carole Levine and Robert Bucholz (Lincoln and 
London: U of Nebraska P, 2009), xvi. For the Swedish context, see Martin Olin, “Bilden av 
Ulrika Eleonora,” in Drottning i fiendeland: Ulrika Eleonora dä 1656–1693, ed. Inga Elm-
qvist and Ulf G Johnsson (Stockholm: Nationalmuseum, 1995), 11; Snickare, Enväldets riter, 
54. 
29 A survey of panegyrical texts written at the accession of Frederick I found in the National 
Library of Sweden does not show any evidence of similar phrasings being used in the litera-
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the deeds of potential heirs than on the deeds of the queen herself. There is 
no explicit discussion about what Ulrika Eleonora has accomplished, or what 
she might achieve in the future, which is interesting considering the fact that 
Ulrika Eleonora did not actually inherit the throne, but was officially elected 
queen of Sweden in a process where both her royal heritage and her personal 
abilities were underlined.30 Instead, there is the hope for great deeds by fu-
ture kings, which might have something to do with the fact that this poem is 
very much concerned with the military strength of the nation—a domain 
typically gendered male in early modern times. Finally, the queen is present-
ed as “Des grossen FRIEDERICHS sein andres Hertz und Sinn” (the second 
heart and mind of the great FREDERICK) at the beginning of the poem. 
This characterization emphasizes her position as the wife of Frederick of 
Hesse-Kassel and therefore underlines her female gender rather than her role 
as a ruling monarch.31 

Hence, although the praise expressed in this poem does not focus on the 
queen as a woman and the author refrains from openly commenting on the 
question of gender and sovereignty, the issue of gender is in fact negotiated 
at the margins and between the lines of the text. There are passages at the 
beginning and end of the poem that specifically call attention to the fact that 
the new ruler is not a man. Moreover, there are elements throughout the text 
that reveal a certain sensitivity to contemporary notions about what it means 
to be male and female. 

The fact that this text tries to downplay the femininity of Ulrika Eleonora 
while at the same time emphasizing her status as a woman indicates confu-
sion as to what should be allowed to take precedence in the description of a 
female ruler—blood or gender. This has been described as a common prob-
lem both in the debate surrounding Ulrika Eleonora’s accession and in the 
discussion about female rule in the early modern period in general,32 and it 
shows that gender is not the only category at work here, but rather one cate-
gory interacting with others such as class and rank. Ulrika Eleonora is not 
                                                                                                                             
ture produced in connection with this event, which suggests that this is in fact a gender-
specific feature and not a motif inherent in the genre. 
30 Ulrika Eleonora’s hereditary right to the throne was rejected for three reasons: she was not 
unmarried, her husband was a Calvinist and hence not of the Lutheran faith, and she had not 
asked for permission by the estates before marrying her spouse. She was officially elected 
both because of her connection to earlier kings and her personal care for the nation and its 
people (Tegenborg Falkdalen, Kungen är en kvinna, 127–28). See also Kent, A Concise His-
tory of Sweden; Roberts, The Age of Liberty; Thanner, Revolutionen i Sverige. 
31 There are a number of panegyrical texts written in connection with Frederick’s accession, 
where Ulrika Eleonora is mentioned and even described as a good role model for her husband. 
Hence, it is not peculiar that he is mentioned in a text written to celebrate her. I have, howev-
er, not found any texts where Frederick is defined in relation to his wife and hence identified 
with his role as a husband.  
32 See for example Tegenborg Falkdalen, Kungen är en kvinna; Wiesner-Hanks, “Women’s 
Authority in the State and Household,” 30.  
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only a person of royal descent and the new monarch, but also a member of 
the female sex, which creates uncertainty as to whether she should be de-
scribed as a ruler or as a woman/wife—and as to whether she will be able to 
live up to the standards set by her male predecessors. The relationship be-
tween sex/gender and other categories of definition in early modern times 
has been noted by a number of scholars in recent years,33 and this is yet an-
other example of how different categories compete for attention during this 
time.  

The confusion about blood and gender in this text could also be inter-
preted against the background of early modern ideas about the king’s two 
bodies. According to this notion, it was possible for a queen to take on the 
masculine qualities needed to rule, although she was physically a woman; 
since rulers did not only have a body natural, a physical body connected to 
the person, but also a body politic, an immortal political body connected to 
the office, one could in fact make a distinction between the person and the 
function—between the “queenship and the queen”34—in the discussion about 
female sovereignty. It might be argued that this poem makes a similar dis-
tinction, since it describes Ulrika Eleonora both as a woman and as a ruler; 
she is presented as a wife and potential mother, but also as a monarch with 
the same royal virtues as her male relatives. 
Political Ideals and Rhetorical Strategies 
As has been shown above, this text promotes values prominent during the 
belligerent age of Absolutism. It does not seem especially interested in ush-
ering in a new era focused on peace and stability. A rhetorical analysis of the 
text shows that the author uses a number of different strategies to make the 
queen acknowledge the ideals set up in the poem—and that some of these 
strategies are actually influenced by the ideological tendencies of the text.  
Ethos, Pathos and Logos: The Appeal Structure of the Poem 
First of all, the text creates an ethos—a positive image of the author—
focused on his loyalty and humility towards the queen. The title page states 
that the poem has been written in outermost subservience, “In aller tieffster 
Unterthänigkeit,” and the title of the text, “frohlockender Glücks=Wunsch,” 
                                                      
33 See for instance Andrea Griesebner, “Geschlecht als mehrfach relationale Kategorie: Me-
thodologische Anmerkungen aus der Perspektive der Frühen Neuzeit,” in Geschlecht hat 
Methode: Ansätze und Perspektiven der Frauen- und Geschlechtergeschichte. Beiträge der 9. 
Schweizerischen HistorikerInnentagung 1998, ed. Veronika Aegerter et al. (Zürich: Chronos, 
1999), 129–37; Claudia Opitz, Um-Ordnungen der Geschlechter: Einführung in die Ge-
schlechtergeschichte (Tübingen: edition diskord, 2005), 134–137; Heide Wunder, “Er ist die 
Sonn’, sie ist der Mond”: Frauen in der Frühen Neuzeit (München: C.H. Beck, 1992), 264.  
34 Wiesner, Women and Gender, 292. See also Nordberg, “Guds ställföreträdare förmedlad,” 
15–18; Tegenborg Falkdalen, Kungen är en kvinna, 21. 
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clearly signals Kirchring’s devotion to the new monarch. The author’s loyal-
ty is further underlined in the above-mentioned final stanza, where he de-
scribes how he approaches the throne in order to wish the queen success. 
Finally, the praise uttered throughout the poem of course also emphasizes 
the good will of the author, something that might be considered typical for 
all panegyrical writing.  

Second of all, the text uses a number of emotional or moral appeals in or-
der to make the queen acknowledge the ideals promoted. It is obvious that 
this poem focuses more on pathos—appeals to the emotions of the audi-
ence—than on logos—appeals to the logical thinking of the readers or listen-
ers. This is not surprising considering the genre of the text;35 what is interest-
ing, however, is the fact that many of the strategies used can actually be 
connected to the political ideals expressed in the poem.  

The text contains a number of appeals to Ulrika Eleonora’s sense of duty 
towards her heritage. The second stanza underlines the queen’s royal descent 
in the above-mentioned lines “O grosse KÖNIGIN vom Stamm und vom 
Geblüthe! / O grosse KÖNIGIN vom Geist und vom Gemüthe!”36 and com-
bines this praise with a wish for good deeds on her part:  

O grosser Tag/ daran man DICH gekrönet hat! Es wird erfreuen noch die Nach=Welt früh’ und spaht.37 
This creates a link between the queen’s heritage and her duty to act appro-
priately—to fulfill the ideals set up by the author. A similar technique is 
used in the ninth and tenth stanzas, where Ulrika Eleonora’s royal “Glantz” 
is praised. The last two lines of the ninth stanza point out that the queen has 
an inborn ability to shine and that she has thus been chosen to spread her 
light on the nation. The underlining of the special status of the monarch in 
these lines makes it difficult for the queen to ignore the ideals expressed in 
the tenth stanza, where her duty to protect and encourage her subjects is em-
phasized:  

O Hulden=reicher Glantz/ der uns so mächtig schirmet! O Glantz / der uns erquickt/ wann Wetter auff uns stürmet!38 
                                                      
35 The rhetorical genre of genus demonstrativum (texts focused on praising or blaming some-
one or something) is often described as less argumentative compared to the two other gen-
res—genus iudicalum (forensic speeches/texts) and genus deliberativum (speeches/texts 
arguing for or against something). See, for instance, Clemens Ottmers, Rhetorik (Stuttgart: 
Metzler, 1996), 21. 
36 “Oh great QUEEN of clan and of blood / Oh great QUEEN of spirit and of mind.” 
37 “Oh great day/ on which YOU have been crowned! / It will delight the ensuing ages near 
and far.” 
38 “Oh graceful brilliance/ that us so powerful protects! Oh brilliance / that revitalizes us/ 
when stormy weather comes upon us!” 
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Finally, the above-mentioned fourteenth stanza invokes Sweden’s reputation 
as a nation of heroes to remind Ulrika Eleonora of her duty to reproduce. It 
is claimed that the world is used to hearing rumors of the nation’s strength 
and that it needs to show that it is still capable of producing strong rulers. 

There are also a number of references to the queen’s duties towards her 
people. The first stanza claims that the country deserves a “grosse          
KÖNIGIN”—a great queen—and the third stanza invokes the courageous 
people of Sweden, who are wishing for a fortunate reign: 

Willkommen höchste ZIERD! der Schweden/ Gothen/ Wenden/ Es wünscht dein tapffres Volck DIR Glück an allen Enden/ Es rufft mit frohem Mund: O Freuden=voller Tag! Daran die Kron der Zeit man billig krönen mag.39 
The greatness of the Swedish people and their hopes for a great ruler are 
emphasized also in the eighth stanza, where the Swedes are described as 
descendants of Minerva and Mars and where their excitement at the corona-
tion is once again underlined: 

O jauchz Minervae Volck von des Parnassi Spitzen! Du Martis Eigenthumb/ lasz sehn dein tapffres Blitzen! Apollo, deinen Schein verdopple wunder=voll! Weil heut die Ird’sche Sonn gekrönet werden soll.40 
This type of argumentation fits well with the political intentions expressed in 
the text. Considering the poem’s focus on continuity, it is not surprising that 
Kirchring invokes heritage to influence the behavior of the new queen. 
Moreover, this text underlines the status of Sweden as a strong nation, which 
is probably the reason why it emphasizes the greatness of the Swedish peo-
ple and their right to demand a formidable ruler. Another strategy that might 
be connected to the political ideals of the poem is the reference to Ulrika 
Eleonora’s husband in the second stanza. The invocation of this great gen-
eral underlines the queen’s duty to live up to the values he stands for: mili-
tary strength, fame and glory.41 Lastly, the focus on the greatness of the day 
                                                      
39 “Welcome greatest ORNAMENT! of the Swedes/ Goths/ Wends / Your courageous people 
is wishing YOU luck from all directions / It calls out with a happy mouth: Oh what a joyous 
day! / On which the crown of this era may be justly coronated.” 
40 “Oh cheer you people of Minerva from the peak of the Parnassus! / You property of Mars/ 
let us see your courageous sparkle! / Apollo, double your light in a fantastic way! / Because 
today it is time to crown the Earthly Sun.” 
41 For more information about Frederick von Hesse-Kassel’s military achievements, see Hel-
mut Burmeister, “Friedrich von Hessen in Schweden,” in Friedrich, König von Schweden, 
Landgraf von Hessen-Kassel: Studien zu Leben und Wirken eines umstrittenen Fürsten 
(1676–1751), ed. Helmut Burmeister (Hofgeismar: Verein für Hessische Geschichte und 
Landeskunde; Zweigverein Hofgeismar, 2003), 73–155; Walfrid Holst, Fredrik I (Stockholm: 
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and on the honor of hosting the coronation ceremony in the poem might be 
interpreted as a means of awakening reverence for the occasion in the audi-
ence—and as an implicit demand for the queen to take her role and the ideals 
expressed in the text seriously. 
Rhetorical Figures: Stylistic Features of the Poem 
When it comes to the rhetorical figures, the author clearly uses exclamatio in 
order to stir emotion. The poem contains a large number of exclamations, 
which contributes to the emotional appeal of the text. Not only does the em-
phatic character of phrases such as “O grosse KÖNIGIN vom Stamm und 
vom Geblüthe!” help to underline the queen’s great heritage and her duties 
towards her descent. The audience’s reverence for the occasion is also fur-
thered through the use of exclamations such as “O grosser Tag!” (Oh great 
day!) and “Ach! solte Stockholm nicht geniessen diese Würde” (Alas! should 
not Stockholm get to enjoy this honor) in the discussion about the place of 
the coronation.  

Another prominent stylistic feature of this text is its use of apostrophes— 
asides addressed to others than the actual audience. The author addresses 
Uppsala, Stockholm and the day of the coronation in order to underline the 
greatness of the occasion. Moreover, the invocation of God at the end of the 
poem, where He is asked to make the queen victorious and to bless her with 
many heirs, emphasizes the queen’s duties to be strong and to reproduce.  

Finally, the text uses a number of metaphors to remind the queen of the 
role that she needs to live up to. As mentioned above, Ulrika Eleonora is 
described as the crown of all virtue, the ultimate ornament of the nation and 
as the earthly sun, metaphors clearly indicating the monarch’s position as a 
role model and leader for her subjects. Furthermore, the tenth stanza contains 
a negative comparison with the false evening sun and with Phaeton, the son 
of Apollo, who insisted on driving his father’s chariot although he was not 
able to control it and who was eventually killed by Jupiter in order to save 
the world from destruction: 

Es blendet warlich uns kein falscher Abend=Sonn/ Viel weniger auch brent der stoltze Phaëton.42 
The sun symbolism used in this poem is especially noteworthy considering 
the focus on continuity in the text. It makes it clear that the most important 
task for the new queen is to be a “true” monarch—to carry on the legacy of 
her forefathers, as it were. Kurt Johannesson has shown that the legend of 
Phaeton was a motif often used in Swedish literature and art during the age 
                                                                                                                             
Wahlström & Widstrand, 1953); Tegenborg Falkdalen, Kungen är en kvinna; Thanner, Revo-
lutionen i Sverige. 
42 “It is truly not a false evening sun that blinds us / And even less burns the proud Phaeton.” 
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of Absolutism and that this figure would sometimes be depicted as a kind of 
usurper, a character without any legitimate claims to power.43 The reference 
to Phaeton in this poem hence underlines the queen’s duty to act like a wise 
and legitimate ruler and to not let herself be carried away by personal ambi-
tions. This is another point indicating that it is not only the construction of 
gender which is influenced by the ideological tendencies of the text, but also 
the argumentation used in the poem. 
Conclusion 
In this study I have tried to show that the poem analyzed does not promote 
the values of peace and stability prominent at the beginning of the Age of 
Freedom. Although Ulrika Eleonora was often described as a welcome con-
trast to the belligerent Charles XII in the literature written before and in con-
nection with her accession to the throne, Kirchring’s text celebrates tradi-
tional royal virtues and emphasizes ideals related to an earlier era. The new 
queen is praised because of her heritage and her connection with the power-
ful rulers of the late 17th and early 18th centuries—not because of her poten-
tial ability to initiate change—and it is hence clear that this is not a text ad-
vertising new ideals when it comes to the role of the ruling monarch. 

The focus on traditional ideals in this text is likely the reason why the 
queen is described as more or less gender-neutral. Ulrika Eleonora is not 
praised because of typical “female” qualities, but described according to a 
traditional pattern, where royal virtues such as the ability to shine and to be a 
good role model for the people are emphasized. On a superficial level, the 
text pays no attention to the fact that this is not a male ruler, which is inter-
esting considering that many of the Swedish-language panegyrical texts writ-
ten in connection with this event tend to underline the gender of the new 
monarch. 

There are, however, elements in the poem that reveal a certain sensitivity 
to gender issues; although the queen is not praised as a woman, the text con-
tains a number of passages that show that her gender is not unimportant to 
the author. The study has shown that Kirchring’s poem is—like many other 
early modern texts dealing with female sovereignty—colored by a certain 
ambivalence, where it is not clear whether a ruler of the female sex should 
be seen as a woman or as a king—or both. In this sense, the text is typical of 
the discussion surrounding both the accession of Ulrika Eleonora and the 
existence of female rulers in general.  

The analysis shows that Kirchring’s text does not contain an open discus-
sion about the issue of female sovereignty, which is not altogether surprising 
considering the genre. Still, it is possible to read the poem as a form of con-
tribution to the debate surrounding Ulrika Eleonora’s accession, since the 
                                                      
43 See Johannesson, I polstjärnans tecken, 122. 
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description of the queen contains elements reminiscent of the arguments 
often used in order to promote her right to the throne. Taken together, this 
study has shown that Kirchring’s poem makes use of several of the motifs 
commonly used in the early modern debate about female sovereignty, al-
though this is not a text openly arguing for or against it, and that there are 
both differences and similarities compared to other texts written in connec-
tion with Ulrika Eleonora’s accession.  

When it comes to the rhetorical strategies used in the text, it is clear that 
also the argumentation is colored by the ideological tendencies of the poem. 
As has been shown in the analysis, the author uses a number of references to 
the queen’s duties towards her country, people and heritage in order to re-
mind her about the values she needs to live up to—something that is proba-
bly the result of the text’s focus on continuity. Moreover, the text contains a 
number of metaphors and comparisons that underscore Ulrika Eleonora’s 
duty to conform to a traditional monarchical role and to carry on the legacy 
of her forefathers, which makes it especially clear that this poem praises the 
queen in her role as heir to the great kings of earlier times—not as a symbol 
of a new era. 

The analysis carried out in this study points to a close connection between 
literature and history when it comes to the genre of early modern panegyrics. 
It has shown how this type of text can be used as a tool in the political de-
bate, and how it is, in turn, shaped by both the political situation at the time 
and the early modern discussion about gender and sovereignty. Moreover, 
this study provides a good example of how the insights of contemporary 
gender theory might be used in order to understand texts written in early 
modern times. Through the combination of classical rhetorical theory with 
tools from modern gender theory, it has tried to show not only how notions 
of gender influence the construction of the subject, but also how they impact 
the rhetorical composition of the text. The analysis of the poem explored 
here thus indicates that a historical contextualization is necessary for under-
standing early modern panegyrical texts, and that the re-contextualization of 
older material within contemporary theoretical frameworks may help to shed 
new light on various aspects of these texts. This study has tried to highlight 
the correlation between rhetoric, notions of gender and political ideals in one 
panegyrical text, an approach that has not only contributed new knowledge 
about the way in which Ulrika Eleonora’s accession was treated in the litera-
ture of the time, but also enabled a reading where the textual construction of 
the poem can be connected to the historical context in which it was written.  
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The Impact of Education on Early Modern Political 
Culture 

Erland Sellberg, Stockholm University 
This article discusses the concept of political culture and the close connection between rhetoric and humanist education in early modern Sweden. The need for a reform of education for the increasing state administration was urgent. To achieve this goal, it was necessary to enhance the study of the humanistic disciplines, in particular rhetoric, history, and politics. The government relied primarily on Johan Skytte to accomplish such a teaching reform. This essay will detail this process and its impact on Swedish political culture. 

Contextualizing Early Modern Politics 
Which qualities do we expect a statesman to possess? The answer to such a 
question will depend on several circumstances. Today the answer will differ 
extensively from what we would have responded, say, during the Middle 
Ages. There are, however, still some conditions on which we would always 
agree. Nowadays we most certainly would not stress his piety, neither his 
courage nor his physical strength, maybe not even his boldness. But we 
would expect our statesmen to have some virtues, such as a sense of justice 
and prudence. It would be intolerable if our politicians did not obey the law 
or the constitution.  

These are all qualities of a moral character. However important they are, 
they are not enough to make a good politician. There are and have always 
been other demands on a prominent statesman. Not even Augustine expected 
the just ruler to be only pious, although the church father thought that piety 
and proclivity for obeying God was decisive. Apart from a pious disposition, 
the king still had to handle many particular political issues, like righteous 
warfare, have knowledge of the law in order to be a good and impartial 
judge, and not least, be a good housekeeper of the realm. In order to be able 
to master these responsibilities, the king needed tutelage and instruction.  

In every way these demands became obvious when the state-building pro-
cess started in early modern Europe. It happened at the same time that other 
sweeping changes inflicted new modes of thinking upon the world, such as 
the art of printing, which had a distinct bearing on learned culture. Several 
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other innovations, however, had also important impact on the minds of the 
early modern man, such as the discovery of America and the widening of the 
world, along with improvements of navigation and mapping. Developments 
in warfare thoroughly changed the economy and diplomacy of realms. In the 
wake of the formation process of modern states a bureaucracy developed that 
changed political culture in most European countries. The increasing profes-
sionalism of politics and administration created the need for better and more 
suitable education.1 

In the following I will look more closely at the relation between the polit-
ical culture and education in one of those states that seemingly passed 
through this kind of modernization process very well, Sweden. In a few dec-
ades Sweden developed from being a realm in the periphery of Europe to 
conquering a position as a great power in 1648. There were traditionally 
some distinguished features of the Swedish political culture, of which the 
most conspicuous was the influence the peasantry was bestowed as one of 
four estates. On the other hand, Sweden had a comparatively weak and in-
significant nobility. In their will to strengthen administrative and political 
competence, the Swedish kings became increasingly concerned about the 
state of schools. At the beginning of the 17th century a new model was thus 
launched that extensively exerted an influence on the Swedish political cul-
ture. The single most important man in this process was Johan Skytte, to 
whose ideas on education I will soon return in order to demonstrate the im-
pact of education on Swedish political culture.  

I will first dwell on the question from another perspective and look at how 
the education of a prince—or, for that matter, of anyone who is expected to 
become a politician—reflects political culture, a concept that is not always 
easy to define. Then I will discuss in what way this became manifested in 
Skytte’s endeavours to change or at least to modify the curriculum.  
Political Culture 
Peter Burke, one of the most prominent historians in the field of cultural 
history, punctuates the importance of the changes over time in the concept of 
cultural history. It has been common to restrict the concept of culture to dif-
ferent and specific areas in order to make it possible for historians to more 
thoroughly study these aspects. We may talk about literal culture or academ-
ic culture, and by studying different aspects of academic life we pretend to 
be able to better understand the conditions for research or learning.  

Today it is common to include also intellectual and political aspects of 
culture. It makes it possible for us to study all aspects of the past, not just 
political decisions but also the way these resolutions were arrived at, how the 
                                                      
1 About the state-building process, see Charles Tilly, ed., The Formation of National States in 
Western Europe (New Jersey: Princeton, 1975), 3–83. 



 209 

statesmen became statesmen and how they exerted an influence on their 
fellows. It does, however, make the content of ‘culture’ a little nebulous. In 
other words, how do we find a way of separating the important activities 
from those of lesser significance or value?2 

Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba define political culture as a system 
“internalized in the cognitions, feelings and evaluations of the population,” 
thus making it a matter of a greater political structure. The question at stake, 
however, is how do we understand this structure that we may call political 
culture? And what is important for historians to consider in order to under-
stand a political culture of the past? 3 

There are some obvious aspects of political culture that need to be consid-
ered. We may concentrate on scrutinizing the manner in which politics in 
practice is done, on what we have to do in order to have authority in political 
assemblies, on how we infiltrate the front line of our political antagonists in 
order to weaken them, or on how we build informal networks to strengthen 
our position. It needs to be pointed out that the fact that political culture is a 
matter of human actions does not in any way exclude material objects from 
the scene. Sometimes objects play a significant role in the performance of 
politics. Books, archives, pictures, buildings and much more are important 
instruments of political actions and may have actual impact on political pro-
cedures.  

Another important way of studying political culture is to focus on how to 
prepare for making a feasible passage into public life. In the Middle Ages 
some were more or less born into public life; most, however, were not, and 
therefore could not be a part of the political culture. As was mentioned ini-
tially, the formation of national states gradually changed the situation. As a 
consequence of military and administrative development the political culture 
expanded and became more open to a larger public, although the nobility 
tried (in vain) to consolidate their position as the only estate with political 
rights. The key for a nobleman who strove to keep his position and privi-
leges was, however, practically the same as what a young commoner had to 
rely on. Anyone who wanted to seek his fortune in public life had to make 
himself useful and meet requirements by apposite education. This made it 
urgent for any early modern government to be concerned about a curriculum, 
which so far had been considered solely an ecclesiastical affair.  

This became manifest in Sweden where the king and the council of the 
realm at the beginning of the 17th century tried to urge the university to ad-
mit students interested in serving the state, not only the church. These royal 

                                                      
2 See Peter Burke, What is Cultural History? (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004) and Lynn Hunt, 
ed., The New Cultural History (Berkeley: U of California P, 1989). 
3 Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Demo-
cracy in Five Nations (Boston: Princeton, 1966), 13. 
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endeavours were not approved by the clergy, which eventually was more or 
less forced to give up its resistance.4 

I will later return to this antagonism; here it is only important to empha-
size the significance of the conflict between the government and the clergy 
in matters regarding higher education. It is important to note that even the 
nobility had to surrender to an increasing and urgent demand for theoretical 
knowledge and intellectual abilities needed to fulfil the requirements of pub-
lic functions. I will here briefly make some reflections on the importance of 
instruction or education for anyone intending to play a vital part in politics. 

There was, of course, a clear difference between those born to answering 
to the expectations and hopes of their families and those who were lucky 
enough—by their own superior predispositions—to make a career in politics. 
Both groups composed the political culture, but on different conditions. The 
endeavours of ambitious men to be admitted into political assemblies or to 
be given public offices or other commissions constituted a political culture 
as much as the way they thereafter acted as part of these political networks 
or assemblies. To look upon political life of a certain time from a cultural 
perspective reveals the coherence of different groups and councils but also 
reminds us that the actors were individuals with personal agendas.  
The Political Culture of Early Modern Sweden 
Young men of the privileged class were bound to strive for good positions, 
favourable marriages and prosperity. Of course, everyone did not succeed 
even though, metaphorically speaking, they had the ticket to office and pow-
er. Regardless of his actual success, the head of a patrician family had a pub-
lic life. Some men less favoured by birth could be more successful and, by 
personal competence, manage to become part of a political network and to 
reach influential positions. How did they manoeuvre to get these “tickets” to 
the network that was making politics? In practice it was a question of getting 
contact with influential patrons. It must be underlined that the conditions for 
a politician in medieval Sweden were not the same as in early modern Swe-
den. We thus have to look closer at the circumstances where politics were 
made and under which conditions.5  
                                                      
4 On this subject, see Erland Sellberg, Kyrkan och den tidigmoderna staten: En konflikt om 
Aristoteles, utbildning och makt [The Early-Modern State and the Church. A Conflict about 
the Aristotelian Ethics and Education] (Stockholm: Carlsson, 2010). (In Swedish with a sum-
mary in English) 
5 About the difficulties for the Swedish nobility to adapt to the new demands, see Sven Ed-
lund, M.G. De la Gardies inrikespolitiska program 1655: Ett bidrag till den ståndspolitiska 
och pedagogiska debatten under 1600-talet (Lund: Gleerups, 1954), 239–268, and Erland 
Sellberg, “Vår förste utbildningspolitiker: En viktig del av Johan Skyttes politiska insats,” in 
1600-talets ansikte, ed. Sten Åke Nilsson and Margareta Ramsay (Nyhamnsläge: Gyllensti-
ernska Karpperupstiftelsen, 1997), 329–34. 
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It was more or less impossible for most young men—not to mention 
women, who had no right at all to attend or form political bodies—to make a 
political career or take part in politics. The community was constituted not 
by individuals but by families that together made up the four estates, accord-
ing to which the families were bound to fulfil different tasks and duties. Poli-
tics and government were the responsibility of the nobility by birth, and that 
privileged and noble position was granted by God. This divine mandate 
made the conditions unchangeable.6  

From the end of the 14th century until the beginning of the 16th century 
Sweden was in alliance with Denmark-Norway. Gustavus I changed this and 
he also let the country join the Lutheran Reformation. The reformation pro-
cess began in 1527 but it was not accomplished until the end of the century. 
Although Gustavus also had launched a reorganization of the state admin-
istration, it hardly went beyond an onset during his reign. The transformation 
of Sweden was resumed at the beginning of the 17th century, and just a few 
decades later the process was completed and the political and administrative 
system was ready to cope with the role of Sweden as a great power. The 
realm had been bureaucratized within a relatively short period and had an 
efficient military organization. This transformation was certainly not carried 
out without difficulties and sacrifices. There were at least two immediate 
problems to solve during the process. 

One of these problems was a direct consequence of the Reformation. Of 
course the disunion from Rome and a long Catholic tradition radically af-
fected the political culture of Sweden. In spite of the fact that an obvious 
effect of the Reformation had been a religious individualization that reduced 
or maybe even annihilated the demand for ecclesiastical help to rescue the 
soul from eternal damnation, the Swedish clergy was nevertheless unwilling 
to give up its privileges and influence. Who better than the church could 
defend the Reformation and prevent any dangerous deviations from the pure 
word of God? From such perspectives the church could justify insistence on 
influence on matters it thought spiritual but the government rather consid-
ered to be worldly. As a result the clergy from time to time, and more or less 
willingly, was mixed up in the political culture.7  

The other problem was closely connected to the first one. It soon became 
evident that the growing bureaucracy required well-educated officials to 
carry out different kinds of public commissions. It was not possible for the 
crown to trust old patrician families and think that they would supply the 
king with people meeting all these new qualifications. As time went on it 
became all the more necessary to increase the ranks of nobility with young 
untitled but talented men. This had an immediate effect on the political cul-
                                                      
6 Peter Englund, Det hotade huset: Adliga föreställningar om samhället under stormaktstiden 
(Stockholm: Atlantis, 1989), 125f.  
7 Sellberg, Kyrkan och den tidigmoderna staten, 375–82. 
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ture. Not even a man of an aristocratic family of high lineage could rely sole-
ly on old contacts and family relations to make a good career. He had to 
consider the threat of the homo novus and he had to improve his own compe-
tence by studying in order to make himself more competitive. Needless to 
say, such competition was not much appreciated by old and noble families. 
Patrician families had to fight to keep their privileges and positions.8 
Johan Skytte  
The Chancellor of the realm, Axel Oxenstierna, inconsistently expressed his 
concern for the young aristocrat’s proclivity for warfare as a more noble 
occupation than studies. He also expressed the usual aristocratic contempt 
for the learned when he observed that the most prominent features of a man 
of learning were a worn out trouser seat and a couple of books.9 It was a 
much easier case for his distinguished antagonist at the royal court, Johan 
Skytte, who himself was a homo novus and could wholeheartedly encourage 
young commoners to study. His father was a burgher but in his youth he had 
attracted the attention of Duke Charles, who later dethroned his nephew 
Si gismund and became king of Sweden.  

The duke observed the young Skytte’s prominent gifts and sent him to 
German universities for further studies. Skytte stayed at several colleges for 
almost a decade and eventually became a very learned humanist, well trained 
in all arts and an excellent orator. After becoming king, Charles also relied 
rather on learned commoners than on less well-educated noblemen, and he 
gave Skytte several important commissions. In 1602 Skytte received the 
important task to instruct the young prince Gustavus Adolphus, and shortly 
afterwards Skytte was raised to nobility. From that time on and for almost 
half a century he played an important part on the political arena in Sweden. 
He was eventually promoted to baronetcy and commissioned to important 
assignments by his former pupil Gustavus Adolphus. He even became a 
member of the council of the realm in 1617, a striking proof of his ascendan-
cy. Although he belonged to the nobility starting in 1604, he assiduously 
stuck to the opinion that everyone was expected to loyally subordinate his 
own interests to that of the realm. He therefore thought that it was essential 
to avoid permitting any estate to dominate or in any way jeopardize the una-
nimity of the realm. Skytte remained a trusted servant of the King as long as 
he lived. His strategy and his advice definitely aroused opposition in the 

                                                      
8 About the development in Sweden, see Michael Roberts, The Early Vasas. A History of 
Sweden 1523–1611 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1968) and id., ed., Sweden as a Great Power 
1611–1697 (London: Arnold, 1968). 
9 Svenska riksrådets protokoll, XIV, 1650. Edited by Severin Bergh (Stockholm; Riksarkivet, 
1916) 390. 
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patrician families and after the death of the king in 1632 his influence and 
authority began to abate.10  

In spite of opposition from his fellow noblemen, Skytte still had a consid-
erable influence on public affairs for almost four decades. His endeavours 
regarding education and the curriculum had an immediate effect on the polit-
ical culture. A considerable number of aristocrats kept on for generations 
with their ancestral attitudes, but it still became increasingly common for 
even the highly ranked patrician families to send their sons to the university 
and to compete also for public missions.  

In 1622 the king commissioned Johan Skytte to be the first chancellor of 
Uppsala University. At practically the same time, Gustavus Adolphus re-
solved the dissonance between the crown and the church about the power 
over education and the schools that had lasted since the Reformation started 
a century earlier. According to the decision made by the estates of the realm 
in 1527, almost all ecclesiastical possessions were confiscated by the crown. 
It thereafter became the crown’s responsibility to provide means to make it 
possible for the church to work. The clergy defended its position adamantly 
and tried as far as possible to prevent the government from intervening more 
than necessary in what it thought to be purely an ecclesiastical concern.  

During the four or five decades from the death of Gustavus I to the reign 
of Gustavus Adolphus, who became king in 1611, the Reformation eventual-
ly was carried through, but only after prolonged disagreements. King Johan 
III had tried to launch an ecclesiastical reform of his own that would have 
brought Sweden closer to Rome again but he failed and eventually his   
Catholic son, Sigismund, was deposed. The Lutheran creed was confirmed 
as the recognized religion. The clergy extorted preservation of traditional 
clerical privileges, at least for the time being, in exchange for its support of 
Duke Charles. Among these was the power over all education, including 
Uppsala University, which was reopened in 1595 after decades of decline 
and even temporary cessations. 
A Humanist Curriculum  
The political situation was, however, not at all stabilized. It was obvious that 
the intention of the crown to reorganize the administration of the realm in 
accordance with the requirements of a modern state was hardly compatible 
with the plans of the clergy. The church had no interest in a change in higher 
education. The king and the council were alarmed and tried to improve the 
existing curriculum in order to make it more adapted to political demands. 
The government wanted the professors to train students in the humanities 
                                                      
10 Erland Sellberg, “Johan Skytte: The Originator of the Swedish Model?” in Cultura Baltica: 
Literary Culture around the Baltic 1600–1700, ed. Bo Andersson and Richard E. Schade 
(Uppsala: Uppsala universitet, 1996), 13–22. 
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and to not just keep to the traditional curriculum, which was well adapted for 
future clergymen but hardly at all for future officials and diplomats. To 
achieve this goal it was necessary to enhance the study of the humanist dis-
ciplines, in particular rhetoric, history, and politics.11  

For the time being there was a close-to-catastrophic disagreement be-
tween the king and the university. As a result the professors did not receive 
their salaries and some of them were even banished from their posts. When 
Gustavus Adolphus succeeded his father, he solved the problem, not by giv-
ing up the aim to extend the curriculum, but by means of money. He simply 
donated land and manors to the university to make it possible to increase 
salaries and to create several new professorships in law and in the liberal 
arts. He entrusted to Skytte to supervise academic administration and educa-
tion in order to get more students to study politics. The intention was to at-
tract a new kind of student. The instigator of all these reforms and political 
visions was Skytte, who personally donated a professorship in politics and 
rhetoric that corresponded closely to the intentions of the king. The Profes-
sor Skytteanus was instructed to educate his students in precisely the facul-
ties that were needed in the early modern political culture.12  

When Skytte announced his donation, he also explained that this profes-
sorship was a way of paying back for what he had benefited by his own stud-
ies; without them he would have achieved nothing. Maybe it was verbally an 
exaggerative statement but for obvious reasons it was still true. Skytte was 
born a humble man without means but this was not what he was hinting at. 
More important, according to Skytte, was that no one—may he be a noble-
man or a commoner—could manage anything without having been properly 
instructed in the liberal arts.13  

In fact, Skytte indicated that there is a path for anyone who strives for 
power or aims at being part of the political culture. His opinion was that it 
was essential that the young students let themselves be guided by a curricu-
lum marked by usefulness. Skytte rebuked the traditional scholastic curricu-
lum and strongly recommended that the students should rather follow the 
French philosopher Petrus Ramus’s method. He even wanted the holder of 
his professorship to be a Ramist with reference to method.14  

                                                      
11 Sellberg, Kyrkan och den tidigmoderna staten, 108–12. 
12 Skytte’s deed of gift is printed in Claes Annerstedt, Upsala universitets historia. I. Bihang I 
(Upsala: Upsala Universitet, 1877), 201. 
13 The letter of donation is printed in Claes Annerstedt, Upsala universitets historia: I. Bihang 
I. Handlingar 1477–1654 (Upsala: Upsala universitet, 1877), 183–87 and 201. 
14 About Skytte’s Ramism, see Erland Sellberg, “The Usefulness of Ramism,” in The Influ-
ence of Petrus Ramus: Studies in Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century Philosophy and Science, 
ed., Mordechai Feingold, Joseph Freedman, and Wolfgang Rother (Basel: Schwabe, 2001), 
106–26 and particularly 121–25. Recently Jenny Ingemarsdotter published her doctoral thesis 
about Johan Skytte, Ramism, Rhetoric and Reform: An Intellectual Biography of Johan Skytte 
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The theoretical discussion about method was intense in the 16th century. 
For Ramus it was not in the first place a way to acquire knowledge but rather 
a way to display being or nature. The Ramist method simply was intended to 
reflect nature. To emphasize this point, in some of his writings Ramus pre-
ferred to call the second part of logic not iudicium but dispositio. In that way 
the Ramist method showed a way to reduce the study of logic; the demon-
strative part could be reduced to a minimum. The young pupils could avoid 
plodding through most of the rules for making syllogisms like the odious 
pons asinorum. Logic then rather became a method of exposing what was 
supposed to be the natural order of all the arts. With the donation of a chair 
of politics, history and rhetoric, Skytte wanted his professor to teach the 
young students whatever they may need as politicians or state officials. In 
practice it was the same curriculum according to which he had instructed the 
young prince Gustavus Adolphus twenty years earlier.15  

Skytte outlined his pedagogical ideas in a concise book about the upbring-
ing of a Christian prince that was written from the perspective of his own 
lessons with the Swedish prince. The first thing to note from his account is 
the fact that he adamantly and repeatedly emphasizes the importance of let-
ting usefulness guide the curriculum. Everyone should study in order to 
bring the fruits of knowledge into practice and use for himself, for his family 
and for the realm. This was for him a strong and decisive reason to reject the 
scholastic curriculum because in it he found that the disciplines were never 
directed to practical exercise. According to Skytte the scholastics indulged in 
hair-splitting and barren argumentations that really had no practical use at 
all. In that respect he repeated the same argument that Ramus had used in 
disagreement with the curriculum at Sorbonne.16  

It is obvious that Skytte’s idea of how to teach a young prince was influ-
enced by a basic humanist view. He constantly underlined the importance of 
usefulness. The studies were always assumed to aim at practice. He informed 
the young Gustavus Adolphus in all arts but he certainly put the main focus 
on those that he considered to be most useful for a king. For example, the 
king would need a basic knowledge of mathematics in order to decide how 
to make a fortification strong enough to resist the bullets of the enemies dur-
ing warfare, and in order to keep and scrutinize accounts because of his re-
sponsibility for the treasury of the realm. Still more important were two  
other disciplines, and they were particularly important with a view to the 
student’s future activity in a political culture.  

First of all, anyone being a politician or a statesman has to know basic 
facts relevant to public life, i.e. about the ways politics is properly done. The 
                                                                                                                             
(1577–1645) (Uppsala: Uppsala universitet, 2011). Despite the title she does not enter deeply 
into these questions.  
15 Wilhelm Risse, Logik der Neuzeit I (Stuttgart-Bad-Cannstatt, 1964), 122–200. 
16 Sellberg, “Vår förste utbildningspolitiker,” 324–28. 
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question at stake was, where could you learn about all these things? To that 
question Skytte answered in the same way as Machiavelli had done when the 
latter exhorted the prince to study history in order to learn how politics really 
worked; it is impossible to separate history from politics. These disciplines 
are so closely related that they cannot stand without each other. 17 

Such an opinion indicates that Skytte was interested in the same kind of 
history as Machiavelli. History is about politics in the past and you can learn 
from the past because human beings always react in the same way; human 
nature will never change. History is therefore a treasury of political 
knowledge. Skytte did, however, never even hint at such an extremely prag-
matic use of history that Machiavelli had made. He could never ignore the 
religious duties and goals of man. Skytte, in addition, would never have ac-
cepted a prince who would behave unscrupulously in the same way a Ma-
chiavellian prince would do. The king should in the first place be a good 
Christian according to Skytte. In that respect Skytte definitely, and without 
any reservation, kept to the Augustinian ideal.  

The other discipline was just as indispensable. No one working in public 
life could fulfil his duties without eloquence. It was the capacity for using 
words and for communicating with other human beings in order to make 
impressions on them that made men different from brutes. Already as a 
young student Skytte had declared that language and the ability to use it 
eloquently was the foundation of all culture.18  

Skytte confessed the great advantage his rhetorical skills had brought to 
him and he praised eloquence throughout his life. One of his favourite ex-
amples was an episode when a young nobleman (sometimes he called him a 
Dane, sometimes a German) had obtained an audience with the pope in 
Rome who was very impressed by the nobleman’s appearance, but as soon 
as he realised that the young man could not speak but his mother tongue, he 
exclaimed: “O, quam bella haec est bestia! (What a nice brute)”19  

Why was eloquence so important? There were two reasons that indeed 
made it unthinkable for a prince or anyone—how unimportant he may be—
in the early modern political culture to do without rhetoric. First and most 
important—and this is a conviction that Skytte shared with almost every-
one—language was regarded an essential part of civilisation. The Romans 
had developed their language to something more than just a way to com-
municate. By using Latin they had demonstrated their superiority. Anyone 
                                                      
17 Johan Skytte, Een kort Underwijsning Uthi huad Konster och Dygder Een Fursteligh Per-
son skall sigh öfwe och bruke then ther tencker medh tijdhen lyckosahlighen regere Land och 
Rijke (sine loco, 1604), 21, and Niccolò Machiavelli, Opere I, ed. Corrado Vivanti (Turin: 
Einaudi-Gallimard, 1997), 22–26. Cf. Harvey C. Mansfield, Machiavelli’s Virtue (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1996), 127–31. 
18 Johan Skytte, Orato Iohannis Schroderi Skytte Sveci, Sine eloquentia ad eruditionis fastig-
ium perveniri non posse (Stockholm, 1604), A2r–A3r.  
19 Johan Skytte, Een kort Underwijsning, 10 
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who could speak flawless and eloquent Latin was entitled to the legacy of 
the ancient Roman superiority. The famous humanist Lorenzo Valla had 
explicitly pointed out how much a valuable gift Latin had been to the peo-
ples the Romans had conquered: “…uelut optimam quandam frugem mortal-
ibus ad faciendam sementem praebuerunt. Opus nimirum multo praeclarius, 
multoque speciosus, quam imperium propagasse.”20  

Skytte also looked upon eloquence as the buttress of society. However, it 
was not just something that one should consider in lofty strains, it was also 
an art and a practice and, as such, it was a ticket into the political culture. No 
one could afford not to bother about rhetoric. Everyone who aimed at be-
longing to the political culture had to learn and practice it. If you wanted to 
persuade an assembly you had to deliver a smooth speech. You also had to 
know how to put your arguments in a convincing way in a smaller council, 
and you must also master different other situations with other persons in 
order to convince or to persuade or to build friendship. In politics you had to 
use all these techniques to receive support from influential patrons, and later 
as a successful patron yourself you had to take care and support suitable 
clients. To do so in a time without telephones and computers you had to rely 
on conversation and letters. Already Erasmus had—certainly inspired by 
Cicero—developed a master’s skill in writing letters for different purposes. 
Ars epistolica became a special and important branch of rhetoric. 
The Importance of Education 
Skytte himself didn’t develop uniquely superior skills in writing letters, al-
though his knowledge in the important liberal arts was considered excellent 
by his contemporaries. He was famous as a prominent master of Latin style 
and a convincing orator. There is no doubt that he himself had been extreme-
ly qualified to occupy his donated chair. More important was the impact his 
donation and his chancellorship at the university had on the humanist turn of 
the political culture in Sweden. His responsibility for different aspects of 
learning and teaching, his powerful work for a reform of the curriculum from 
scholastic to humanist, and his encouragement of commoners to study made 
him a main figure when changing the political culture in Sweden to be better 
adapted to the demands of the early modern state. During the 17th century the 
skills Skytte had pointed out in fact became very important parts of the polit-
ical culture in Sweden. We have many examples that confirm the picture of 
how young men made their way into politics, how they acted as members of 
councils or in diplomatic missions as emissaries, how they formed networks, 
how they acquired patrons, and how they later encouraged young students to 
                                                      
20 Laurentius Valla, Elegantiarum latinae linguae libri sex (Lugduni, 1545), 7: “. . . the Ro-
man tongue was offered to mortals as a certain most excellent fruit for the sowing. Certainly 
this was a much more famous and splendid task than increasing the empire itself.” English 
translation: Donald Kelley, Renaissance Humanism (Boston: Twayne, 1991), 138. 
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become their clients. An overall impression is that the process confirmed 
Skytte’s conviction that nothing at all could be achieved without adequate 
education.  

To sum up, Skytte accomplished a new curriculum that would accommo-
date political demands and he definitely shaped a humanist program in Swe-
den. He did not, however, in any way provoke the church, and his syllabus 
was not intended to offend the clergy. It would have been unwise and politi-
cally pernicious. Certainly a belligerent course of action would not have 
benefited the strategy of the king and the council to preserve the unanimity 
of the realm. Such endeavours would have undone a scheme of gradually but 
still distinctly extending the control over the church. It became a hallmark of 
the Swedish political culture to rather embrace consensus than conflict and 
dispute. 
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Traditions of Reading, Writing and Collecting: 
Books in the Lives of Dynastic Women in Early 
Modern Germany  

Jill Bepler, Herzog August Library, Wolfenbüttel 
This contribution affirms the importance of book history for early modern gender studies and examines the role of reading and collecting books in the various stages of the lives of dynastic women in 17th-century German terri-tories. It takes as a case study the widespread female book-collecting net-works in which Magdalena Sibylle, Duchess of Württemberg (1652–1712) was educated and which conditioned her own activities as a collector, a reader and an author. It traces her family networks in Hessen, Saxony, Württemberg, Holstein and Sweden. 

Cultural studies have broadened the scope of literary history and opened up 
fields of research far beyond the canon of accepted literary genres and the 
figure of the “author.” Literary studies of the early modern period were at 
the forefront of this development, and it was here, for example, that the im-
portance of visual strategies (emblematics) and the role of ephemeral works 
(e.g., broadsheeets, emerging newspapers) and devotional works were first 
taken into account in an expanded concept of cultural experience. In German 
studies, urban and court culture have become increasingly important as at-
tention has been paid to the cultural repercussions of territorial particularism 
and its networks. The fragmentation of the Empire generated a multitude of 
competing cultural centres focused on courts and cities, for no standard-
setting central metropolis began to emerge until the late 18th century. This 
fragmentation was mirrored by a multitude of printing centres. Book history 
has become an established facet of communication history and cultural trans-
fer, examining both the transmission and reception of texts and the material 
aspects of the book as an object. This contribution combines court studies, 
gender studies and book history in order to examine the role of book collect-
ing in women’s lives in the early modern period. By taking the example of 
one dynastic woman book collector from the 17th century, Magdalena Sibylle 
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of Württemberg (1652–1712),1 I will ask what role writing and book collect-
ing and libraries played in the various networks to which she belonged at 
different stages in her life.  
 

 

Fig. 1: Portrait of Magdalena Sibylle, Duchess of Württemberg (1652–1712) from Christ-Fürstliches Ehren-Gedächtniß. Stuttgart 1712 (Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart) 

Over the past decades gender approaches have gained ground in early mod-
ern court studies of the German-speaking territories, bringing the often in-
formal role of dynastic women and their “Frauenzimmer” into clearer focus.2 
Particular attention has been paid to women’s roles as regents3 and widows,4 
but with figures like Anna of Saxony the political and confessional implica-
                                                      
1 On her biography and literature on her see Gerhard Raff, Hie gut Württemberg alle Wege II: 
Das Haus Württemberg von Herzog Wilhelm Ludwig bis Herzog Friedrich Carl (Stuttgart: 
Hohenheim Verlag, 2002), 156–97. 
2 Heide Wunder, ed., Dynastie und Herrschaftssicherung in der Frühen Neuzeit: Geschlechter 
und Geschlecht (Berlin: Duncker und Humblot, 2002). 
3 Pauline Puppel, Die Regentin: Vormundschaftliche Herrschaft in Hessen 1500–1700 (Frank-
furt and New York: Campus, 2004). 
4 Martina Schattkowsky, ed., Witwenschaft in der Frühen Neuzeit: Fürstliche und adlige 
Witwen zwischen Fremd- und Selbstbestimmung (Leipzig: Leipziger Universitätsverlag, 
2003). 
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tions of their roles as consorts have also become clearer.5 Dynastic women, 
who were often faced with the challenge of adapting to foreign surroundings 
after marriage, have been “discovered” as agents of cultural transfer.6 Most 
recently, research has begun to uncover female dynastic networks and inves-
tigate the importance of family ties in building and sustaining informal 
communication between different courts.7 Early modern Germany poses a 
particular challenge in this respect due to the innumerable dynasties and 
courts which comprised the high nobility. Contextualising women’s roles 
within the court system is often only possible on the basis of enormously 
time-consuming archival ground-work, such as that by Beatrix Bastl8 and 
Katrin Keller9 and Susanne Rode-Breymann10 for Austria, and in particular 
the Imperial court at Vienna, Ute Essegern,11 Mara Wade,12 Katrin Keller13 
and Pernille Arenfeldt14 for Saxony, Judith Aikin for Rudolstadt,15 or Helga 
                                                      
5 Katrin Keller, Kurfürstin Anna von Sachsen (1532–1585) (Regensburg: Pustet, 2010). 
6 Dorothea Nolde and Claudia Opitz-Belakhal, eds., Grenzüberschreitende Familienbeziehun-
gen: Akteure und Medien des Kulturtransfers in der Frühen Neuzeit (Cologne, Weimar and 
Vienna: Böhlau, 2008). 
7 Michaela Hohkamp, “Sisters, Aunts and Cousins: Familial Architectures and the Political 
Field in Early Modern Europe,” in Kinship in Europe: Approaches to Long-Term Develop-
ments (1300–1900), ed. Jon Mathieu, Simon Teuscher and David Sabean (New York: Berg-
hahn Books, 2007), 128–45; Zur Kulturgeschichte weiblicher Kommunikation, ed. Eva La-
bouvie (Cologne, Weimar and Vienna: Böhlau, 2009). 
8 Beatrix Bastl, Tugend, Liebe, Ehre: Die adelige Frau in der Frühen Neuzeit (Vienna, Co-
logne and Weimar: Böhlau, 2000). 
9 Katrin Keller, Hofdamen: Amtsträgerinnen im Wiener Hofstaat des 17. Jahrhunderts (Vien-
na, Cologne and Weimar: Böhlau, 2005). 
10 Susanne Rode-Breymann, Musiktheater eines Kaiserpaars: Wien 1677–1705 (Hildesheim: 
Olms, 2010). 
11 Ute Essegern, Fürstinnen am kursächsischen Hof: Lebenskonzepte und Lebensläufe zwi-
schen Familie, Hof und Politik in der ersten Hälfte des 17. Jahrhunderts (Leipzig: Universi-
tätsverlag, 2007). 
12 Mara R. Wade, “The Queen’s Court: Anna of Denmark and her Royal Sisters; Cultural 
Agency at Four Northern European Courts in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries,” in 
Women and Culture at the Courts of the Stuart Queens, ed. Clare McManus (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 49–80; Mara R. Wade, “Widowhood and Patronage: Hedevig, 
Princess of Denmark and Electress of Saxony (1581–1641),” Renæssanceforum 4 (2008), 
accessed November 26, 2012 http://www.renaessanceforum.dk/rf_4_2008.htm.; Mara R. 
Wade, “Witwenschaft und Mäzenatentum: Hedwig, Prinzessin von Dänemark und Kurfürstin 
von Sachsen (1581–1641),” in Orte der Musik: Kulturelles Handeln von Frauen in der Stadt, 
ed. Susanne Rode-Breymann (Cologne, Weimar and Vienna: Böhlau, 2008), 219–31. 
13 Keller, Kurfürstin Anna von Sachsen. 
14 Pernille Arenfeldt, “Gendered Patronage and Confessionalization: Anna of Saxony as a 
‘Mother of the Church’,” Renæssanceforum 4 (2008), accessed November 26, 2012. 
http://www.renaessanceforum. dk/rf_ 4_2008.htm ; Pernille Arenfeldt, “The Political Role of 
the Female Consort in Protestant Germany, 1550–1585: Anna of Saxony as ‘Mater Patriae’,” 
(PhD thesis, European University Institute, Florence, 2006). 
15 Judith P. Aikin, “Der Weg zur Mündigkeit in einem Frauenleben aus dem 17. Jahrhundert: 
Genesis und Publikationsgeschichte der geistlichen Lieder der Gräfin Aemilie Juliane von 



 226

Meise for Darmstadt.16 Studies of education at court and literary activity 
have shown that dynastic women played an important if unofficial role in the 
cultural self-representation of courts, especially as performers and inventors 
of the small-scale entertainments for family occasions which dominated 
German court festivities, not just in the early modern period but well into the 
Classical age of Goethe. Women were also engaged in the production of 
translations and poetic texts, often as part of a group activity with didactic 
and devotional overtones.17 Only a very small portion of these works were 
actually printed, a good number anonymously. The vast majority of pub-
lished works by dynastic women consists of manuals of devotions, compila-
tions of hymns or occasional poetry for funeral works.18 

This contribution focuses on library history as one of the German cultural 
histories in need of re-contextualization, especially with reference to consid-
erations of gender. The history of court libraries before the 18th century has 
largely been the history of collections belonging to ruling males handed 
down in agnatic succession. In Germany we think of the libraries at Heidel-
berg, Munich, Gotha or Wolfenbüttel. In this context the exceptional figures 
of ruling women such as Margareta of Austria19 or Christina of Sweden20 did 
not differ from their male counterparts. Their libraries were instruments of 
representation and storehouses of knowledge which enhanced their reputa-
tions as “scholarly princes” on a national and international scale. As compo-
nents of their self-fashioning, their libraries and the expenditure on them 
were part of the conspicuous consumption directed to an audience of their 
peers. Like other collections of art and artefacts their books and manuscripts 
were carefully housed and supervised and were meant to be viewed and ad-
mired by select visitors to their courts. Their libraries invited and invite 

                                                                                                                             
Schwarzburg-Rudolstadt,” Wolfenbütteler Barock-Nachrichten 29 (2002): 34–55; Judith P. 
Aikin, “Gendered Theologies of Childbirth in Early Modern Germany and the Devotional 
Handbook for Pregnant Women by Aemilie Juliane, Countess of Schwarzburg-Rudolstadt 
(1683),” Journal of Women’s History 15, no. 2 (2003): 40–67. Judith Aikin has just complet-
ed a book-length study on Aemilie Juliane: Aemila Juliana: A Woman’s Life in Song in Early 
Modern Germany.  
16 Helga Meise, Das archivierte Ich: Schreibkalender und höfische Repräsentation in Hessen-
Darmstadt 1624–1790. (Darmstadt: Hessische Historische Kommission, 2002). 
17 Jill Bepler, “Die Fürstin als Betsäule: Anleitung und Praxis der Erbauung am Hofe,” Mor-
gen-Glantz 12 (2002): 249–64. 
18 Jean M. Woods and Maria Fürstenwald, Schriftstellerinnen, Künstlerinnen und gelehrte 
Frauen des deutschen Barock: Ein Lexikon (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1984). 
19 Dagmar Eichberger, Leben mit Kunst, Wirken durch Kunst: Sammelwesen und Hofkunst 
unter Margarete von Österreich, Regentin der Niederlande (Turnhout: Brepols, 2002). 
20 Christian Callmer, Königin Christina, ihre Bibliothekare und ihre Handschriften: Beiträge 
zur europäischen Bibliotheksgeschichte (Stockholm: Statens Humanistiska Forskningsråd, 
1977). 
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comparison not with other women’s libraries but with those of other rulers.21 
At the end of the 17th and the beginning of the 18th century princess-abbesses 
of Protestant abbeys such as Quedlinburg and Gandersheim, who had seats 
and votes at the Imperial Diet, initiated a revival of the book collections as-
sociated with their churches which had been so prominent in medieval times. 
This seems to have had less to do with the undoubtedly important intellectu-
al interests of the women involved than with their perception that richly en-
dowed collections, not just of books but also of art and artefacts, would en-
hance both their reputations among their noble peers and the standing of 
their abbeys. The first to take these measures was the abbess of Quedlinburg, 
Anna Dorothea of Sachsen-Weimar, who in 1686 solicited gifts by announc-
ing her library project to her relatives at courts throughout Germany.22 Anton 
Ulrich, Duke of Braunschweig-Wolfenbüttel, immediately sent her a seven-
volume folio edition of the complete works of Martin Luther. A catalogue of 
the books that notes their provenance was started and the books themselves 
bear inscriptions by the various donors, thus making the library a mirror of 
the political and dynastic networks to which Quedlinburg and its abbess 
could lay claim.23 In the manner of the foundation of a princely library, the 
abbess donated her own collection as the core of the new Stiftsbibliothek, 
which was housed in the church, underscoring its representational role for 
the abbey as an institution. The better-documented revival of the library at 
Gandersheim under Elisabeth Ernestine of Sachsen-Meiningen in 1721 was 
conducted in exactly the same way.24  

These female “princely libraries,” which were geared to an accumulation 
of cultural capital, are not the collections which concern me here, although I 
will be mentioning women who thought that their collections were important 
enough to be incorporated into princely libraries. In looking mainly at the 
smaller, personal collections held by a variety of 17th-century German wom-
en I am interested in uncovering hitherto unnoticed traditions of women’s 
book collections at court and asking whether it is possible to recognise par-
ticularly gendered modes of reading, writing, collecting and bequeathing. 

Most current research on women’s libraries at court is clearly focused on 
the 18th century and on such Enlightenment figures as Wilhelmine of Bay-
                                                      
21 On the political significance of the library of a woman regent in the early 16th century, see 
Eva Schlotheuber, “Fürstliche Bibliotheken: Bibliotheken von Fürstinnen,” in Herzogin Eli-
sabeth von Braunschweig-Lüneburg (1510–1558). Herrschaft – Konfession – Kultur, ed. 
Birgit Emich et al. (Hannover: Hahn 2011), 207–21. 
22 Margrid Reitzammer, “Die Geschichte der Historischen Bibliothek Quedlinburg,” Quedlin-
burger Annalen 1 (1998): 15–41. 
23 Ibid., 27. 
24 Ulrike Gleixner, “Die Lesende Fürstin: Büchersammeln als lebenslange Bildungspraxis,” in 
Vormoderne Bildungsgänge: Selbst- und Fremdbeschreibungen in der Frühen Neuzeit, ed. 
Juliane Jacobi, Jean-Luc Le Cam and Hans-Ulrich Musolff (Cologne, Weimar, and Vienna: 
Böhlau, 2010), 222–24. 
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reuth,25 Anna Amalie of Weimar,26 Luise Dorothea of Sachsen-Altenburg,27 
Christiane of Waldeck Pyrmont,28 Caroline of Hessen-Darmstadt29 or Henri-
ette Amalie of Anhalt-Dessau.30 With a few notable exceptions such as the 
Reformation figure Elisabeth of Calenberg,31 the Wolfenbüttel princess Si-
bylle Ursula,32 or Christine Charlotte of Ostfriesland,33 few women’s libraries 
in the 16th and 17th century have been investigated in depth on the basis of 
inventories. There is no book-length study on the subject.  

In contrast to the Francophile Enlightenment libraries of the 18th century, 
women’s book collections in Germany in the 16th and 17th centuries were 
dominated by devotional works in the vernacular. They often contained large 
numbers of what we would consider ephemeral material: sermons, in par-
ticular funeral sermons. If we want to develop criteria for assessing the cul-
tural role these women played and how they were viewed by their contempo-
raries, then we must recognise that it is this sort of reading which qualified 
them as particularly knowledgeable and which contributed to their reputa-
tions as pillars of faith, “Betsäulen,” the main requirement of the princess in 

                                                      
25 Daniela Harbeck-Barthel, “ ‘Meine Bibliothek ist jetzt geordnet’: der Aufbau von Wilhel-
mines französischer Bibliothek,” in Wilhelmine von Bayreuth heute: Das kulturelle Erbe der 
Markgräfin, ed. Günter Berger (Bayreuth: Ellwanger, 2009), 151–72. 
26 Joachim Berger, Anna Amalia von Sachsen-Weimar-Eisenach (1739–1807): Denk- und 
Handlungsräume einer “aufgeklärten” Herzogin (Heidelberg: Winter, 2003), 301–29; Annet-
te Seemann, Anna Amalia Herzogin von Weimar (Frankfurt: Insel, 2007). 
27 Bärbel Raschke, “Fürstliche Privatbibliotheken im Zeitalter der Aufklärung: Ein Problem-
aufriss am Beispiel der Bibliothek Luise Dorotheas von Sachsen-Gotha und ihrer Voltaire-
sammlung,” Bibliothek und Wissenschaft 37 (2004): 39–67. 
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early modern Germany.34 It was in devotional contexts that their practices of 
reading and writing were most closely linked and their own original works 
were mainly religious. In this connection care must be taken to avoid the 
employment of ahistorical criteria and the instinctive search in women’s 
collections for novels, poetry and political and philosophical works as mark-
ers of culturally and intellectually serious readers.35 

Contextualising dynastic women means looking at their family networks 
and turning to the “Stammtafeln,” genealogical tables, in order to reconstruct 
their often convoluted interfamilial ties. Information about the education of 
dynastic women can be gleaned from the often detailed accounts of women’s 
lives contained in the funeral works which were published for them. These 
sources can also contain information on women’s reading and writing habits 
as well as on their private book collections.36 

No book collection from the 16th or 17th century owned by a German dy-
nastic woman seems to have survived intact to be studied in its material 
composition. What we have in terms of physical evidence are fragments—
some larger, some smaller—of former collections: individual books which 
can be shown to have belonged to specific women by virtue of their bindings 
and supralibros, exlibris or ownership marks, or entries by later owners with 
references to the book’s original provenance.37 

The main source for the reconstruction of women’s book collections are 
inventories. Inventories were, above all, legal instruments drawn up in situa-
tions that necessitated the clarification and written specification of property 
rights. Occasions in the life of an early modern princess that could require 
the drawing up of inventories were weddings (bridal inventories), deaths 
(estate inventories) or dispossession (confiscation inventories). Such events 
could mean that among a great variety of other property to be recorded the 
contents of a princess’s library or her books could also be listed. Other in-
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ventories were not drawn up in a clearly legal context but were part of a 
stock-taking exercise.38  

The manuscript catalogues and inventories that serve us for the early 
modern period vary greatly according to the contexts in which they were 
written and they are often only partial records of collections. The mobility of 
female members of dynastic families poses further problems in reconstruct-
ing collections, for inventories may not always have survived in the archives 
of the families from which women originated or into which they married, but 
they may sometimes be found in the archives associated with their female 
relatives. This tradition of division and dispersal, often over large geograph-
ical areas, is a challenge in the reconstruction of early modern female book 
collections.  

I have chosen to talk about Magdalena Sibylle of Württemberg because 
she provides a paradigm of many aspects in the life of an early modern prin-
cess: she spent the first 13 years of her life at the court of her birth in Darm-
stadt, but after the traumatic death of her mother in childbirth she was sent to 
Sweden to be educated and brokered for marriage. In her absence her father 
re-married and her immediate family was henceforth composed of her own 
siblings and numerous stepbrothers and sisters. After her successful en-
gagement in Stockholm she returned to her home court at the age of 21, 
where she was married and then moved to her husband’s court at Stuttgart. 
Here she was a successful consort who produced children who survived to 
adulthood. She was widowed and became regent for her son.39 She lived to 
see him marry and rule the territory and she then assumed the role of dowa-
ger. She later, however, came into grave conflict with her son on moral 
grounds when he committed bigamy. Magdalena Sibylle was not only a 
book collector, she was also an author of published works, and from an early 
age she had been encouraged to combine reading and writing in her devo-
tions and to express herself in verse form. Her mobility and the fact that she 
combines most of the roles open to a dynastic woman allow us to follow her 
through several contexts in which writing, reading and book ownership by 
women were promoted and to ask how her book collection may have devel-
oped. 
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Cultures of Writing: Family Affairs in Darmstadt 
Magdalena Sibylle of Hessen-Darmstadt was born in 1652. She was the first 
child of the marriage of her father Ludwig of Hessen-Darmstadt and Marie 
Elisabeth of Holstein-Gottorf. Her father’s youngest sister was five years old 
at the time of her birth, the last of ten surviving children, two sons and eight 
daughters, born to the ruling Landgraf Georg II of Hessen-Darmstadt and his 
wife Sophia Eleonora of Saxony. Magdalena Sibylle’s own birth was soon 
followed by that of five siblings: three sisters and two brothers. The Darm-
stadt court was thus a court full of young children and teenagers, most of 
them female, and there was a lively tradition of court entertainments—
ballets and singspiele—devised and performed by members of the family.40 
When her father Ludwig acceded to the territories of Hessen-Darmstadt in 
1661 Magdalena Sibylle was nine years old.  

For Magdalena Sibylle both her grandmothers were important reference 
figures. Her paternal grandmother Sophia Eleonora of Hessen-Darmstadt 
was a Saxon princess, daughter of the Elector of Saxony Johann Georg I and 
his wife Magdalena Sibylle of Brandenburg-Preussen, for whom Magdalena 
Sibylle was named. Her Gottorf grandmother, Maria Elisabeth, was also a 
Saxon princess and another daughter of the electoral couple.41 Thus, Magda-
lena Sibylle’s maternal grandmother was also her great aunt. This shows 
how complicated dynastic marriages in early modern Germany could be, but 
it also reflects the intricate nature of the female networks which they gener-
ated. The geographical points of reference of Magdalena Sibylle’s early 
childhood were Darmstadt, Dresden and Gottorf. To this list we must add 
Stockholm, for in 1654, when Magdalena Sibylle was two years old, her 
maternal aunt, Hedwig Eleonora of Holstein-Gottorf, married Karl X of 
Sweden and became queen of Sweden. Her mother’s other sisters were mar-
ried in Anhalt-Zerbst, Mecklenburg-Güstrow and Baden-Durlach.  

Around the 1660s a series of deaths in the wider Darmstadt family affect-
ed the life of the court dramatically and occasioned an almost perpetual state 
of mourning, accompanied by intense literary activity within the inner circle 
of family members. It is against this background that Magdalena Sibylle’s 
education and her own later literary works should be seen. In 1656 her great-
grandfather Johann Georg I of Saxony died. When Ludwig of Hessen-
Darmstadt published his versification of the Psalter in the Opitzian manner 
two years later42 he dedicated the work to his parents and parents-in-law in 
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memory of Johann Georg.43 In 1661, Sophia Eleonora’s husband Georg II, 
Magdalena Sibylle’s grandfather and ruling landgraf in Darmstadt, died sud-
denly. Both her father and her grandmother supervised the production of 
large funeral works containing their own texts. The opulent work consisting 
of 82 engravings entitled Mausoleum which her Hessen grandmother Sophia 
Eleonora produced in honour of her husband was not completed until 1665.44 
During her widowhood Sophia Eleonora compiled and published four devo-
tional works. A manuscript curriculum vitae used at the memorial service 
held for her in 1672 in Quedlinburg, where her daughter was provost, docu-
ments these works:  

die Heyl. Bibel haben Sie offt und fleißig gelesen, und dieselbe, wie auch an-dere Geistliche Bücher, Ihro so gemein gemacht, daß Sie daraus gewisse extracten und Auszüge formirt, deren etliche, als die Summarien uber die Bie-bel, der Freüden Spiegel des ewigen Lebens, die SterbensGedancken, und Andächtige Hertzens Seufftzer, darin viel schöne Gebeth auf alle Sonn und Festtage, und anders befindlich, zum druck kommen, und gnugsamb zeugnus geben können, was vor treffliche erkandtnus der hohen Glaubens articul und anderer Göttlichen Lehren Ihr Höchstsel. F. Durchl. gehabt, und wie viel zeit mit solchen Christln. Betrachtung und Gottseeligen Ubungen Sie zuzubringen belieben getragen.45 
During the 1660s further deaths in the family generated more literary works 
of a co-operative nature.46 In 1662, just after the official period of mourning 
for Georg II had expired, Magdalena Sibylle’s aunt, Dorothea Auguste von 
Hessen-Vöhl died in childbirth after only a year of marriage. Her body and 
that of her still-born child were taken to Darmstadt and the funeral work 
published for her there records that the ten-year old Magdalena Sibylle was 
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present at all the ceremonies which took place.47 Poems by the grieving hus-
band and her own father preface the funeral volume, accompanied by a text 
by her grandmother Sophia Eleonora and “Kräfftige Trost-Wort,” three po-
ems by her aunts Louise Christine and Anna Sophia of Hessen-Darmstadt. 
Anna Sophia of Hessen-Darmstadt was provost of the Protestant abbey of 
Quedlinburg and in 1658 her widely read book of devotional poetry Der 
treue Seelen-Freund Jesus Christus had been published in Dresden. In Octo-
ber 1663, another of Magdalena Sibylle’s aunts, a Landgräfin of Hessen-
Homburg, died. This time it was not her first but her 13th childbed that killed 
her, at the age of 29. Ludwig VI immediately expressed his grief in a poem 
which has survived in the manuscript that he copied for his mother the next 
day in which the deceased speaks to the grieving family: “Ach mir ist ewig 
wohl! Was wolt ihr mich beklagen?” (Oh, I am well in eternity. Why do you 
lament me?)48 There was clearly immediacy in the family’s use of poetry to 
channel grief and this was a shared activity. The dangers of childbirth were 
an ever-present threat. Magdalena Sibylle’s mother Maria Elisabeth was so 
gravely ill in her fifth childbed that she took leave of her whole family in a 
dramatic death-bed scene as her husband recorded her words on his writing 
tablet.49 Her sixth childbirth in June of 1665, a still-born son, brought her 
death. Again, the whole family, especially the female members, contributed 
consolatory texts to the funeral work. The Darmstadt archives contain a fair 
copy in Magdalena Sibylle’s own hand of a poem in which she addressed her 
father.50 The poem: “Ach Jammer! ist Die tod, Durch welche Mir das Leben, 
Mir Dero erstem Kind, der grosse Gott gegeben?” (Oh, misery! Is she dead 
through whom almighty God gave life to me as her first child?) was printed 
in the funeral volume.51 It is, of course, impossible to say whether the 13-
year old princess actually composed the verses herself, but this was the first 
time that poetry appeared under her name in print. Her poem stylises her as 
the first-born child of her parents who now wishes she had been the last-born 
and was in the coffin with her mother. Writing at court in Darmstadt was 
thus very much a family affair centred on the life cycle of its members in 
which women were active and often instigating participants. 
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Women Book Collectors in Darmstadt 
Surviving catalogues and inventories reveal a continuous tradition of book 
collecting among the female members of the dynasty in Hessen-Darmstadt in 
the 16th and 17th centuries.52 Their collections remained largely outside the 
court library which had been founded at the end of the 16th century and was 
significantly enlarged by the incorporation of collections inherited from male 
members of the family such as the four thousand volumes belonging to 
Philipp of Hessen-Butzbach which came to Darmstadt after his death in 
1646.53 The most prominent earlier female collectors are Magdalena of 
Brandenburg, wife of Ludwig IV, and Eleonora of Württemberg, widow of 
Georg I, who died in 1616 and 1618, respectively. The disposal of their 
books shows the principle of female inheritance patterns at work. Eleonora 
of Württemberg had no surviving children from her second, Darmstadt, mar-
riage. All her children and potential heirs stemmed from her first marriage to 
Joachim Ernst of Anhalt. Her books were divided into lots and distributed 
among her heirs.54 Eleonora had spent the last 22 years as a dowager at the 
court of her stepson in Darmstadt. During this time she had gained a reputa-
tion as an experienced apothecary and her Sechs Bücher auserlesener 
Arzney-Kunst, which was first published at Torgau in 1600, went through 
many editions in the 17th century.55 Her daughter-in-law Magdalena von 
Brandenburg had a collection of 115 books and the inventory shows that 
while half of the collection went to her husband’s court library, the other half 
was divided among her five daughters.56 Each of her five daughters received 
a copy of Eleonora’s medical treatise from their mother’s estate. The fact 
that Magdalena’s library contained multiple copies of her step-mother-in-
law’s work highlights female patterns of book distribution, by virtue of 
which copies of Eleonora’s medicinal work would perhaps later be taken to 
the five different courts and families into which the daughters married. The 
bequest of these copies to Magdalena’s daughters further indicates that pub-
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lications by female members of the family were considered “basic” to the 
establishment of new book collections. During her widowhood in Darmstadt 
Eleonora also commissioned many publications in which she sought to up-
hold Lutheran tradition in the face of the Calvinism which her sons had in-
troduced in Anhalt, the territory of her first marriage. These works are also 
contained in the libraries of many of the women to whom she was related, in 
Anhalt, Württemberg, Rudolstadt and Silesia.57 The funeral work that com-
memorated Eleonora in 1618 records both her sizeable library and her in-
tense use of her books:  

ihre F. Gnade haben auch eine schöne Bibliothec hinderlassen; Darinnen auß-bündige unnd herrliche Bücher zufinden: ist ihr ein fein Buch vorkommen/ hat sie nicht geruhet/ biß es alles durchlesen/ und wird man in vielen mit ihrer F. G. Hand verzeichnet finden/ an welchem Tag sie das Buch zulesen angefan-gen/ unnd wann sie es mit lesen zu end gebracht.58  
Sophia Eleonora of Saxony, Magdalena Sibylle’s grandmother, arrived in 
Darmstadt from Dresden in 1627. She came from a court famous for its li-
braries and over the next 40 years she established a book collection in Darm-
stadt which she treasured greatly.59 Again, only a fragmentary record of the 
collection has survived—an inventory of the 380 titles of religious works 
which the collection contained around 1650. As this number had been 
reached by the end of the Thirty Years War, a period of dire financial straits 
for Hessen-Darmstadt, it is reasonable to assume that her book buying activi-
ty increased after this period. In the list of her outstanding debts drawn up 
after her death we find that she owed the Merian family over 100 
reichsthaler for books (a debt from 1652), but also that she had been buying 
books from Frankfurt three months before she died and owed her bookbinder 
a considerable sum of money.60 The fullest description of Sophia Eleonora’s 
book collection is given in the Darmstadt funeral biography that she had 
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printed for her mother, the electress of Saxony, in 1659.61 Sophia Eleonora 
had continually received presents of books from her mother during her life-
time, and books formed part of her portion of the inheritance from her moth-
er’s estate.62 The funeral biography posits a tradition of book-collecting pass-
ing from mother to daughter, first describing the electress’s Dresden Kunst-
kammer and her library:  

eine sehr schöne Bibliotheck, welche Sie mit ansehnlichen Kosten zusammen gebracht/ von allerhand Materien/ mehrentheils himmlischer und geistlicher Sachen/ woran Sie ein sonderbahres Belieben getragen.63 
This is used to highlight Sophia Eleonora’s own Darmstadt collection: 

Dann es ist in derselben ein rechtes Wunder von allerhand Exemplaren der H. Bibel von dem grösten Format/ biß uff das kleinste köstlich und herrlich anzu-sehen/ zugeschweigen anderer Theologischen/ Juristischen/ Medicinischen/ Philosophischen/ Historischen/ Mathematischen/ und anderer Manuscripten/ oder eigenhändig geschriebener Bücher in großer Mänge/ daß einer/ der zu dem höchsten Staffel der Weißheit zuerlangen gedencket/ hieran ein über-flüßiges Genügen haben kan.64 
As Sophia Eleonora names herself on the title page as the author of the fu-
neral work for her mother, these descriptions of female agency as collector 
and writer can be taken as her own representation of her role. The im-
portance which she attached to her library is shown by the terms of her will, 
in which the landgräfin left her collection to her son as part of dynastic herit-
age. She singled out several items in her will which were not to be divided 
among her heirs but were to remain in perpetuity in Darmstadt as the proper-
ty of the ruling landgraf: alongside her real estate, she makes mention of her 
golden tableware and other vessels, her wedding ring and two valuable dia-
mond jewels, a unicorn’s horn and her library.65 
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Thus Magdalena Sibylle’s grandmother provided her with a very visible 
role model of a dynastic woman who established a considerable library of 
which she made practical use in her publishing and writing. The engravings 
in the funeral work which she produced for her husband, Mausoleum, move 
from the medium of text to a visualisation of her role as reader and writer. 
The small figure of the widow seen on the title page recurs again and again, 
either with a book or a pen in her hand. Two of her published devotional 
works, one a collection of summaries from the Bible and the other extracts 
from Philipp Nicolai’s Freudenspiegel des Ewigen Lebens are directly linked 
to a reading practice which was characterised by excerpting. The library 
occupied a great deal of the landgräfin’s time, as the diaries investigated by 
Helga Meise show. These diaries also show that her library was a place into 
which she invited visitors and it thus also fulfilled a representational role.66 
The size of Sophia Eleonora’s collection was unusual in the Darmstadt con-
text, but all the female members of the family seem to have had smaller 
Kammerbibliotheken for their personal use. No direct information on the 
books owned by Maria Elisabeth, Magdalena Sibylle’s mother, has survived. 
All that is known is that when Magdalena Sibylle returned to Darmstadt 
from Sweden in 1673 her stepmother, Elisabeth Dorothea, personally drew 
up inventories and distributed the books belonging to Maria Elisabeth among 
the latter’s children.67 

A small collection of books belonging to Magdalena Sibylle’s unmarried 
aunt, Augusta Philippine (1643–1672), a canoness in Gandersheim, shows 
how intensely women’s collections were tied to the courts of their origin and 
indicates that, in her case, many of the books must have been presents rather 
than personal purchases. Augusta Philippine, who was of a weak constitu-
tion, probably never spent a significant amount of time in Gandersheim. For 
the last months of her life she lived at the court in Gotha with which Darm-
stadt was closely linked dynastically.68 The inventory of her property con-
tains a list of 57 books which she had obviously taken with her to Gotha.69 
Among these were all of the funeral works produced in Darmstadt by the 
family in the late 1650s and the 1660s described earlier, including Sophia 
Eleonora’s funeral works for her parents in Dresden and her Mausoleum. In 
all, she had 13 funeral works, all of which were linked to Darmstadt. Three 
of the devotional works published anonymously by her mother were also 
present.70 Her collection also included the versification of the psalms pub-
                                                      
66 Meise, Das archivierte Ich, 160. 
67 Meise, “Ein buch in schlecht,” 254. 
68 Magdalena Sibylle’s stepmother, Elisabeth Dorothea, was a princess of Saxony-Gotha. 
69 Inventory Auguste Philippine: Hessisches Staatsarchiv Darmstadt, D 4 Nr. 230/4. 
70 Inventory Auguste Philippine: “Betrachtung was sich die zutrösten haben, denen die Ihrigen 
durch den Tod entzogen warden”; “Extract aus Philippi Nicolai Frewdensspiegel”; “Andäch-
tige Hertzens seuffzer zu Darmbstatt getruckt.”  
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lished by her brother, Ludwig,71 and her sister Anna Sophia’s Treuer Seelen-
freund Jesus Christus. A volume described as “Darmstättische Comoedi” 
and another entitled “Christina, Comoedia zu Giessen gedruckt” are indica-
tive of the very local scope of her cultural life. Adam Olearius’s Hol-
steinische Chronica is a mark of the ties between Darmstadt and Gottorf. 
Her stay in Gotha is reflected by a copy of Duke Ernst of Sachsen-Gotha’s 
Seelige Sterbekunst and a copy of the so-called Gothaische Bilderschule, 
first published by Sigismund Evenius, but reissued in 1666 in a parallel-text 
version in German and French. A volume of French conversation texts, 
“Colloquia,” suggest that Augusta Philippine was still acquiring French. This 
and a copy of Johann Joachim Becher’s Moral Discurs Von den eigentlichen 
Ursachen deß Glücks und Unglücks: Allwo gleichsam auff einer Wagschal 
Alle und jede menschliche Actiones auf der gantzen Welt . . . erwogen war-
den (Frankfurt 1669) are the only non-devotional works among her books. 
Augusta Philippine’s small collection experienced the usual fate of women’s 
books and was distributed among seven of her siblings. Its limited scope is 
probably what we can expect Magdalena Sibylle to have owned as a young 
princess in Darmstadt and she may have taken a similar collection with her 
when she moved to Sweden. Her own library later contained several of the 
same works from Darmstadt: her father’s Psalter, Sophia Eleonora’s Mauso-
leum, Anna Sophia’s Treuer Seelenfreund Jesus Christus and Sophia Eleo-
nora’s devotional work Andächtige Hertzenseuffzer.72 
Sweden 
Six months after her mother’s death in 1665, Magdalena Sibylle was taken 
by her father from Darmstadt to Sweden where her aunt and godmother, 
Queen Hedwig Eleonora, had offered to oversee her education. Ludwig was 
inconsolable over the death of his wife and his journey to Sweden was ac-
companied by an outpouring of poetry that has survived in the Darmstadt 
archives.73 The landgraf kept a travel journal describing the stations of his 
trip to Stockholm via Copenhagen.74 On the way the travellers paid a visit to 
the court at Gottorf and stopped in Husum, the widow’s seat of Magdalena 
Sibylle’s maternal grandmother, Marie Elisabeth. Here she would have seen 
another library very similar to that of her grandmother in Darmstadt. Lud-
wig’s travel journal records that he spent time with Marie Elisabeth in 
Husum looking at engravings from her collection. Like her sister Sophia 
Eleonora, Marie Elisabeth also commissioned and compiled publications; in 
collaboration with the Gottorf librarian and poet Adam Olearius she had an 
edition of the Bible printed and she compiled a hymn book which is known 
                                                      
71 Ludwig VI, Der Psalter. 
72 Library catalogue, 1702: Württembergische Landesbibliothek Stuttgart, Cod. hist. 8° 305.  
73 Meise, Das archivierte Ich, 307–17.  
74 Journal (Diarium): Hessisches Staatsarchiv Darmstadt, D4 Nr. 241/1. 
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as the Husumer Hofgesangbuch.75 Magdalena Sibylle’s library later con-
tained a number of books from Holstein, and works by Olearius are very 
well-represented: his Holsteinische Chronica, the famous Moscowitische 
und Persianische Reysebeschreibung, his edition of Johann Mandelso’s Ori-
entalische Reise and his translation of the Persian poet Saadi, Persianisches 
Rosenthal, are all present, as is her grandmother’s Holsteinische Bibel.76  

The journey to Stockholm is only documented from Landgraf Ludwig’s 
point of view. His journal shows that he and his daughter travelled separate-
ly, their parties meeting up at several points on the way. Magdalena Sibylle 
was under the supervision of her Hofmeisterin Frau von Riedesel.77 The trip 
from Schleswig to Stockholm was undertaken in January, in bitter cold, and 
the travellers arrived in Stockholm at the beginning of February 1666, where 
they were greeted by one of the queen’s chamberlains, who arranged for 
them to be brought straight to Drottningholm.78 The Landgraf admired the 
chateau, which as he says in his journal, the queen was having rebuilt in 
what he considered Italianate style, “gantz uff die Italienische manier.” 
Ludwig’s diary records that during his time in Stockholm he regularly spent 
time with his sister-in-law the queen dowager playing chess or the card game 
“lenterlu.” On several occasions the queen spoke to him at length about his 
daughter, but the journal records no details of these conversations.79 The 
landgraf also attended sermons and services in the queen’s chambers, which 
were held alternately in German and Swedish. In Stockholm, Ludwig visited 
the court painter, David Klöcker, and sat for a portrait which was to be pre-
sented to the Queen.80 Shortly after her 14th birthday Magdalena Sibylle’s 
father left Stockholm. At the end of his stay he attended a performance of 
Thomas Corneille’s Darius, first published in France in 1659, at the Stock-
holm Ballhaus and on two separate evenings he was feted by both the young 
king and the dowager queen. On May 4th 1666 he took leave of his daughter 
and her Jungfer Falkenberg, who remained with her in Stockholm for the 
next seven years.  

The archives in Darmstadt and Stuttgart contain little information about 
the years which Magdalena Sibylle spent in Sweden. The six letters written 
during this period by the dowager queen to Landgraf Ludwig mention Mag-
dalena Sibylle only sparingly: her good health and the fact that she is grow-
ing fast. In reply to his New Year’s letter of 1669, the queen writes:  
                                                      
75 Wade, “Invisible Bibliographies,” 48–50. 
76 Library catalogue, 1702: Württembergische Landesbibliothek Stuttgart, Cod. hist. 8° 305. 
77 Frau von Riedesel left Stockholm in March 1666 and returned to Darmstadt. Hessisches 
Staatsarchiv Darmstadt, D4 Nr. 241/1, fol. 12v. 
78 Ibid., fol. 9v. 
79 A typical entry reads: “gegen Abent spielte mit der Königin lenterlu, hörte betstund, abents 
redte mit der Königin wegen meiner Kinder.” Ibid., fol. 12v. 
80 Ibid., fol. 10r; 10v. It is unclear whether Klöcker painted the portrait. 
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uns [bleibt] sonst nichtes viell vor dieses mahl zu schreiben Als das wir gott sei danck noch gesundt lehben, Undt das E. L. Tochter nun mehr gans er-wachsen ist undt lenger wie ich. sie wirdt Auch zimlich corpolendt. nun ich will hiermit schließen . . . .81  
The few surviving letters from Magdalena Sibylle to her father from Stock-
holm speak of her good treatment by the queen and the presents she was 
given, such as a string of pearls82 and a sable-lined skirt, cap and muff,83 but 
they also show her fear of being forgotten and her disappointment that her 
father found no time to write to her.84 This intensified after his remarriage to 
a stepmother she had never met and the birth of new children. In 1669 her 
father thought about bringing her home as he was disappointed that the dow-
ager queen did not seem able to arrange a suitable promise of marriage for 
her. The queen, however, requested that Magdalena Sibylle be allowed to 
stay and the Darmstadt Landgraf was hard put to find a reason to refuse.85 In 
1672, Wilhelm Ludwig of Württemberg visited the Stockholm court as part 
of his three-year cavalier’s tour and Hedwig Eleonora succeeded in arrang-
ing a marriage for her charge. A list of the money distributed in summer 
1673 as parting gifts names those closest to Magdalena Sibylle at the Stock-
holm court: the queen’s chief lady-in-waiting, Countess Occa Johanna von 
Ripperda, wife of the king’s chamberlain, Count Steenbock, the young 
king’s aunt Juliane of Hessen-Eschwege, the German court preacher Johann 
Heinrich Gerth from Hanau and the royal physician. The list also includes 
those who had taught her during her time in Sweden and shows the accom-
plishments with which she had been fitted for marriage. Payments are rec-
                                                      
81 “There is not much left to write this time except that we remain, praise God, in good health, 
and that your Grace’s daughter is now quite grown up and taller than me. She is also becom-
ing quite corpulent. With this I will close now . . . .” Hessisches Staatsarchiv Darmstadt, D 4 
246/8, fol. 69r. 
82 “ich muß E. Gd. auch berichten, daß ich von Ihr Mayst. der Königin eine schöne tur große 
Perlen zum neu Jahr bekommen.” Letter from Magdalena Sibylle to Landgraf Ludwig, 
4 January 1668, Hessisches Staatsarchiv Darmstadt, D4 247/5, unfol. 
83 “daß wir alle noch gesund sind, und sind hier auff Jacobß thal recht lustig ich habe auch ein 
schön Neu Jahr bekommen, Von I.M. der Königin nemblich einen schönen langen Samten 
rock mit zobeln unter gefüttert und eine Mütze von zobeln und einen schönen zobel muff.” 
(That we are all still healthy and here in Jakobsdal we are quite jolly. I have received a beauti-
ful New Year’s present from Her Majesty the Queen, a beautiful long velvet skirt lined on the 
inside with sable, and a sable cap and a lovely sable muff.), Letter from Magdalena Sibylle to 
Landgraf Ludwig, 22 January 1670, Hessisches Staatsarchiv Darmstadt, D4 247/5, unfol. 
84 “Neueß weiß ich Ew. Gd. nichts zu berichten, als daß ich in großer Verwunderung stehe 
wie eß doch kommen mag daß Ew. Gn. ihr kindt so gar vergessen, undt auß der acht laßen, 
denn ich alle post schreibe undt nimmer antwort bekomme.” (I have no news to report to your 
Highness, apart from how greatly amazed I am at how it should come to pass that your High-
ness should forget his own child so completely and ignore her, for I write on every post day 
and never receive a reply.), Letter from Magdalena Sibylle to Landgraf Ludwig, 12. Decem-
ber 1667, Hessisches Staatsarchiv Darmstadt, D4 247/5, unfol. 
85 Hessisches Staatsarchiv Darmstadt, D4 309 Nr. 5, unfol. 
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orded for her language teacher (sprachmeister), a dancing master, the music 
master who taught her to play the cittern and the royal kapellmeister who 
taught her the spinet.86 In her aunt, the Dowager Hedwig Eleonora, Magdale-
na Sibylle was confronted by a woman in the role of regent. The collections 
established by the queen in Stockholm and in her various castles were the 
subject of much admiration.87 Revising received opinion on the intellectual 
abilities of Hedwig Eleonora, Lisa Skogh has recently examined aspects of 
her various book collections, which, however, have yet to be fully recon-
structed.88 Magdalena Sibylle retained her ties with Sweden and with Hed-
wig Eleonora until the end of her life, and the biography printed in her fu-
neral work recalled her strict upbringing that Hedwig Eleonora was sup-
posed to have personally supervised in Stockholm: 

[sie wurde] zu wahrer Gottesforcht und allen Christlichen auch Dero hohen Stand geziemenden Tugenden auferzogen/ insonderheit aber zu dem Grund der wahren Klugheit in allen Ständen/ der Verläugnung und Brechung Dero eigenen Willens/ Christlicher Demuth/ Unterwerffung unter GOttes und der Obern Willen/ zu Erlernung fremder/ sonderlich der Schwedisch- und Frantzösische Sprache/ auch beständiger Arbeitsamkeit/ und Fleiß mit Dero eigenen Händen/ mit recht hertzlichem [sic] Liebe und sorgfältigem Ernst ge-treulich und dermassen angewiesen/ daß unser Höchstseeligste Hertzogin sol-che an Ihro bewiesene Treue die Tage Ihres Lebens/ als eine besondere Gnade Gottes gerühmet/ auch in Tat erfahren haben/ wie grossen Nutzen im Leben und Leiden eine solche mit Ernst und Liebe gemässigte Education zu bringen pflege.89  

                                                      
86 Ibid.  
87 Lisa Skogh, “The Politics of Possession: The pretiosa Collection of Hedwig Eleonora of 
Schleswig-Holstein-Gottorp, Dowager Queen of Sweden (1636–1715),” Journal of the Histo-
ry of Collections (2010): 1–15. 
88 Lisa Skogh, “Das Uppsala Inventar: Zu einer Büchersammlung Hedwig Eleonoras von 
Schleswig-Holstein-Gottorf (1636–1715), Königinwitwe von Schweden,” in Sammeln, Lesen, 
Übersetzen als höfische Praxis in der Frühen Neuzeit: Die böhmische Bibliothek der Fürsten 
Eggenberg im Kontext der Fürsten- und Fürstinnenbibliotheken der Zeit, ed. Jill Bepler and 
Helga Meise (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2010), 307–34; Lisa Skogh, “Dynastic Representa-
tion: A Book Collection of Queen Hedwig Eleonora (1636–1715) and Her Role as a Patron of 
the Arts,” Konsthistorisk tidskrift/Journal of Art History, 80, no. 2 (2011): 108–23. 
89 “She was faithfully instructed with heartfelt love and painstaking sternness in true fear of 
God and all Christian virtues in keeping with her high rank, particularly in what is the basis of 
true prudence in all estates— the renunciation and the breaking of her own will, Christian 
humility, subjection to God’s will and that of her superiors, the learning of foreign languages, 
especially Swedish and French, also to constant industry and diligence with her own hands, 
all in such a way that our blessed Duchess praised the faithfulness shown to her as a special 
grace of God, and she learned in practice what great benefit such an education tempered with 
sternness and love is wont to confer.” Christ-Fürstliches Ehren-Gedächtniß Der Weiland 
Durchläuchtigsten Fürstin und Frauen/ Frauen Magdalena Sibylla Hertzogin zu Würtemberg 
und Teck . . . (Stuttgart: Rösslin, [1712]), 15. 
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The Stuttgart archives contain a letter of condolence from Hedwig Eleonora 
from September 1712 on the death of Magdalens Sibylle in which she speaks 
of “die fast mutterliche affection, mit welcher wir die nunmehro in Gott 
ruhende Fürstin, als unsere eigene Tochter immer geliebet” (the almost 
motherly affection with which we always loved the Princess who now rests 
with God like our own daughter).90 

Magdalena Sibylle’s library contained numerous works which reflect her 
education in Sweden and her acquisition of the Swedish language.91 Among 
the books she may already have owned in Stockholm, some of which are still 
in the Landesbibliothek in Stuttgart, are a Swedish Bible in folio, and one in 
duodecimo, a Swedish translation of Valentin Wudrian’s Schola Crucis pub-
lished in 1641 and Johann Sylvio’s volume with Swedish translations of 
Gerhard’s Sacrae Meditationes and Philippe Mornay’s Discours de la vie et 
de la mort published in 1671 which was presented to her by a member of the 
riksråd.92 Works not related to her devotions were Johannes Magnus’s histo-
ry of the kings of the Goths and Swedes, a Swedish edition of the works of 
Seneca and Georg Stiernhielm’s verse epos Hercules (1658). In the final 
year of her stay in Stockholm, Magdalena Sibylle witnessed the coronation 
of Karl XI at which Hedwig Eleonora stepped down as regent and assumed 
her new role as dowager. Magdalena Sibylle obviously later received the 
opulent volume of engravings celebrating the equestrian festivities of De-
cember 1672, Das große Carrossel und Prächtige Ringrennen, which was 
only finished in 1685,93 and a volume on the coronation called Frolockendes 
Schweden. She continued to acquire books from Sweden after her return to 
Germany, some of which were perhaps presents sent to her by Hedwig Eleo-
nora, who corresponded with Magdalena Sibylle until her death. Among the 
Swedish publications acquired by Magdalena Sibylle after her return to 
Germany were further lavishly produced books of engravings such as Erik 
Dahlberg’s topographical documentation Suecia antiqua et hodierna, which 
started appearing in 1698, David Klöcker von Ehrenstrahl’s Die vornehmste 
Schildereyen/ Welche In denen Pallästen Des Königreiches Schweden zu 
sehen sind published in 1694 and a volume of engravings described in her 
catalogue as Ein Buch Voller Kupferstück Von allen Palatiis und Lusthäu-
ßern im Königreich Schweden. Her interest in Sweden and the Swedish lan-
guage went beyond merely being able to revisit places she been in her youth 
                                                      
90 Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart, G 124 Bü 23. 
91 All the works mentioned in the following are in her library catalogue, 1702: Württembergi-
sche Landesbibliothek Stuttgart, Cod. hist. 8° 305. 
92 Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Signatur: Theol.oct. 5989. Information kindly supp-
lied by Hans Westphal (Kernen). 
93 Lena Rangström, ed. Riddarlek och Tornerspel Sverige: Europa (Stockholm: Livrust-
kammaren, 1992), 412; Doris Gerstl, Drucke des höfischen Barock in Schweden: Der Stock-
holmer Hofmaler David Klöcker von Ehrenstrahl und die Nürnberger Stecher Georg Chris-
toph Eimmart und Jacob von Sandrart (Berlin: Gebr. Mann, 2000), 85–109. 
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by looking at graphic art, however. Important poetical works in Swedish 
which Magdalena Sibylle acquired while in Stuttgart were the sonnet-cycle 
Wenerid, published under a pseudonym in 1680, and Haquin Spegel’s verse 
epos on the creation, Gudz werk och hwila (God’s work and rest) published 
in 1685. Other works in German on Swedish politics and history such as 
Samuel Pufendorff’s Sechs und Zwantzig Bücher Der Schwedisch- und 
Deutschen Kriegs-Geschichte of 1688 and his Sieben Bücher Von denen 
Thaten Carl Gustavs Königs in Schweden from 1697 show Magdalena’s 
continuing interest in Sweden as a political force in Europe. 
Stuttgart 
In 1673 Magdalena Sibylle was married to Wilhelm Ludwig of Württemberg 
and moved to Stuttgart, undoubtedly taking with her the books which she 
had collected in Sweden and those she inherited from her mother. In 
Stuttgart she found herself in a new context where again there was a long 
tradition of female book collecting at court going back to figures like the 
Duchesses Sibylle (d. 1614) and Barbara Sophia (d. 1636) in the first half of 
the 17th century. Two prominent collectors who were living at the court in 
Stuttgart when Magdalena Sibylle arrived were her husband’s unmarried 
aunts, Antonia and Anna Johanna von Württemberg. In their youth, Antonia, 
Anna Johanna and their sister Sibylle, had been celebrated for their learning 
by the Stuttgart theologian Johann Valentin Andreae as “die drei württem-
bergischen Grazien” (the three Graces from Wurttemberg). Antonia learned 
Hebrew, Syrian, Aramaic and other oriental languages and her reputation as 
a savante was cemented by her creation of the allegorical cabbalistic altar-
piece for the church at Teinach. Inside the triptychon, the principles of the 
Christian Cabbala are visualised as a tower and garden with Christ as its 
centre and the Princess as the “seeker of truth” in what is called “Die Lehrta-
fel der Prinzessin Antonia.” She had spent ten years consulting and corre-
sponding with scholars while the lehrtafeln were designed and painted.94 She 
had a large library, of which little is known because just before her death she 
gave her best books away to an unnamed youth. The inventory of her be-
longings from 1679 records the 85 volumes which still remained in her pos-
session and notes “[dass] Princessin die besten Bücher noch bey dero Leb-
zeiten Ihrem Studenten eingehändigt [hat].”95 There was no printed funeral 
                                                      
94 Reinhard Breymayer, “Städtisches und literarisches Leben in Stuttgart im 17. Jahrhundert: 
Ein bibliographischer Versuch mit besonderer Berücksichtigung der Prinzessin Antonia von 
Württemberg und ihrer Bibliothek,” in Stadt und Literatur im deutschen Sprachraum der 
Frühen Neuzeit, ed. Klaus Garber (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1998), 329–83; Otto 
Betz, Licht vom unerschaffnen Lichte: Die kabbalistische Lehrtafel der Prinzessin Antonia in 
Bad Teinach (Metzingen: Sternberg Verlag, 2000). 
95 “that the Princess handed over the best books to her student while she was still alive.” 
Breymayer, “Städtisches und literarisches Leben,” 347. 
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work for Antonia, not uncommon when unmarried women died, but a very 
detailed manuscript curriculum vitae in the archive in Stuttgart prepared for 
her funeral stresses how she shared her interest in astronomy, mathematics 
and cartography with her sister Anna Johanna, who died in the same year. 
Anna Johanna’s inventory shows that she owned over 170 volumes, with 
many works on fortifications, mathematics, medicine and philosophy, all of 
which were inherited by her brother Friedrich of Württemberg-Neuenstadt, 
at whose court she died.96  

Like Darmstadt, the Württemberg court was a centre of courtly festivities 
and Magdalena Sibylle’s marriage and homecoming to Stuttgart were cele-
brated in elaborate fashion in 1674 and commemorated in print.97 Her hus-
band Wilhelm Ludwig acceded to the duchy when his father died suddenly 
that same year. Magdalena Sibylle’s letters to her father in Darmstadt re-
ported that Wilhelm Ludwig was hopelessly out of his depth: “Verlange 
recht Hertzlich EG ein mahl Wieder hier auf zu warten Wie auch das gantze 
Landt, denn es hier gar sehr drunter undt drüber geht, undt mein Herr gar 
unerfahren ist, undt sich alßo nicht Wohl drein finden kan.” 98 In 1677, while 
she was pregnant with their third child, Wilhelm Ludwig died unexpectedly 
at the age of thirty. Over the next decades Magdalena Sibylle fought to be-
come co-regent with her son and she played an active and successful role in 
the turbulent political and military events caused by the French invasion of 
the south-west German territories in the 1690s.99 Parallel to this political 
activity she developed and maintained a steady outpouring of literary and 
devotional texts,100 all of which are closely connected both to the traditions 
of writing in Darmstadt and to the contents of her library. Her first publica-
tion in Stuttgart was a volume of verse and meditations on her husband’s 
death which emulated the work of mourning which her grandmother Sophia 
Eleonora had produced with her Mausoleum, but replaced the impetus of 
dynastic representation with a very personal and emotional expression of 
grief expressed in poetry. Her Christliche Betrachtung Der Betrübten 
Zeit/Und Freuden-vollen Ewigkeit was published in 1680 and describes a 
grotto of which Magdalena Sibylle is cast as the architect, designed for her 
                                                      
96 Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart, G 96 Bü 3. 
97 Vorstellung Stuttgartischer Jüngst-gehaltener Hochfürstl. Würtemberg-Hessischer Heim-
führungs-Begängnis : Samt zweyfachem kurtzem Bericht/ Von Beyder hohen Vermählten 
Käyser- und Königlicher/ auch Chur- und Fürstlicher Stam[m]-Verwandtschafft; So dann von 
Berührter Durchleuchtigster Häuser/ Würtemberg und Hessen/ herkünfftigem Ursprung und 
Fortleitung (Stuttgart: Rößlin, 1675). 
98 “I heartily desire to be able to greet your Grace again here, as does the whole land, for 
things here are topsy turvy and my Lord is very inexperienced and cannot adjust well to the 
situation.”  Letter from Magdalena Sibylle to Landgraf Ludwig, 24 September 1674, Hessi-
sches Staatsarchiv Darmstadt, D4 247/5, unfol. 
99 Wilson, “Women and Imperial Politics,” 226–27. 
100 Gerhard Dünnhaupt, Personalbibliographien zu den Drucken des Barock, vol. 4 (Stuttgart: 
Hiersemann 1991), 2633–37. 
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to contemplate death and grieve over a replica of her husband’s body. 
Whether the grotto is an allegory or whether it was actually meant to be, or 
was, constructed is unclear. At the same time she commissioned a painting 
that showed her as a grieving widow in the family burial vault in Stuttgart.101 
Both during her time as regent and afterwards as dowager, the identity that 
Magdalena Sibylle constructed for herself in her writings over the next thirty 
years was predicated on her role as a widow and a public leader in prayer. 
She published anthologies of her hymns and songs, first in 1683 and in an 
expanded version in 1690. The inventory of her library reveals her broad 
devotional reading and her special interest in texts dealing with Christ’s pas-
sion, the subject of her own meditational work: Das mit JEsu Gekreutzigte 
Hertz, Oder Andächtige Betrachtungen Des Bittern Leidens und Sterbens 
unsers HErrn und Heilandes JEsu Christi published in 1691.102 One of the 
most striking features of Magdalena Sibylle’s Stuttgart library is the large 
number of illustrated works and volumes of engravings dealing with biblical 
themes and devotional emblem books it contained and these again are linked 
to her own creative process. This expressed itself in the emblematic pro-
gramme for the church at her dowager’s seat in Stetten that Magdalena Si-
bylle planned herself, which was completed in 1682 and can still be seen 
today.103 Although her printed works are clearly expressions of a deeply ex-
perienced piety, their publication was also a public and political act. It is 
certainly the case that Magdalena Sibylle’s self-fashioning and her populari-
ty as a visible guarantor of true faith can also be understood as an implicit 
criticism of her son’s behaviour, his bigamous marriage to Wilhelmine von 
Grävenitz in 1707, and rumours and fears that he might convert to Catholi-
cism in order to rid himself of his wife, Johanna Elisabeth of Baden-
Durlach.104 This political aspect of Magdalena Sibylle’s overt piety which 
was underpinned by her dynastic authority seems more important in under-
standing her actions on the border between the personal and public in devo-
tional matters than the vexed question of whether she had Pietistic lean-
                                                      
101 Jill Bepler, “zu meinem und aller dehrer die sichs gebrauchen wollen, nutzen, trost und 
frommen: Lektüre, Schrift und Gebet im Leben der fürstlichen Witwe der Frühen Neuzeit,” in 
Witwenschaft in der Frühen Neuzeit: Fürstliche und adlige Witwen zwischen Fremd- und 
Selbstbestimmung, ed. Martina Schattkowsky (Leipzig: Universitätsverlag, 2003), 316. 
102 Joachim Kremer, “Pietistisches Bekenntnis und öffentliche Repräsentation: Musik zum 
Begräbnis der Herzogswitwe Magdalena Sibylla von Württemberg (1712),” Jahrbuch Musik 
und Gender 1 (2008): 46. 
103 Martin Brecht, “Herzogin Magdalena Sibylle und die Frömmigkeit ihrer Zeit,” Schwäbi-
sche Heimat 26 (1976): 21–31; Theodor Dierlamm, Die Bilderpredigt der Schlosskapelle 
Stetten i.R. 1681 (Kernen i.R.: Anstalt Stetten, [1982]). Hans Westphal is currently complet-
ing a monograph on the emblem programme at Stetten and I am grateful to him for sharing his 
research with me. 
104 Bernd Wunder, “Herzog Eberhard Ludwig (1677–1733),” in 900 Jahre Haus Württem-
berg, ed. Robert Uhland (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer 1984), 215. 
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ings.105 It places her in a long tradition of largely passive but effective re-
sistance by dynastic widows and estranged wives in matters of confession. 
Her role as a rallying point for the established church and as an embodiment 
of traditional confessional allegiance is one which Magdalena Sibylle shared 
with her niece by marriage Christiane Eberhardine in Saxony.106 

Before she died in 1712, Magdalena Sibylle drew up careful instructions 
for her funeral, including songs which she had written herself to be sung on 
the occasion.107 She had commissioned a pewter sarcophagus years earlier, 
inscribed with Biblical verses and her own texts.108 The splendid funeral 
work published in her memory was in keeping with her own passion for 
finely executed engravings. The detailed curriculum vitae mentions her edu-
cation in Sweden, her successes as regent, her library and her own literary 
production. The text praises the Duchess for publishing her works and there-
by instructing her subjects: 

Ja die selbst von Ihro Durchläucht der Seeligsten Fürstin als einer rechten und in Warheit Christlichen Sibylla aufgesetzte Geistliche Andachten/ Gebetter und Lieder/ womit gantze Bücher angefüllet/ und zu deß Nächsten Nutzen in offenen Truck außgegangen/ in gar vieler Christen Handen seynd/ und vor ein theures Kleinod gehalten werden/ reden vor aller Welt und zeugen genugsam hievon/ wie Sie selbsten Unsere Seeligst-Verstorbene Hertzogin eine eifrige Betterin und eine getreue Fürbitterin gewesen/ auch ein GOTT lobendes und danckendes Hertz/ Mund und Zunge allezeit gehabt habe.109 
Women’s literary and publishing activities are very often passed over in 
funeral works and those whose writings are mentioned are sometimes specif-
ically lauded for choosing not to publish. The title engraving for the volume 
commemorating Magdalena Sibylle shows a castrum doloris decorated with 
                                                      
105 This is a main concern in Kremer, “Pietistisches Bekenntnis.” Kremer posits a dichotomy 
between Magdalena Sibylle’s personal belief and her instructions for a funeral ceremony in 
accordance with orthodox Lutheran tradition and dynastic ceremony. 
106 Jill Bepler, “Enduring Loss and Memorializing Women: The Cultural Role of Dynastic 
Widows in Early Modern Germany,” in Enduring Loss in Early Modern Germany: Cross 
Disciplinary Perspectives, ed. Lynne Tatlock (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 132–160; On Christiane 
Eberhardine, see Helen Watanabe O’Kelly, “Religion and the Consort: Two Electresses of 
Saxony and Queens of Poland (1697–1757),” in Queenship in Europe 1660–1815: The Role 
of the Consort, ed. Clarissa Campbell Orr (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2004), 252–275. 
107 Kremer, “Pietistisches Bekenntnis,” 50.  
108 Excerpts from her will, her instructions for her funeral and inscriptions on her coffin are 
contained in Raff, Hie gut Wirtemberg, 159–68. 
109 “Yes, the spiritual meditations, prayers and hymns written by her Highness the blessed 
Duchess as a true Christian Sibyl—filling whole books that have been openly printed for the 
good of all that can be found in the hands of very many Christians and are to be counted as 
precious jewels—speak to the whole world and they bear sufficient witness to the fact that she 
herself, our blessedly departed Duchess, was fervent in prayer and a faithful intercessor, and 
that her heart, mouth and tongue were forever praising and thanking God.” Christ-Fürstliches 
Ehren-Gedächtniß, 33. 
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emblematic shields. An exceptional feature, however, are the shields in the 
foreground which depict the title engravings from all the duchess’s publica-
tions.110 Magdalena Sibylle appears to be the only 17th-century woman au-
thor, dynastic or otherwise, whose written works were visualised in this 
forceful manner for posterity. 
Conclusion 
The catalogue of Magdalena Sibylle’s Stuttgart library contains 764 titles. 
This collection she left to her son, the ruling duke, to be incorporated into 
the Stuttgart court library. When she died in 1712, however, Magdalena Si-
bylle had a further 60 books in her bedchambers in Stuttgart, Stetten and 
Kirchheim where all of her manuscript poetry and devotional texts were 
located.111 These—as her most personal books that were in daily use—and 
her own writings she bequeathed to her daughter in keeping with the gen-
dered practice of bequests we have seen in operation elsewhere. The exam-
ple provided by Magdalena Sibylle of Württemberg shows how intimate the 
relationship between a dynastic woman’s reading and writing practices could 
be at the various stages in her life and that her library reflected her educa-
tion, both at home or abroad, and was an important factor in the maintenance 
of her networks and her self-fashioning. Patterns of female inheritance have 
often obscured the evidence of women’s libraries and personal book collec-
tions and thus led to the assumption that the figure of the princess was not 
important in the reconstruction of courtly libraries in the early modern peri-
od. This assumption deserves a re-contextualisation. 
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“The Great Minerva of the Goths” and Other 
Manifestations of Baroque Internationalism 

Peter Davidson, University of Aberdeen 
This paper reflects on the cultural geography of the baroque world, with a fo-cus on the degree to which post-19th-century cultural geographies can confuse and cloud our perception of the diverse and cosmopolitan culture of the ba-roque world, a culture which included notable places of cultural production in regions and communities subsequently defined as “remote” or “marginal.” A central point is the remembrance of how successfully the Latin language func-tioned as a medium for cosmopolitan and international communication, so that contact between the Swedish woman poet Sophia Elisabet Brenner (1659–1730) and the circle of the Mexican savant and poet Sor Juana de la Cruz (1648–95), becomes wholly possible within an international system of ex-change, publication and shared languages. 

The Baroque and the Subsequent Rise of the Nation State: 
Remembering the Devolved Cultural Geography of the 
Baroque World 
The nation state of the 18th and 19th centuries is the enemy of the baroque. 
The metropolis and the culture of the metropolis is an enemy also to the free 
flow of currents of energy and ideas which characterised the baroque world. 
All renaissance and baroque art is in part local or provincial art as much as it 
is international art: the art of a Europe of numerous regional capitals which 
is also an art without national boundaries. The Latin language and the visual 
language of symbol and emblem are both universal and supra-national1—no 
wonder that the baroque era has been the focus of such ambivalence in the 
last two centuries. The maps and structures of power of the earlymodern 
world show an uncomfortable divergence from those of the world after the 
shaping conflicts of the later 18th century. 
                                                      
1The full participation of the Scandinavian countries in the international visual and verbal 
culture of emblems and imprese is studied at length in Simon McKeown and Mara R. Wade, 
eds. The Emblem in Scandinavia and the Baltic (Glasgow: Glasgow Emblem Studies, 2006). 
For much of the material on women humanists in this paper I am much indebted to Jane Ste-
venson of the University of Aberdeen. 
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Thus this paper makes a modest contribution to a number of the central 
themes of this collection: it raises some questions about the patterns of 
communication and the circulation of ideas in early modern Europe being 
very different from the more modern geographical patterns of these phenom-
ena as they formed in the early 19th century. The focus of this paper on Latin 
as an international medium of transmission is nothing new—but a reminder 
of the vigour and ubiquity of Latin as a medium is of considerable relevance 
to our focus on historical perspectives in literary study. This recollection of 
the availability of Latin as trans-national medium is not without significance 
for the intellectual and literary cultures of what are retrospectively perceived 
as “remote” or “peripheral” areas. In this matter, present perceptions of geo-
graphy can confuse actively an accurate perception of the intellectual net-
works of the past, and the widespread use of an international written lan-
guage, and, indeed, of an international visual language of symbol and em-
blem were as important in the sphere of “baroque technology” as printing 
and engraving themselves. 

The shape of the baroque cultural world is very different from the shape 
of the cultural world after the emergence of the nation-states, with their em-
phasis on the metropolis as the location of artistic training and achievement. 
The dominance of the metropolis was less absolute in the early modern 
world than it is now. While there was, naturally, a concentration of patron-
age and cultural activity in the capitals of the larger states—Copenhagen, 
London,2 Paris—there is an equal or greater intensity of activity and 
achievement in the regional capitals, religious institutions and country hous-
es of the smaller states of which there were so many in Europe (and its relat-
ed territories in the “new worlds”) before the national unifications: Leipzig, 
Nun Appleton, Wolfenbüttel. The briefest reflection will serve to complicate 
(and dismiss) any idea that there was a single cultural metropolis in any of 
the arts until, perhaps, the emergence of “grand tour” Rome in the 18th centu-
ry as an international academy of the visual arts, but this emergence is a very 
different matter from the emergence of any national capital as a cultural cap-
ital.  

Indeed, the cultural centres of the baroque are in fact often found in places 
conventionally (or retrospectively) identified as “remote,” and yet these 
places function wholly successfully within the baroque system of the arts. 
Two examples which I would advance here, two out of potential thousands, 
are both concerned with the production of distinctive baroque art which fus-
                                                      
2 Even here, reservations and questions rise in the mind: London, for example, however glori-
ous its achievements in vernacular literature by the early 17th century, was positioned awk-
wardly at an oblique angle to international and Latinate networks of learning and culture from 
the reign of Henry VIII onwards. By comparison, the modest and infinitely poorer Scottish 
university cities of the period were much fuller participants in the international and interna-
tionalist respublica litterarum. 
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es the international manner with a local vernacular. A geographically distant, 
but culturally rich, example (which I have written about elsewhere)3 would 
be the intensely hybrid works of the Cuzco school of painters in the Andes 
of Peru. An example nearer to hand, the focus of this essay, is the interna-
tionally-esteemed literary production of the Stockholm poet Sophia Elisa-
beth Brenner (born Weber) (1659–1730) who was not only a member of the 
international republic of letters with her elegant Latin and vernacular verses 
and letters, but was also important for the household which she shared with 
her husband Elias Brenner, a household which was a nodal point for visual 
art and collecting in northern Europe, with a reputation which spread 
throughout the whole web of intense connections which held together the 
arts and artists of the baroque world. And, as we will see, there is an appre-
hensible thread connecting the Brenner household in Stockholm with the 
distant, but equally culturally active, university and religious houses of  
Mexico City. 
Baroque Cultural Geography Described 
My proposed model of the baroque world is to reject any idea of a hierarchy 
or chain of command originating from what are now the Western European 
capitals, but rather to explore the real cultural geography of the early modern 
world, which was in fact a vastly extended network embracing infinite and 
distinctive local centres of production.4 For example, every town worldwide 
which had a Jesuit college would, by the rules of the order, have functioned 
as a centre for oratory, emblematics and drama. Almost every city in Scan-
dinavia had a Latin school, a conduit flowing both ways between the local 
and the international. If one wants to think of a cultural centre of world im-
portance both in innovation and publication, which is geographically isolat-
ed, there is the perfect example of Tycho Brahe’s (1546–1601) island of 
Hven, in the middle of the sea, but considered important enough in the early 
baroque scheme of things to have a page to itself in that pioneering work of 
topography the Civitates Orbis Terrarum, published in six volumes at Co-
logne from 1592 to 1617. 

It is important to remember that the baroque arts were practised, devised 
and taught within a relatively small compass, and on a relatively small scale. 
From this perspective, to take Britain and Ireland as an example, the baroque 
of Kilkenny or Aberdeen is not to be interpreted as a provincial dilution of 
the baroque of London, but rather as an autonomous idiom, drawing on local 
as well as metropolitan and international traditions. In 1644, Kilkenny, with 
its concentration of Confederate Irish leaders and its Jesuit College, staged a 
                                                      
3 Peter Davidson, The Universal Baroque (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2007), 94–139. 
4 I have written elsewhere at considerable length about this phenomenon, so will attempt to 
keep the consideration of it as brief as possible here. See Davidson, The Universal Baroque.  
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full-length baroque tragicomedy, with scenery and stage machinery, equal to 
London and, perhaps, in advance of it;5 Aberdeen produced Arthur Johnston 
(1587–1641) one Latin poet amongst many educated in that city, but one 
who enjoyed an international literary reputation wider than that of any con-
temporary Englishman.6 He is no more ashamed to praise Caskieben, in Ab-
erdeenshire, as his place of origin, than Ovid is to claim “Sulmomihi patria 
est” (Sulmona is my native place).7 

There is an anachronistic danger in superimposing the idea of the metro-
polis on a world of regional cultural centres. The 19th-century idea that all 
regional versions of any artistic mode or style must be imitative dilutions is 
again a product of the retrospective distortions of thinking about the early 
modern world from the perspective of the post-romantic nation-state. Such a 
state strives to produce a clear primary loyalty in its citizens, superseding the 
multidirectional (or, perhaps, layered) loyalties of the baroque world. 

Above all, this re-examination of the map of cultural centres (or recollec-
tion of the real shape of the baroque world) refocuses the precedence of ‘old 
world’ and ‘new world’: much of the real energy and achievement in all the 
baroque arts was cantered in ‘colonial’ territories and the more the baroque 
is studied the more the truth of this becomes evident. In the baroque world, 
every cultural centre had its dignity, and each could appeal equally to the 
dignity conferred by the (very plural—Classical, Egyptian, American or 
Gothic) antiquities which lay at the root of the cultures of the baroque world. 
It is wholly serious to compliment the poet and linguist Sophia Elisabet 
Brenner of Stockholm as the “great Minerva of the Goths,” a designation 
which would be denigratory or, at best, facetious, in the 19th century or after.  

The word baroque remains something of a problem in English, but per-
haps only in English. It could be argued that, in the early 21st century, it be-
comes hard to think about the idiosyncrasies of English as an index of Brit-
ish culture, in our era which uses English faute de mieux as a language of 
international communication. Yet if we are to approach the early modern 
world as a totality, “baroque” is a necessary word. Part of the problem is 
England’s isolationism and precocious nationalism, its ambiguity towards 
(or even denial of) cultural or intellectual connections with the wider world. 
Although English has become a lingua franca, it is a language which came 
to maturity during a willed and atypical isolation from the wider intellectual 
currents of the early modern world.  

All critical traditions born of the nation state, of focus on the study of na-
tional schools of art and architecture, or on vernacular literatures, especially 
if those literatures are studied in complete cultural isolation are structurally 
hostile to notions of baroque universalism. These traditions are resistant to 
                                                      
5 Davidson, The Universal Baroque, 68–69. 
6 Ibid. 80–85. 
7 Ovid, Tristia 4,10,1 
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notions of a Latinate internationalism comprehending individuals who did 
not have a nationality in any simple sense. Almost all Jesuits would provide 
one example of this: to be a Jesuit, who could be deployed in any part of the 
world where the Society had an outpost, was to move into a mode of being 
which transcended nationality, and, to a considerable degree, was in itself a 
kind of nationality. The whole world of exiles is another substantial group-
ing of people in the baroque era who tend simply to vanish from the cultural 
records compiled after the emergence of the nation-states: all the exiles who 
found refuge in the United Provinces of the Netherlands are one example of 
this, the vast Catholic diaspora from Britain and Ireland, disproportionate in 
cultural achievement compared to its numbers, is another.  

Since the early 19th century, so much energy has been invested in the 
creation of histories of independently-indigenous cultural traditions for each 
nation (national traditions which are often religious traditions as well)8 that 
the notion of participation in an international movement, style or mode is 
resisted, sometimes violently. The difficulty (and fascination) of baroque is 
that it is of its nature cosmopolitan and inclusive. In the words of Giovanni 
Carreri:9 

From Rome to Würzburg, Andalusia to Latin America, and Portugal to Brazil, baroque art was the first artistic expression to go global. Baroque art was long considered decadent in comparison to renaissance expressions, but today we know that it is the ultimate manifestation of a civilisation that expanded the boundaries of reality. In that sense, the culture of the baroque age is the source of our own, and the better we know it, the better we will be able to understand our own time. 
Carreri is also incisive about the baroque processes at work in the Iberian 
Americas, and how helpless the European critic’s terminology can seem 
when trying to discuss them: In the hands of the artists of the Americas, the 
baroque became mestizo, open to myriad cultural admixtures. It became a 
site where images are both stratified and joined, at the level of both form and 
content, in such a way that in the end a third term appears, neither European 
nor indigenous, and outside the categories of either.10 

                                                      
8 Perhaps this is the point, however, to remember and enjoy the earlier pseudo-histories which 
offered fantastic identities and antiquities to the peoples of the late Renaissance and baroque 
worlds, from the Historia Gentis Scotorum (1527) of Hector Boece (1465–1536) of Aberdeen, 
to the Atland eller Manheim of Olaus Rudbeck (1630–1702) of Uppsala. 
9 Giovanni Careri, Baroques (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2003), 7. 
10 Ibid., 24. 
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Fig 1: The Virgin of the Cerro Rico of Potosi, anonymous, 18th century. Museo Nacional de Arte, La Paz, Bolivia, on loan to Casa Nacional de la Moneda, Potosí. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Once more, the nation-state is the unequivocal enemy of the baroque. More 
specifically, the traditions of historiography and cultural criticism fostered 
by the nation-state are intensely hostile to those elements in the early-
modern world which clearly were supra-national and common to almost all 
territories: international Latin literature, and an international language of 
symbol and image.  

But, trying to comprehend early modern actuality, it is fruitful to think of 
baroque arts as a single continuum which stretches (in literature and festival, 
in image and inscription) from Olaus Rudbeck (1630–1702) in Uppsala, to 
Luis de Góngora y Argote (1561–1627) in Madrid, to Constantijn Huygens 
(1596–1687) in The Hague, to the exiled and native Latinists of Scotland, 
and later to Ludvig Holberg (1684–1754) in Copenhagen and to Sophia Elis-
abet Brenner and her circle in Sweden. And, crucially, this continuum fully 
embraces Sor Juana de la Cruz (1648–95) in her convent in Mexico City, 
and the baroque painters and musicians of the Andes.  
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Latin as an International Medium 
The point here is that, compared to the amount of intellectual activity which 
involved Latin, the quantity of early modern intellectual activity which in-
volved the learning of modern languages was comparatively modest, and the 
interface between vernacular cultures correspondingly small. The polymath 
Constantijn Huygens (1596–1687) in the Netherlands, or the English diplo-
mat Richard Fanshawe (1608–66), were both noted in their own day as prod-
igies simply because of their command of a complete linguistic system in 
more than three modern languages. It might be noted, however, that both of 
them based their international cultural activities on their command of Latin, 
both being, even by the high standards of the 17th century, outstanding Latin-
ists.11 

To understand the real cultural map of early-modern Europe as well as of 
the wider world, it is essential to concede this ubiquity of Latin. The problem 
is the drastic actions of re-thinking which have to be undertaken once the 
ubiquity of Latin (and, to some degree, the neutrality) of Latin has been con-
ceded. If Latin is taken properly into account, the circulation of information, 
ideas and energies becomes in some senses more scrutable, but in ways 
which are infinitely more pluralistic than many existing accounts of “intel-
lectual transmission” might allow, because movement and influence can go 
in any direction. Poland is not generally thought of as a major contributor to 
early modern European culture, apart from the work of Nicolaus Copernicus 
(1473–1543), but, in the next century, Maciej Kazimierz Sarbiewski (1595–
1640) was one of the most-read contemporary poets in Europe. Crucially, 
this more pluralistic, Latinate map of the baroque world allows for serious 
and internationally-important cultural activity to originate in what are 
thought of by the historiography of the nation state as “small countries” or 
even “small communities” including dissident, displaced and exiled commu-
nities. 
The History of the Book and the Geography of Baroque 
Internationalism 
The history of the book also presents us with some challenging facts in this 
context: most of the great libraries of early modern Europe had an over-
whelmingly greater quantity and variety of books in Latin than in any ver-
nacular—this is true even for England and for France. The most popular 
work of secular letters for a great part of the 17th Paris in 1621, was the work 
of an exile. Barclay was a member of a small community in exile from a 
                                                      
11 For Fanshawe, see Peter Davidson, ed., The Poems and Translations of Sir Richard Fan-
shawe (Oxford: Clarendon, 1997); for Huygens, see Peter Davidson and Adriaan van der 
Weel, A Selection of the Poems of Sir Constantijn Huygens (Amsterdam: Amsterdam Univer-
sity Press, 1996). 
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“small” nation, someone with no nationality in any simple sense: northern 
Scottish Catholic by ancestry, French by birth and education, a man who 
spent his adult life partly in England and partly as a roving ambassador. He 
died in Rome under Papal protection, despite his Gallican and questioning 
Catholicism.12 

Once this ubiquity of Latin has been conceded, other shifts take place, 
shifts which are also expressed through the publication and distribution of 
books: the atlases of the “age of discoveries” find an international voice in 
their copious Latin commentaries. Poland and Scandinavia and Iberian 
America can suddenly be seen to be engaged fully in this dialogue of expla-
nation of a region within a context of international exchange. In this era of 
an international circulation of books, the currents of international literary and 
cultural communication can momentarily connect two notable women poets 
across great oceans and divisions of religion: the Lutheran “Minerva of the 
Goths,” Sophia Elisabet Brenner and Sor Juana de la Cruz, the great poet of 
Catholic Ibero-America, “The Phoenix of Mexico.” 

When we remember that Latin as universal language was among the reg-
isters or media at the disposal of the international trade in the written word, 
we can begin to get some sense of the potential universality of early-modern 
letters. Questions of centre and margin are radically re-aligned. Distribution 
is virtually universal, so the point of origin of a work of art can be “remote” 
or unexpected. Barclay’s baroque masterpiece was translated into the north-
ern vernaculars, as well as being universally distributed in its original Latin: 
a Danish edition appeared in 1746 and two Stockholm editions in 1740 and 
1741.13And we must remember also Ludvig Holberg (1684–1754) and his 
fabulous subterranean romance, another book internationally popular in its 
day, the proto-work of science fiction Nicolai Klimii Iter Subterraneum of 
1741. The influence of these works alone re-configures ideas of centre and 
margin, in the 17th and 18th centuries respectively: the two international best-
selling works of fiction are by an exiled Scot and by a Norwegian working in 
Denmark. 

Another divide which is crossed habitually by baroque internationalism is 
that of distance or perceived geographical remoteness. We have already 
glanced at the island of Hven and the way in which it became incorporated 
into the world map simply because of its cultural importance. This fact alone 
reminds us that an international educated community could decide that a 
Scandinavian island, whose function as a place of intense study was partly 

                                                      
12 A full account of Barclay’s life and influence, together with text and translation of the 
Argenis, can be found in the edition by Mark Riley and Dorothy Pritchard Huber, eds., John 
Barclay, Argenis (Assen and Tempe, AZ: Royal van Gorcum and Arizona Center for Mediae-
val and Renaissance Studies, 2004). 
13Argenis, ed.cit., 57–58. 



 261 

dependent on the controlled remoteness of its location, formed a part of the 
geographical awareness of the world cartographers. 
Sophia Elisabet Brenner and International Communities of 
Baroque Writers 
But now I would like to return to Sophia Elisabet Brenner, whose career on 
the one hand combined the local and the international simply in her choice of 
languages in which to write. Naturally, her achievement did not lack a cul-
tural context: Swedish culture enjoyed a period of success and activity in the 
sphere of Neo-Latin letters in the 17th century, in which Latin was a natural 
language of literary expression for some women as well as a larger number 
of men.14 For example, Otto Sperling (1634–1715) translated the poems of 
the Danish princess Eleanora Christina, daughter of Christian IV,15 and, like 
many women of learning, the length and breadth of the respublica litter-
arum—from Mary Queen of Scots to the Duchesses of Urbino—the daugh-
ter of the Bishop of Gothenburg, Hedvig Eleonora Beata Klingenstierna 
(1666–?), delivered a Latin oration at the Gymnasium of Linköping, proba-
bly the most northerly example of this phenomenon of a community demon-
strating its cultivation through the learning of one of its female members.16 

Brenner was the first woman Latin poet of Sweden. She was born in 
Stockholm, the daughter of a merchant. Her father had her taught as if she 
were a boy, as a demonstration of his own beliefs about the abilities of wom-
en, and so her education naturally included Latin. She married Elias Brenner, 
a Finno-Swedish miniature painter and numismatist in 1680. The couple 
became culturally important within northern Europe, the focus of a lively 
circle of artists and writers, and their household (which had aspects of the 
salon of late-baroque France) was visited by many leading figures of the 
day. She is considered the first notable Swedish-language woman poet.  

She balanced the local with the international, declaring a preference for 
writing in the vernacular, while maintaining her presence in the supra-
national respublica litterarum through verse in Latin (and, indeed, in other 
vernaculars). As a Latinist, her oeuvre may be compared with that of Ger-
man Latin poets such as Euphrosine Aue (1677–1715), since it consists 
mainly of poetry of occasion, mostly for weddings and funerals. What inter-
                                                      
14Hans Aili, “Sweden,” in MinnaSkafte Jensen, ed., A History of Nordic Neo-Latin Literature 
(Odense: Odense UP, 1995), 139. 
15 Albert Thrura, Gynaeceum Daniae Litterarum: Feminis Danorum erudition vel scriptiscla-
ris conspicuum (Altona: Jonas Korte, 1732), 43–47. Sperling himself is the author of “De 
Foeminis Doctis,” Copenhagen, National Library of Denmark, MS GK S 2110. 
16 Anders Anton von Stiernman “Gynaeceum Sveciae litterarum eller Anmärkningar om 
Lärda och Namnkunniga Swenska Fruentimmer.” In Stockholms Magazin för 1780, edited by 
Anders Anton von Stiernman. (Stockholm, Uppsala and Åbo: Magnus Swederus, 1780) 207–
54.  
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ests me here is the evidence for international networks and international 
connections between writers offered by the testimonia appended to her Poe-
tiske Dikter of 1713, collected on her behalf by Johan Gabriel Sparenfeldt.17 
With her command of Latin as well as the vernacular, Brenner could estab-
lish for herself a point on the map of the baroque world in which her own 
household was a knot in the great international net, a point of cultural pro-
duction potentially connected to thousands of others. Her considerable con-
temporary success is attributable both to her own talent and the adroit use of 
that talent, and also to the desire of other Swedish intellectuals to promote 
her work as an object of legitimate national pride.  

The prestigious and elegant form in which Brenner’s Poetiske Dikter ap-
peared in 1713 was in part due to the examples which the Swedish scholar 
Urbanus Hiärnehad seen on a visit to England: He imported from thence the 
idea of publishing by subscription, which allowed for a much more elaborate 
and costly kind of book. Brenner’s work, with a finely-engraved frontis-
piece, was the first book to be published this way in Sweden. 

Brenner’s position within Sweden as a legitimate local source of interna-
tional pride is emphasised by the appendix to this volume, a collection of 
“testimonia” On the Famous Poetess of the Swedes. It begins with a letter to 
Brenner by Hiärne, which makes the implicit claim that being able to boast 
an internationally-recognised woman of learning raises the prestige of Swe-
den internationally. This is made explicit by the comparisons of her which he 
makes to women who had similarly brought international credit to their 
communities: Anna Maria van Schurmann (1607–1678), Anne Dacier,18 
Olimpia Morata,19 and Elena Cornaro Piscopia (1646–84). This is followed 
by two poems of compliment, both by women and both in Spanish: a sonnet 
by a nun, Doña Catalina de Alfaro Fernández de Córdoba (fl.1689), and a 
long poem by the Mexican poet and mystic, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz 
(1651–95), which praises Sophia Elisabet Brenner as “the great Minerva of 
the Goths.”20 Both these poems are variants on texts published in Sor Juana’s 
own first collection, Inundacion Castalida de la unica poetisa, Musa Dezi-
ma, published in Madrid by Juan Garcia Infanzon, in 1689: Sor Catalina’s 
addressed to Sor Juana herself, and Sor Juana’s to the learned Duquesa de 

                                                      
17 Elisabeth Göransson has edited Brenner’s correspondence with Otto Sperling, from which 
work much information here is most gratefully derived: Elisabet Göransson, Letters of a 
Learned Lady (Stockholm: Almquist and Wiksell International, 2006). Further context may be 
found in Jane Stevenson, Women Latin Poets (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 354–
9. 
18 Anne le Fèvre, (Lesnier, later Dacier) 1651–1720. 
19 Morata, Olympia Fulvia (Grundler) 1526/7–1555. 
20 Another beguiling remembrance of Gothic ancestry in early-modern Sweden is found in the 
mural paintings at Läckö Castle with the substantial figure identified as “Gothus” in room 
124. Lief Jonsson, ed. Läckö, Landskapet, borgen, slottet (Stockholm: Carlssons, 1999), 395. 
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Aveiro, raising the question of whether the adaptations were made by the 
author’s or by another hand.21 

In any case, these poems were elicited by a campaign of support organ-
ised by Brenner’s supporters in Sweden, as Elisabet Göransson has demon-
strated.22 Johan Gabriel Sparfwenfeldt (1655–1727) made use of a tour 
throughout Europe, and solicited poems of compliment for Brenner when-
ever he fell into the company of her fellow citizens of the respublica litter-
arum. By 1696, Brenner herself was assiduous in developing this publicity 
campaign by assembling ‘packages of recommendation’ consisting both of 
her own poems and poems about her. These, in their turn, elicited further 
replies and testimonial writings.23 She maintained her networks with Latin 
correspondents24 and demonstrated both acumen and a sense of the worth of 
her work in correspondence with the Russian Court.25 

Sophia Elisabet Brenner illustrates one aspect of baroque internatio-
nalism: a respublica litterarum so extensive in its interconnections that it 
covers more than one continent, and which is meditated through the Latin 
                                                      
21 The complexities of this are considerable and there is no space to discuss them here. Jane 
Stevenson has treated the issue at length in a paper, “Sor Juana and the Position of the Wom-
an Intellectual in Spanish America,” published in a collection of essays: Jean Andrews and 
Alejandro Coroleu, eds., Mexico 1680: Cultural and Intellectual Life in the ‘Barroco de Indi-
as’ (Bristol: HiPLAM, 2007), 81–108. 
22 In a paper read at the Eleventh International Congress of the Societas Internationalis Studii 
Neolatinis Provehendis, Cambridge, 30 July–5 August, 2000, based on material which forms 
part of her PhD thesis on Sophia Elisabeth Brenner’s correspondence. She has also published 
“Letters, Learning and Learned Ladies: An Analysis of Otto Sperling, Jr.’s (1634–1715) 
Correspondence with Scandinavian Women,” Supplementa Humanistica Lovaniensia VIII 
(2002): 199–223 
23 Otto Sperling was happy to be a correspondent. His De Foeminis Doctis survives in manu-
script, Copenhagen, National Library of Denmark GK S 2110, but was never published. He 
seems to have contributed material to Thrura’s Gynaeceum Daniae Litterarum. See also 
Marianne Alenius, “Love at First (W)ink, a Fragment of Otto Sperling’s Neo-Latin Corre-
spondence,” in Graham de Caie and Holger Nørgaard, eds., A Literary Miscellany Presented 
to Eric Jacobsen (Copenhagen: University of Copenhagen Publications of the Department of 
English 16, 1988), 164–84. There is a surviving letter from Elena Piscopia to Leonora Mar-
garetha Sperling, Bavarian State Library, München, Clm Lat. 1085 (Collectio Camerariana 
34), f. 247r–v: this is almost certainly Helena Margareta Rosenbielke, née Friis, who was the 
niece of Otto Sperling and was educated by him, introduced to litterae humaniores in earliest 
youth, and taught Latin. Thrura, Gynaecaeum, 58, and Sebastian Korthoold dedicated his 
essay on women humanists to her. Disquisitio de Poetriis Puellis, missis ab Adriano Bailleto 
(Keil: Barthold Reuther, 1700). 
24 Karin Westman Berg, Valborg Lindgärde, and Marianne Alenius, “Wår Swenska Minerva: 
om Sophia Elisabeth Brenner,” in Elisabeth Møller Jensen, ed., I Guds Namn: 1000–1800, 
vol.1 of Nordisk Kvinnolitteraturhistoria (Höganäs: Wiken, 1993), 336. 
25 Juri Küttner, “V.N Tatišcevs mission i Sverige, 1724–1726,” Lychnos (1990): 151–2. Inter-
estingly, at about the same time the Dutch poet (resident in Germany), Elisabeth Koolaart, 
was writing in praise of Peter the Great: see her De Naaglaatene Gedichten von Elizabeth 
Koolaart geb. Hoofman, ed Willem Kops (Haarlem: Jan Bosch, 1774). 
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language. Equally extraordinary stories can be pieced together which re-
spond to the other great international language, the emblem, and to the local 
adaptations which the emblem fostered in almost every territory of the ba-
roque world. In a Scandinavian context, emblems found a particularly dis-
tinctive local expression in schemes of mural decoration and in epitaphia in 
churches. 
A Hybrid Work of Art as Symbol of Baroque 
Internationalism 
I would like to end by bringing to your attention a remarkable object which 
is, in every way, an example of the internationalism of the baroque: symbol-
ic language, Latin, internationalism of materials, manufacture and intention. 
I would like to draw your attention to an object in the collections of my own 
university, Aberdeen, which embodies in itself many of the considerations 
about internationalism, hybridity, and the cultural production of ‘small’ 
communities which I have tried to set forth in this paper. 

This object which combines many cultures, many exiles, many local and 
international manifestations of the universal baroque, is an African ostrich 
egg carved in memory of James Francis Edward Stuart (1688–1766), known 
as “The Old Pretender” or James VIII and III in different communities. Thus 
it proceeds on the one hand from a “small” community, those Jacobites, 
mostly Catholic or Episcopalian northern Scots, who adhered to the exiled 
Stuart dynasty, even after the catastrophic defeat of their final military at-
tempt to regain their throne in 1745–46. 

This object brings once more before us the strangeness and sheer oddness 
of baroque as well as its taste for the marvellous, as well as (of course) its 
internationalism and openness to hybridity. Ostrich eggs themselves were 
formed into cups and set in precious metals, in which form they ornamented 
many cabinets of curiosities in the baroque world, although the majority of 
these would seem to have been produced in the Dutch territories in Asia. So 
this example is in a minority in that its decorative style marks the design and 
carving as African, with the incorporation of emblems, a date, and a mono-
gram, drawn in a distinctively Scottish manner. 

The number-forms of the inscribed date of the death of James Francis 
Edward is recognisably Scottish, with raised lettering on a sunken field, the 
drawing of the symbols (“hieroglyphics” in early modern terms) is also rec-
ognisably Scottish, but the other work, especially the conventionalised tulip 
trees which divide the four compartments in which the three symbols and 
one monogram are carved, would seem to belong to a West African decora-
tive tradition, as do the radiating triangles which ornament the ends of the 
egg. The inscription reads J[ACOBUS] R[EX] 1766:  
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Fig. 2: Carved Ostrich egg in memory of James Francis Ed-ward Stuart, 1766. 
West African maker in collabo-ration with a Scottish designer. Marischal Museum, University of Aberdeen, Scotland. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

There is also a monogram of the initials J.R., the same monogram found 
engraved on the secretly-produced engraved AMEN glasses from which 
Jacobite toasts were drunk in a ritual which held together a small community 
in extreme adversity.26 The first symbol is of a crowned thistle: this has a 
long history in Scotland (even as a printer’s ornament) and essentially con-
veys the idea of the autonomous, pre-Roman Scottish monarchy which was 
supposed to have been founded by Fergus in the third century before Christ, 
and inherited seamlessly by the house of Stuart. This is the assertion of Hec-
tor Boece (1465–1536)’s Historia Gentis Scotorum (1627): the imaginary 
portraits of those sovereigns adorn the late 17th century “gallery of kings” at 
Holyroodhouse, the royal palace in Edinburgh. The existence of this autono-
mous Scottish dynasty remained the historical belief of a substantial portion 
of literate Scotland, especially the Jacobite community, until the rise of sci-
entific history in the later 18th century. 

                                                      
26 Geoffrey H. Seddon, The Jacobites and their Drinking Glasses (Woodbridge: Antique 
Collectors’ Club, 1995), 185–229. 
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Then there is a heart pierced with arrows: this is a conventional representa-
tion of suffering within Catholic iconography; here the fact that the heart is 
crowned suggests that it represents the sufferings of the king in exile. The 
third symbol is the most enigmatic; a sheaf of corn with birds perching on it. 
The birds themselves may indicate no more than that the corn is ripe and the 
grain is ready to be eaten. The symbol of the sheaf itself may go back to the 
French emblematist Claude Paradin’s (1510–73) representation of a mature 
prince by the maturing of the corn, harvested and bound into sheaves. Pa-
radin’s motto for his impresa is Flavescunt, “They grow yellow.” This was 
originally the device of Orazio Farnese, an image which was taken up and 
adapted for Mary Queen of Scots with the added anagram MARIA       
STUARTA : MATURA ARISTA (Mary Stuart : the corn is ripe). This very 
conceit, this anagram, was a mainspring of the Dutch poet Joost van der 
Vondel’s (1587–1679) martyrological conceit when writing about Mary, 
comparing her to an ear of corn cut down by human envy but gleaned by the 
hand of Christ.27 

So this carved ostrich egg, which I conjecture to have been made in West 
Africa for a Scottish Jacobite patron, cross-culturally collaborative in design, 
sums up in its own bizarrerie, its modest claim to be a part of the marvellous, 
in its international languages, the complex of ideas which I have tried to put 
forward in this very partial exposition of the connectedness, of the sheer 
internationalism, of the baroque world. 

This article advances some modest reminders of connections which have 
been, perhaps, forgotten to some degree: as part of this volume’s re-
contextualisation of baroque culture, it is useful to remember that the inter-
national medium of Latin was available to all, including those living in 
working in places which might, anachronistically, be considered “remote” 
after social and political changes in the late-18th and early-19th centuries had 
re-drawn the cultural map to emphasise the importance of national capitals 
and to marginalise those northern and new-world territories which had made 
such a lively and distinctive contribution to the profoundly cosmopolitan and 
connected world of the baroque era.  
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A Material Turn? The Contexts of Early Modern 
Material Scientific Heritage  

Inga Elmqvist Söderlund, Museum for the History of 
Science, Oxford and The Observatory Museum, Stockholm 

Things material can provide essential information about our past. This article discusses the nature and relevance of early modern material scientific her-itage. The focus is on the possibilities and particular difficulties of dealing with tangible objects as opposed to immaterial heritage. Material scientific heritage could potentially provide relevant contexts not just for historians of science, but for any cultural historian. Methods of a number of disciplines as well as interdisciplinary approaches are advocated. The main institutional set-tings of research and research output that are discussed are those of the muse-um and the university. The case of astronomical heritage is used as the prime example.  
There seems to be a renewed interest in material culture within several hu-
manistic disciplines during the past few years. We may talk of a material 
turn as opposed to (or superseding) a linguistic turn. There is a rich source of 
early modern material heritage which can provide the cultural historian with 
various forms of information and contexts. Why are these sites, monuments, 
and artifacts so interesting? 
What is Material Heritage? What is Material Scientific 
Heritage? 
Material heritage is the tangible and physical heritage of the past, such as 
objects, artefacts, sites, and monuments. This can be contrasted with imma-
terial heritage, or intangible heritage, which is not manifested in physical 
form. The latter encompasses traditions, knowledge, skills and language 
which are passed on from generation to generation. Both material and imma-
terial heritage are recognized on a transnational level by UNESCO as valua-
ble and worth preserving.1 The interest in and perceived relevance of materi-
                                                      
1 “Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage,” 
UNESCO, registered November 23, 1972, http://whc.unesco.org/en/conventiontext/; “Text of 
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al heritage has varied, and at present it seems to receive an increasing 
amount of interest within academic research.2 

Material scientific heritage is material heritage which is related to science. 
Here we have two problematic issues: How closely related to science must 
material heritage be to be classified as “scientific”? And what do we mean 
by “science”? The concepts of science, scientific, and scientist are in con-
temporary usage strongly linked to the natural sciences, those used to study 
the physical world, for example physics, chemistry, geology, biology and 
botany. Science is considered to be “a branch of knowledge conducted on 
objective principles involving the systematized observation of and experi-
ment with phenomena.”3 When we think of science, we often refer to the 
method of observation, and in particular to research in the form of observa-
tion and experimentation at a university or similar organisation. The concept 
of science is in opposition to pseudoscience, and its practitioners are trained 
professionals as opposed to amateurs. However, if we wish to use the words 
science, scientific, and scientist when referring to early modern Europe it 
becomes complicated because they are anachronistic, in that they were first 
used in their current sense in the 1830s.4 In early modern Europe “science” 
referred to a generalised knowledge base, more so than our contemporary 
understanding of the term. A further complication is that what is considered 
to be science and a scientific object seems to change with time.5 In order to 
make sense of the term “material scientific heritage” I am inclined to start 
out with a contemporary definition of science in order to outline the field of 
disciplines, even if anachronistic. For example, I call both a 17th-century 
telescope and an 18th-century air-pump scientific instruments, because it 
makes sense to my contemporaneity. An early modern user would most like-
ly categorise the first as optical and the second as philosophical.6 

  
 

                                                                                                                             
the Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage,” UNESCO, registered 
November 3, 2003, http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/en/convention/. 
2 See for example The Oxford Handbook of Material Culture Studies, ed. Dan Hicks and 
Mary C. Beaudry (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2010). 
3 Robert E. Allen, ed. The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Current English. (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2008), 790 and 1081. 
4 Stefan Collini, introduction to The Two Cultures, by Charles P. Snow (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge UP, 2008), 6; accessed December 12, 2011, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.93176 .  
5 Lorraine Daston, “What Can Be a Scientific Object? Reflections on Monsters and Meteors,” 
Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 52, no. 2 (1998): 35–50. 
6 Deborah Jean Warner, “What is a Scientific Instrument, When Did it Become One, and 
Why?,” The British Journal for the History of Science 23 (1990): 83–93. 
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Fig.1: The early modern muse-um contained a great variety of types of objects as in Athana-sius Kircher’s museum at Col-legio Romano in Rome, the collections unfortunately scat-tered.  
Frontispiece in Giorgio de Sepibus, Romani Collegii so-cietatis Jesu Museum celeber-rimum, Amsterdam, 1678. The Library of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences at Stock-holm University Library. Pho-tograph: Stockholm University Library. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The division of collections of material heritage of science and art in different 
types of institutions was not current in early modern Europe.7 In Sweden 
there is an outstanding example of an early modern collection of material 
heritage with a cross-disciplinary approach to learning: the Augsburg Art 
Cabinet at the Museum Gustavianum in Uppsala. It was presented to the 
Swedish king Gustavus Adolphus in 1632 by the councillors of Augsburg. 
The cabinet contains ancient artefacts, natural history specimens, coins, 
household equipment, paintings, musical instruments, scientific instruments, 
and so on. It promotes a kind of cross-disciplinary learning and referencing 
which later became unfashionable. It is unusual in that the cabinet is extant 
with most of its original content intact. This is remarkable as such collec-
tions were often disunited in the 19th century, when art and science were 
separated to construct disciplinary boundaries. These collections are hard to 
reconstruct. In the past few decades, there has been a renewed interest in 
                                                      
7 Oliver Impey and Arthur McGregor, eds., The Origins of Museums (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1985). 
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recreating these early modern multidisciplinary collections, and the objects 
need to be searched in a great number of different types of institutions. 
 

 

Fig. 2: The 18th century observatory in Stockholm (the Observatory Museum), the only ”scientific” site with most of its inventories and attached archival documents preserved in Stockholm. Photograph: Anders Kronborg. 

During the 18th century it became increasingly popular to create particular 
sites for observational and experimental science. However if we think of 
these places only in the light of modern disciplinary boundaries, it will lead 
us wrong, as disciplinary boundaries and relevant contexts are constantly 
changing. The cross disciplinary nature of early modern science may confuse 
us. It presents a juxtaposition of science and pseudoscience, amateur and 
professional, research and play, scientific instrument and toy. For us it may 
seem strange that in the 18th century the Royal Swedish Academy of Sci-
ences included not only astronomical instruments in its observatory, but also 
an Egyptian mummy, an embalmed child, ancient coins, exotic animals, 
plants, utensils, weapons, and archaeological finds from Swedish graves. 
Many of the artefacts collected and activities performed at the site were 
probably not “scientific” in our contemporary use of the word. Still it makes 
sense to label the site and the artefacts as scientific heritage because they are 
related to—even if not synonymous with—our understanding of science. 
However if we study this site and focus solely on astronomy as defined in a 
modern research department of astronomy today, much of the history of this 
site would be neglected or considered pointless. 
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An interesting account of early modern astronomy was presented in the 
English poet Edward Sherburne’s book The Sphere of Marcus Manilius 
Made an English Poem: With Annotations and an Astronomical Appendix 
from 1675.8 The book contains up-to-date astronomy and an annotated trans-
lation of the astronomical and astrological poem Astronomicon by the Ro-
man poet Marcus Manilius from the first century AD into English. It is an 
example of the strong relationship between classical scholarship and astron-
omy, which was relevant for astronomers in the 17th century. This relevance 
of ancient scholarship is motivated by the very long series of observations as 
astronomy was practised early by man, and is not one of the sciences devel-
oped in the early modern times. The book contains “A catalogue of the most 
eminent astronomers, ancient and modern.”9 The list starts with the first 
man, Adam. Sherburne wrote that his particular astronomical achievements 
were to teach his son Seth astronomy. Seth is accordingly the second name 
in the catalogue, and the third is another descendant of Adam, Enoch. Many 
biblical men are catalogued: for example, Abraham, Moses, and Solomon. 
The Bible contains several quotations related to the stars, enough to motivate 
astronomy as a justified activity within 17th-century religious orders. Besides 
men of the sphere of biblical history, Sherburne has included names like 
Ptolemy and Hipparchus who are well-known for their astronomical works. 
More surprising is the inclusion of emperors Caesar and Charlemagne and 
the poet Ovid. Compared to this inclusive definition of astronomer, our 
modern understanding of a university-educated person involved in research 
at an institution seems rather narrow-minded. Hence the early modern per-
sons who labelled themselves astronomers were also varied, but shared an 
avid interest in theoretical and practical observation of the heavenly bodies.  

A particular case is the material heritage of astronomy, which has recently 
attracted international attention. In 2008 UNESCO and the International 
Astronomical Union (IAU) signed a formal memorandum of understanding 
to draw attention to and raise sites connected to astronomy to World Herit-
age status. A global thematic study of monuments from the earliest remains 
of human activity up to space heritage has been undertaken and published by 
the International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS). 10 The reason 
for this initiative was the perception that the achievements of science were 
underrepresented on the World Heritage list.  
                                                      
8 Sir Edward Sherburne, The Sphere of Marcus Manilius Made an English Poem: With Anno-
tations and an Astronomical Appendix (London: The Sphere, 1675). 
9 Ibid. 
10 Clive Ruggles and Michel Cotte, eds., Heritage Sites of Astronomy and Archaeoastronomy 
in the Context of the UNESCO World Heritage Convention: A Thematic Study (International 
Council on Monuments and Sites and International Astronomical Union, 2010), accessed 31 
March 2011, 
http://www.astronomicalheritage.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=28&I
temid=33. 
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The thematic study, embracing a vast material and produced in a short 
time period by a limited number of people, is necessarily highly selective. 
The editors are Clive Ruggles, astronomer and archaeologist, and Michel 
Cotte, professor of the history of technology. Most of the authors included 
focus on archaeology and technology in relation to astronomy. The first ob-
ject among the case studies is the “Thaïs bone,” a bone fragment inscribed 
with lines, interpreted as a twelve thousang-year-old artefact possibly dis-
playing observations of solstices. Other studies include the astronomical 
rock panels in the Lascaux Cave, the pyramids at Giza, Stonehenge, the Pan-
theon in Rome, the Strasbourg Cathedral and many examples outside Europe 
of different periods. Modern applied astronomy and space heritage are also 
highlighted. Their definition of astronomical material heritage is rather var-
ied.  

Interestingly, in the thematic study Ruggles and Cotte downplay the role 
of material heritage of science. They write that the “core of scientific 
knowledge is mainly intangible.” 11 The relevance of archives and documents 
are strongly emphasized. They oppose an evaluation of science sites where 
the history of architecture and urbanism is given priority, but promote one 
which first takes the immaterial scientific results into account. This state-
ment is likely more the result of the editors’ hope that historians of architec-
ture should not be the only researchers that decide which astronomical sites 
should be put on the World Heritage list than a final dismissal of the im-
portance of material scientific heritage. 

The thematic study only includes few case studies of early modern sites 
and artefacts. Ruggles and Cotte motivate this choice by stating that studies 
of that kind are already published, and that the astronomical material herit-
age from the early modern period is vast. It is certainly true that the material 
is vast, but it is not true that the heritage related to astronomy is published if 
looking at a country like Sweden. It would probably have been an impossible 
task to complete a comprehensive thematic study. This omission allows a 
great number of sites and objects to be brought into focus, showing the rich 
variety of cultural heritage connected to astronomy. There is room for re-
searchers of various other disciplines to contribute to the global history of 
astronomy and its many cultural contexts. The thematic study of astronomi-
cal material heritage is a very promising example, which will hopefully con-
tribute to the further study of the material heritage of the other branches of 
science. 

                                                      
11 Ruggles and Cotte, Heritage Sites of Astronomy, 7. 
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Material Scientific Heritage: Availability, Problems, and 
Possibilities  
We are surrounded by material heritage from the past. Libraries and archives 
are essential institutions for material scientific heritage, sometimes also be-
ing the sites where early modern science was practised. Many libraries and 
archives provide excellent research facilities and tools for the researcher 
which makes possible the study of text and the materiality of texts. But it is 
easily forgotten that many early modern libraries collected and displayed 
naturalia, coins, exotic artefacts, and scientific instruments, which could be 
used together with the books.12 The possibility to study and access these 
objects is often more difficult.  

Besides libraries, museums, and exhibitions are the obvious institutions 
for early modern monuments, objects and artefacts. Museums and their col-
lections have the potential to become essential resources for material re-
search, but there is one main holdback.  

 
Fig. 3: The lion’s share of mate-rial scientific heritage is often in storage providing a very differ-ent setting than the staged exhi-bition. Photograph: the author. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
12 Eric Garberson, Eighteenth-Century Monastic Libraries in Southern Germany and Austria: 
Architecture and Decorations (Baden-Baden: Verlag Valentin Koerner, 1998), 45–64. 
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Many of these institutions are not capable of meeting the needs of academic 
research of different kinds, as they lack the facilities and required infrastruc-
ture. However, some museums, such as university affiliated museums, are 
making exceptional efforts to be relevant to academic research and teach-
ing.13 And some museums and institutions are publishing extensive infor-
mation about objects, making conservator reports accessible, and digitising 
artefacts and site records. Contrast this with institutions that do not even 
have their collections properly catalogued, making it difficult for the re-
searcher to know of their existence. An institution like the Royal Swedish 
Academy of Sciences (to which the Observatory museum belongs) has about 
six thousand inventory numbers in their collections of scientific instruments, 
of which only about three hundred are described in a published catalogue.14 
Producing qualitative catalogues is not just compiling lists of objects, but 
research in its own right. This is very time consuming and requires particular 
competences, and can hence be difficult to implement. Another problem is 
that many objects are in display in inaccessible cases, or are not on display at 
all. It can be cumbersome to get access to remote storage. There is also a 
perceived tension between research performed in the university and the mu-
seum, which needs to be overcome. The university researcher tends to have 
the prejudice that museum research is lacking theory. It is probably true that 
some museum research is unaware of theory, or that the theory in exhibits is 
largely concealed. On the other hand, the museum researcher tends to think 
that the university researcher is only interested in theory and engaging in 
productive disagreement, and is not interested in looking for evidence in the 
preserved heritage he/she claims to address.15 This rift between more arte-
fact-minded researches, antiquarians and “men of letters” was present al-
ready in early modern Europe.16 The ideal is, of course, cooperation, which 
will allow for both theoretical perspectives and consideration of the material 
cultural heritage.17 

Artefacts and objects can find their way into very different kinds of col-
lections and museums. In Stockholm and its vicinity, material scientific her-
                                                      
13 Marta Lourenco, “Between Two Worlds: The Distinct Nature and Contemporary Signifi-
cance of University Museums and Collections in Europe” (PhD diss., Conservatoire National 
des Arts et Métiers, Paris, 2005). 
14 Gunnar Pipping, The Chamber of Physics (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1977). 
15 Michael Hatt, “Against Consensus: Why We Need More Than Two Art Histories,” in Re-
search and Museums: RAM; Proceedings of an International Symposium in Stockholm 22–25 
May 2007, ed. Görel Cavalli Björkman and Svante Lindqvist (Stockholm: Nationalmuseum, 
2008), 103–15. 
16 Francis Haskell, History and Its Images (New Haven and  London: Yale UP, 1993), 159 –
200. 
17 Helmut Trischler, “Modes, Constraints and Perspectives of Research: The Place of Scholar-
ship at Museums of Science and Technology in a Knowledge-Based Society,” in Research 
and Museums, 51–67. 
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itage, in particular scientific instruments, of the early modern period is found 
in a number of collections. The largest is in the collections of the Royal 
Swedish Academy of Sciences, but notable collections are also found at the 
National Museum of Science and Technology, the National Maritime Muse-
ums, Nordiska museet, the Royal Collections, the National Historical Muse-
um, the Royal Armory, the Army Museum, and Nationalmuseum. Further 
examples worth mentioning are the Museum Gustavianum in Uppsala, and 
Skokloster Castle. Ambitions to present the scientific heritage in the original 
settings are found in at Skokloster Castle, the Royal Collections, the Acade-
my of Sciences, and at Museum Gustavianum. The Academy of Sciences 
presents its collection of scientific instruments at the Observatory Museum, 
an 18th-century astronomical observatory, and it is the only of the above-
mentioned museums whose principal aim is to display scientific instruments 
in the original setting. The museums all have different aims: scientific in-
struments would most likely be displayed in the context of industry and 
technology at the Museum of Technology, of navigation at the Maritime 
Museum, of art and handicraft at Nationalmuseum, of conflicts and warfare 
in the Army museum, of ethnography at the Nordiska museet, of history in 
the National Historical Museum and in the Royal Armory, and of academic 
research and teaching at Museum Gustavianum. All of these contexts are 
similarly relevant to the past uses of scientific instruments. There are many 
useful and appropriate approaches to the interpretation of scientific instru-
ments. Notwithstanding the amazing artefacts in these collections, very little 
research is carried out on these collections, and very little is published on 
these scientific instruments. Considering how many gaps there are, there is 
real potential for the prospective researcher to publish new findings. 

Because museums are the physical setting of a large part of the preserved 
heritage, any cultural historian who wishes to engage with material heritage 
is likely to have to deal with museums. An understanding of how museums 
relate to their collections in inventories, conservation policy, and presenta-
tion is therefore important. Museums are seldom open to accounting for how 
much of what they present is a result of interpretation, and how biased their 
presentations are. I think the lack of information is largely due to several 
reasons: institutional considerations and management goals, fear of being 
criticised, wishing to write a success story, consideration of audiences, and 
the role of the display of artefacts considered as a medium. Museum direc-
tors realise that the value of their institution is linked to the status of the col-
lection and the site, and that they need large visitor numbers. Most museums 
wish to boost their main assets. For material heritage UNESCO has chosen 
the key concepts “integrity and authenticity,” which function as directives 
for the nomination of World Heritage sites.18 Even if a cultural history muse-
um does not aspire to get on the World Heritage list, it will certainly try to 
                                                      
18 Ruggles and Cotte, Heritage Sites of Astronomy, 10. 
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raise the integrity and authenticity of its heritage. A thorough account for the 
theoretical perspectives does not always work well with the press or with the 
general audience, particularly if the originality, authenticity or uniqueness of 
the artifacts or site is questioned. Long texts or explanations are often op-
posed by exhibition designers; neither does the general visitor spend a lot of 
time reading labels. The lack of information on theoretical premises for mu-
seum displays can be very frustrating for the cultural historian. However, it 
must also be understood that a museum display is not solely there to satisfy 
the needs of the academic visitor.  

The researcher may find research libraries and archives easier to use, as 
they are normally better equipped for research support. So why should the 
researcher bother to consult a museum in view of the difficulty to procure 
the information needed? Dealing with museums and material heritage can be 
difficult for the researcher; however, the rewards are gratifying. Interpreta-
tions of material culture can provide new information where none was previ-
ously available, stronger evidences for certain arguments, or in some cases, 
evidence for alternative or opposing theories. It can further provide the re-
searcher with essential context. 
Engaging with Material Heritage: Methods and Potentials 
for Contexts 
It may seem contradictory that the current interest in material heritage is 
growing as more material become available online in databases. Perhaps this 
interest is nourished from the very fact that no digitisation can replace the 
“real thing.” It could be argued, as Jules David Prown does, that “[a]rtefacts 
constitute the only class of historical events that occurred in the past but 
survive into the present. They can be re-experienced; they are authentic, 
primary historical material available for first-hand study. Artefacts are his-
torical evidence.”19 If we accept that artefacts are historical evidence, their 
interpretation is relevant to any cultural historian.  

There are a number of concerns that need to be taken into account when 
working with material heritage. One is authenticity. If past users or the decay 
of materials have not changed the artefact, it is possible that conservators 
have. Even some of the best known icons of material heritage have doubts as 
concerns their provenance and originality. But what is authenticity? To veri-
fy such a claim is very difficult. For example parts of scientific instruments 
were often recycled. Instruments for experimentation are likely to have been 
adapted to new technology. In telescopes, lenses were very expensive in-
vestments. Once the tube of the telescope was old, the lenses were normally 
                                                      
19 Jules David Prown, “The Truth of Material Culture: History or Fiction?,” in History From 
Things: Essays on Material Culture, ed. Steven Lubar and David W Kingery (Washington 
and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1993), 2–3. 
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dismounted and put to use in a new instrument. Fortunately, the high eco-
nomic value of such artefacts has often led to the documentation of such 
changes in the archival record. But in the case of less expensive items this 
information is often lost. Statements on authenticity are based on a number 
of more or less well-founded assumptions. This can be done via the observa-
tion of the artefact, its material, function, design and preserved documenta-
tion. In order to match the material heritage with documentary sources, a 
number of observations can be used, such as comparisons of descriptions 
and object, markings, the size and matching of the space where it once fit, 
etc. Considering the importance of authenticity, a study of the original arte-
facts is advisable. It is also important to get acquainted with a number of 
similar objects from the same period to be able to compare the materials and 
design.  

New scientific techniques can provide additional information about mat-
erials (when conservators allow for such investigation). Laboratory based 
research tools such as x-ray or interferometry can be used to verify, for ex-
ample, the shape of optical surfaces in early modern telescopes. This has 
been done at the Museo Galileo on Galileo’s lenses and replicas (made by 
the National Institute of Applied Optics in Arcetri, the National Institute of 
Nuclear Physics in Florence, and the Glass Experimental Station in Murano), 
and in the Dioptrice project.20 The material analysis of the metal of astro-
labes is another example of studies that bring to light the methods of produc-
tion of scientific instruments.21 These studies provide information on the 
technical quality of the instruments available to the early modern natural 
philosopher, and how the instruments were produced. These methods, origi-
nally developed for the natural sciences, have been frequently used in ar-
chaeology and by conservators, but are beginning to be more widely used by 
cultural historians. 

There has been a strong focus on the study of text within history of sci-
ence and ideas.22 There is however a growing insight that not only preserved 
written material but that artefacts, monuments and sites can provide relevant 
information and contexts.23 That is not to say that a text cannot be studied 
from a material viewpoint. On the contrary, the text is also an artefact. 
Whether it is in handwriting or printed, in black letter or antique, in a small 
notebook, meticulously carved on a stone tablet, or gilded may be relevant 
                                                      
20 “Dioptrice: Refracting Telescopes prior to 1775,” Adler Planetarium, accessed January 1, 
2012, http://historydb.adlerplanetarium.org/dioptrice/. 
21 Brian D. Newbury and Michael R. Notis, “Optical Profilometry as a Non-Destructive 
Technique to Quantify Engraving on Medieval Brass Astrolabes,” MRS Proceedings 852 
(2005): 177–82. 
22 Anthony Grafton, “The History of Ideas: Precept and Practice, 1950–2000 and Beyond,” 
Journal of the History of Ideas 67, no. 1 (2006): 1–32. 
23 Andrew Pickering, “Material Culture and the Dance of Agency,” in The Oxford Handbook 
of Material Culture Studies, ed. Dan Hicks and Mary C. Beaudry (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2010), 
191–208. 
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for our understanding of its context. The context is thus both dependent on 
immaterial and material qualities. Considering the materiality of texts re-
quires the investigation of its physical aspects. 

We can speculate on why there hitherto has been comparatively little in-
terest in scientific artefacts such as instruments. There are several difficulties 
in studying material heritage, presenting complexity that may seem off-
putting. The materiality poses a problem. The transmediality is a difficulty 
the researcher needs to handle, but this is normally not part of university 
training in the same way as the study of text. The differences in media mean 
that when the researcher describes a three-dimensional object in text, exact 
reproduction is not possible, but the object needs to be verbalized, that is 
translated from one medium into another. This necessitates an interpretation. 
In this, meaning can be deformed or lost; it is elusive and can be inconclu-
sive as evidence.  

Initial barriers also include specialised terminology and forgotten uses 
representing tacit knowledge and science which is partly alien to our modern 
understanding along with the loss of context. Jim Bennett suggested that the 
artefacts seem to fail to correspond to our present understanding and defini-
tion of science, and hence are difficult to approach. This seems, however, to 
be changing, as the history of science is not only a history of ideas.24 One 
influential study is Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer’s Leviathan and the 
Air-Pump, which links history of science with history of political thought. It 
focuses on the social setting for experiments with the air-pump, and the va-
lidity of the empirical method in 17th-century England.25 Another approach is 
the replication and re-enactment of scientific experiments. Otto Sibum has 
shown that by studying the practices of science with material objects, it is 
possible to recover some of the tacit knowledge that was necessary for past 
scientific experimentation, which is not evident from a mere study of text.26 

In my own experience in producing exhibitions, it seems some stories are 
very difficult to present with material scientific heritage. The medium of 
display is quite different from the written text. Therefore it is possible for the 
exhibition and the accompanying catalogue to tell different stories. The most 
significant difference is the difference in the medium. Display and space 
work very differently from a text. The rhetorical means by which the be-
holder is convinced of the arguments in an exhibition is largely dependent on 
its form. In a published article, illustrations of objects can be used to support 
the arguments. In a display, however, if the original artefact is used, physical 
                                                      
24 Jim Bennett, “A Role For Collections in the Research Agenda of the History of Science?,” 
in Research and Museums, 193–209. 
25 Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump: Hobbes, Boyle, and the 
Experimental Life; Including a Translation of Thomas Hobbes (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
UP, 1985). 
26 Otto Sibum, “Experimental History of Science,” in Museums of Modern Science, ed. Svante 
Lindqvist (Canton Md: Science History Publications, 2000), 77–86. 
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size, texture and three-dimensionality are distinguishing characteristics. Ar-
tefacts are also more or less conspicuous. An illustration in an article is easi-
ly manipulated through its size, viewpoint, and highlighting of particular 
details. This is more difficult in an exhibition. The design and layout may in 
some cases lift the importance of specific objects. A small object without 
particular visual impact may be singled out as very important by being 
placed in a different case, in an elevated position, with particular light. Inten-
tional correspondences may be demonstrated by placing objects in juxtaposi-
tion to demonstrate similarities or differences. In the end it can be concluded 
that the artefacts in a collection are well-suited to tell some types of stories, 
whereas others are difficult to conjure up via the medium of display of mat-
erial heritage. It is noteworthy that certain phenomena have left many mate-
rial traces to posterity whereas others are lacking. One such example in 
Sweden is that there seems to be ample written evidence of the early modern 
Copernican debate,27 but that there seem to be very few illustrations, paint-
ings, or three-dimensional artefacts. 

Would it not be more pressing to study the material heritage just because 
these objects seem to be telling an alternative story? In order to understand 
the instruments an interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary approach is likely to 
be most successful, since the instruments are relevant both to the disciplines 
they investigate/demonstrate, but also to the social and historical sciences as 
well as arts and handicrafts. Hopefully, these difficulties will be challenged; 
there is potential for cultural historians of various disciplines to contribute 
with studies of different methods and approaches. 

Some disciplines tend to interpret material heritage more than others: ar-
chaeology, ethnography, and history of art. New contexts for material scien-
tific heritage may become relevant by using methods and perspectives used 
within these fields. It cannot be denied that many of the properties of pre-
served early modern scientific heritage embody qualities that are not purely 
scientific in our modern sense. I believe a bridge between the current rift 
between the sciences and humanities will provide the most interesting stud-
ies in this field. The interest in material scientific heritage as a resource for 
interdisciplinary research is growing. Astronomy can serve as an interesting 
example with the meetings of Inspiration of Astronomical Phenomena    
(INSAP) and The European Society for Astronomy and Culture (SEAC). 
Here the varied connections of astronomy to different cultural expressions 
are discussed in relation to history, religion, poetry, dance, music, painting, 
architecture, and so on. Particular terms for interdisciplinary work are la-
belled in terms such as archaeoastronomy and ethnoastronomy; the words 
indicate the combination of archaeology, ethnography and the phenomena of 
the sky.  
                                                      
27 Henrik Sandblad, “The Reception of the Copernican System in Sweden,” Studia Coperni-
cana 5 (1973): 241–70. 
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Conclusion 
The interpretation of early modern scientific heritage is relevant to many 
disciplines, and further studies may bring new contexts into light. This herit-
age is little researched and offers a great potential for the prospective re-
searcher of different disciplines. In order to understand this heritage better 
and make it relevant and comprehensible, research of interdisciplinary nature 
in museums and universities in cooperation is needed. If an interest in mate-
riality persists it will likely bring about greater relevance of museums for 
university research, and have consequences for both types of institutions. It 
can be claimed that the invention of new techniques of the early modern 
period contributed to eventually form our new industrial world. New scien-
tific techniques also influenced culture in different ways; for example, math-
ematical and optical inventions influenced painting and literature. The tech-
niques, concepts, and modes of interpretation of the natural sciences can 
make us understand the cultural expressions of early modern times much 
better. But it can also be claimed to be the other way around. The new scien-
tific techniques did not develop out of a vacuum, but out of a broad culture. 
It is not only relevant to ask what the science of art is, but what the art of 
science is. If we would use available tools of the cultural historian to analyse 
material scientific heritage, I am optimistic that we would find a broader and 
much better understanding of early modern culture and science. 
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The Information State: War and Communication in 
Sweden during the 17th Century 

Anna Maria Forssberg, Army Museum, Stockholm 
Information has always been an important instrument of power. In this article I argue that the Swedish state gradually built up an elaborate information sys-tem that was decisive for the acceptance of war in Sweden and in the end for the territorial expansion of the 17th century. Although based primarily on handwritten documents and oral communication, the system potentially could reach all Swedish subjects. The construction of the system and the interplay between its different parts—the church, the riksdag (diet), the regional admin-istration and the royal printer—also affected the messages transmitted. Using this systematic approach to historical and literary sources is a way of recon-textualizing the political and cultural history of the 17th century. When analyz-ing a large quantity of texts and their interrelations, patterns appear that are not visible when studying the texts one by one. The present analysis reveals that the state saw the peasants as rational counterparts in the ongoing negotia-tions, and used arguments as its first tool. Keeping the people in a good mood was a cornerstone of Sweden’s war policy. 

Introduction 
What did people living in the countryside of Sweden 350 years ago know 
about the world? Did they know that there were lions in Africa, that there 
was a French king called Louis XIV, or that Europeans had travelled to the 
other side of the world? Or to ask more basic questions: did they know the 
name of their king and what wars Sweden was currently fighting? I find 
these questions intriguing on a philosophical level, but they are also of obvi-
ous political relevance. As has often been pointed out, knowledge is an im-
portant power base—the access to or the lack of information clearly affects 
power relations. This is a basic assumption for my research that focuses on 
legitimizing strategies and war propaganda in early modern Europe.1 I take a 
                                                      
1 This article is based both on results presented in my PhD-thesis: Anna Maria Forssberg, Att 
hålla folket på gott humor: Informationsspridning, krigspropaganda och mobilisering i Sveri-
ge 1655–1680 (Stockholm: Acta Universitatis Stockholmiensis, 2005) and on my current 
research project: “Explaining War to the Common People: War Propaganda and Legitimacy 
in Denmark, France and Sweden 1610–1660,” financed by the Swedish Research Council.  
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great interest in the arguments used to persuade the people to contribute to 
the eternal war efforts either by paying the ever increasing taxes, housing 
soldiers or actually fighting in the wars, whether voluntarily or under coer-
cion. In this article, however, I will not as much discuss what was said as 
how it was done. I will argue that the Swedish state gradually built up an 
elaborate information system that was decisive for the war acceptance in 
Sweden and in the end for the territorial expansion of the 17th century.  

Each generation of historians recontextualizes the past by asking ques-
tions and applying theories that seem important and relevant in their own 
time. Clearly it is no coincidence that Elmer A. Beller signed the preface to 
his seminal book on propaganda during the Thirty Years’ War in September 
1939.2 When I started working on the topic of war propaganda, the war in 
former Yugoslavia was broadcasted by all media all the time. Modern pat-
terns can help us understand the past. Theories of mass communication and 
psychological warfare, for instance, can fit surprisingly well to the early 
modern period. However, they can also lead us astray. I believe that the ob-
session with technique in our time sometimes makes us draw too far-
reaching conclusions about the past. The innovation of the printing press was 
of course extremely important and had a great impact on society, but it is 
vital to remember that other communication systems existed before and 
alongside with it.3 We should not direct too much attention to the printed 
material itself, but to the system as a whole. This perspective in itself also 
contributes to a recontextualization of early modern literature. When analyz-
ing texts as parts of a social system, instead of as belonging to certain genres 
or written by specific authors, new and interesting patterns appear. By trying 
to investigate information directed to the “common people,” the peasants 
that constituted 95% of the Swedish population, a shift in focus takes place. 
In the material of my study the Swedish Gothicism—often considered form-
ative for Swedish national identity—plays a very little part indeed.4 I would 
also argue that despite its strong symbolic importance the well-known Swe-
dish state newspaper Post- och Inrikes tidningar played only a minor part in 
the diffusion of propaganda in the middle of the 17th century.5 My aim with 
                                                      
2 Elmer A. Beller, Propaganda during the Thirty Years War (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1940).  
3 Elizabeth L. Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change: Communications and 
Cultural Transformations in Early-Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1979). See 
also Garth S. Jowett and Victoria O’Donnell, Propaganda and Persuasion, 3rd ed. (Thousand 
Oaks: Sage Publications, 1999), 47.  
4 For an encompassing overview on the research on Swedish Gothicism see Mats Malm, 
Minervas äpple: Om diktsyn, tolkning och bildspråk inom nordisk göticism (Stockholm and 
Stehag: Symposion, 1996), 12–24.  
5 About Post- och Inrikes tidningar see Karl Erik Gustafsson and Per Rydén, Världens äldsta 
Post- och Inrikes Tidningar (Stockholm: Atlantis, 2005). See also Anna Maria Forssberg, 
“Glada budskap eller inga: Posttidningarna under skånska kriget,” Presshistorisk årsbok 
(2007): 7–26. 
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this essay is to show that different means of communication were at work, 
and that the construction of the information system also affected its content. 
Political texts and messages did not exist in a vacuum. As has been pointed 
out regarding pamphlets and panegyrics, they were always formulated as a 
response to an opinion, an event or to another text.6 All messages about war 
that the Swedish state sent out through various channels in the 17th century 
were part of a greater discussion. It was vital for the Swedish rulers to be 
able to reach the inhabitants with information, and as a matter of fact they 
could. During the 17th-century the Swedish state built an information system 
that was to prove vital for the politics of war. Not only could the rulers reach 
the majority of the population with arguments and carefully selected facts, 
they also (to a large extent) controlled the printing press and the circulation 
of information. Sweden, often referred to as a military state, was also an 
information state.7 
Information and Power 
The Swedish rulers of the early modern period were well aware that wars 
were controversial. This meant that the government had to convince its sub-
jects, the common people, of the necessity of war in order to obtain re-
sources, i.e., it had to use propaganda in order to pursue its expansionist 
ideas. Those in power had the possibility of using violence, but always tried 
to avoid it. They acted in accordance with the theories of sociologist Walter 
Korpi, who has argued that a holder of power has everything to gain in try-
ing to minimize the use of costly power resources to resolve a conflict.8 The 
best way of minimizing the cost is, on a long-term basis, to invest the power 
resources in those ideologies or institutions that either reduce or resolve the 
conflicts. In 17th-century Sweden the wars were legitimized primarily by a 
religious ideology. Furthermore, there were institutions for conflict resolu-
tion, but those were not fully developed. The long-term investment in re-
sources was not sufficient to prevent conflict from arising. 

If a conflict arises, power resources can, according to Korpi, be divided 
into three different kinds. To use coercion can be effective, but it is normally 
expensive and increases the risk of further conflict. Another possibility is to 
pay the counterpart, but that is costly as well. The cheapest way is to influ-
ence the contracting party’s norms and values, i.e., to use normative power 

                                                      
6 Christian Jouhaud, Mazarinades: La Fronde des mots (Paris: Aubier, 1985); Peter Burke, 
The Fabrication of Louis XIV (New Haven and London: Yale UP 1992).  
7 Sven A. Nilsson, De stora krigens tid: Om Sverige som militärstat och bondesamhälle 
(Uppsala: Studia historica Upsaliensia, 1990). The concept of “information state” was first 
proposed to me by late professor of history Jan Glete.  
8 Walter Korpi, Den demokratiska klasskampen: Svensk politik i jämförande perspektiv 
(Stockholm: Tiden, 1981), 18.  
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resources. The 17th-century Swedish state always tried to use normative re-
sources as its first choice.9 

The interest in information as a tool of power is also obvious in the vo-
cabulary of the period. In the 21st century we claim to live in an information 
society. The birth of radio and TV, and more recently the internet, has 
changed the conditions for communication. To recognize the value of infor-
mation, however, is not new. The word itself came in use in Sweden in the 
1620’s—interestingly enough at the same time as Axel Oxenstierna and 
Gustavus Adolphus reorganized the Swedish state.10 The word was used in 
the double sense of education and information as in facts, intelligence etc.11 
Reading the correspondence of the time the importance of information be-
comes evident. Writing and receiving letters from as many people as possi-
ble was a means of trying to get the most accurate intelligence available. 
This is also demonstrated by the fact that the members of the Swedish diet, 
the riksdag, often thanked the king for informing them in important mat-
ters.12 The word communication was also in use, but normally referred to 
one-way-communication, rather than reciprocity. It could be stated, for in-
stance, that the king had “given communication” to the subjects.13 This way 
of thinking seems to confirm Jürgen Habermas’s writings about the public 
sphere, or rather the lack of it in the 17th century, when power holders repre-
sented themselves before the people rather than communicating with them.14 
In the Swedish case, however, this picture has to be modified. Communica-
tion in the modern sense of the word did exist, and the inhabitants had arenas 
for making themselves heard. The relationship, however, was far from equal.  

The possession of information, the control of the circulation of infor-
mation by censorship and the access to channels which enable the dissemina-
tion of information, are all different kinds of power resources. The Swedish 
state had a great advantage in all these areas if compared to its subjects. The 
state control of the transmitters also affected the actual messages. Even 
though no public sphere in the Habermasian sense did exist, the rulers feared 
                                                      
9 Walter Korpi, “Maktens isberg under ytan,” in Maktbegreppet, ed. Olof Pettersson (Stock-
holm: Carlsson bokförlag, 1987), 93–104.  
10 About Sweden as fiscal-military state see Jan Glete, War and the State in Early Modern 
Europe: Spain, the Dutch Republic and Sweden as Fiscal-Military States, 1500–1660 (Lon-
don and New York: Routledge, 2002), esp. 185–88.  
11 “Information,” in Ordbok över svenska språket, vol. 12 (Lund: Svenska akademien 1933), 
1142. 
12 See for instance “Utkast till allmogens propositionssvar 1655” in Riksdagsacta, R4810, 
Riksarkivet; Anton Stiernman, Alla Riksdagars och mötens besluth . . . , vol. 2 (Stockholm, 
1729), 1232.  
13 “Kommunikation,” in Ordbok över svenska språket, vol. 14 (Lund: Svenska akademien 
1937), 2019. 
14 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a 
Category of Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989).  
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the “bad opinion that resides within the peasant.” 15 In minutes and letters 
they discussed over and over again how to avoid uprisings by keeping the 
people in a good mood. When Charles X Gustav left Sweden for war in Po-
land in 1655, he left instructions with the council wherein he expressed his 
concern that the subjects might be upset because of the taxes they had to pay 
in support of the war. The solution was, according to the text, to explain for 
what pressing reasons the king had been forced to prepare for war, so that 
the subjects were “properly informed” and thereby inclined to be “faithful” 
and “supportive.” 16 
Information and War 
It is often said that the first casualty in war is truth. This is correct, even 
though silence or half-truths are often more common than outright lies. In 
times of war communication tends to be very important, and this was as true 
in the 17th century as it is today. Sweden was quite successful in the state 
formation process that occurred in Europe around 1500. The outcome, as in 
other countries, was a more centralised and better organised state with a 
permanent army. From being a small realm at the outskirts of Europe, Swe-
den transformed into an important power player during this century, and 
started to take part in large-scale wars on the continent. The price, however, 
was high. Since both the nobility and the burghers in Sweden were relatively 
poor, the means for warfare were drawn, to a large extent, from the peasant-
ry. The peasants paid for the wars by way of high taxes and elevated con-
scription rates. It has been estimated that between 1620 and 1720, five hun-
dred thousand Swedish soldiers died in war. In fact, it seems that Sweden 
was able to put a higher proportion of its own population under arms than 
any other European country during the 17th century.17 Nevertheless, the vir-
tually constant state of warfare was highly unpopular among the inhabitants. 

When it came to claiming taxes and soldiers, the state always had the pos-
sibility of using violence to impose its will, but when it came to deciding 
upon these matters the situation was different. Decisions about taxes and 
conscriptions were made at the riksdag, where the Swedish peasants were 
represented. The rulers also commonly asked for additional burdens of war, 
and these were subject to local negotiations. In spite of their right to say no, 
the fourth estate—the peasants—normally accepted state propositions. Even 
                                                      
15 Per Sondén, ed., Svenska Riksrådets protokoll, vol. 16 (Stockholm: Liber förlag, 1923), 
287.  
16 “Kong. Majt:s . . . instruktion, Kongl. Instructioner för Rådet. 1 juli 1655,” in Karl X Gus-
tavs tid. Rådets brev och handlingar, vol. 17, Riksarkivet.  
17 Jan Lindegren, “Les hommes, l’argent, les moyens (Danemark, Finlande, Norvège, Suède, 
XVIe–XVIIIe siècle)” in Guerre et concurrence entre les Etats Européens au XVIe au XVIIIe 
siècle, ed. Philippe Contamine (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1998), 124–66; Joël 
Cornette, Le roi de guerre: Essai sur la souveraineté dans la France du Grand Siècle (Paris: 
Petite Bibliothèque Payot, 2000).  
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though different kinds of obstructions were commonplace when the taxes or 
soldiers were to be collected, the state managed to extract a high level of 
resources from the population. Still, the rulers were concerned about public 
opinion. The government was well aware of the balancing act it had to per-
form in order to acquire the maximum amount of soldiers and taxes while 
avoiding discontent and uprisings.  

Inspired by the French scholar Jacques Ellul, I distinguish between long-
term and direct propaganda.18 Long-term propaganda was aimed at the legit-
imization of war, often by use of religious vocabulary. Its main message was 
that wars were a divine punishment for human sin, and that the enemies were 
therefore sent by God. Because of the sinful nature of man, war was a con-
stant threat, and the only thing people could do about it was to pray and sup-
port their leaders. When war occurred, and action was needed, the state re-
lied on direct, mobilizing propaganda. According to my results the direct 
propaganda was conducted in four different phases. The first phase was 
about explaining the outbreak of war, the second phase was about mobiliza-
tion, the third phase was about disseminating information in order to uphold 
the morals and the fourth and last phase was about explaining the peace. The 
different forms of propaganda and the messages complemented each other.19  
The Information System 
The need for circulating information was naturally not new in the 17th centu-
ry. During the Middle Ages royal letters were read aloud at local court as-
semblies and marketplaces. Other ways of diffusing propaganda were politi-
cal pamphlets and songs and deliberate rumors.20 During the 16th and 17th 
centuries new forms for disseminating information developed. The Swedish 
king Gustav I (Vasa) was a skilled and dramatic letter writer and he had his 
letters read to local communities in Sweden by loyal bailiffs.21 During his 
reign the diet, riksdag, also became important for legitimizing royal deci-
sions, and as an arena for diffusing information. A change of great impor-
tance that took place during his reign was that Sweden became a Lutheran 
country, and the church was tied to the state. Even though it would take time 
for the older Catholic generation to be replaced by new Protestant parsons 
this laid the foundation for one of the most important pillars in the infor-
mation system of the 17th century. The king also issued the first prayer date 
                                                      
18 Jacques Ellul, Propagandes (Paris: Economica, 1990), 21.  
19 Forssberg, Att hålla folket på gott humör, especially chap. 12.  
20 Peter Reinholdsson, Uppror eller resningar? Samhällsorganisation och konflikt i senmedel-
tidens Sverige (Uppsala: Studia historica Upsaliensia, 1998), 41–42; Nils Staf, Marknad och 
möte: Studier rörande politiska underhandlingar med folkmenigheter i Sverige och Finland 
intill Gustav II Adolfs tid (Stockholm: Stockholm University, 1935), passim; Dick Harrison, 
Karl Knutsson: En biografi (Lund: Historiska Media, 2002), 240 and 255.  
21 Mats Hallenberg, Kungen, fogdarna och riket: Lokalförvaltning och statsbyggande under 
tidig Vasatid (Stockholm and Stehag: Symposion, 2001).  
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mandates, which would gain even more importance as political instruments 
during the reign of his grandson Gustavus Adolphus.22 The printing press 
was another important innovation that was put to use in Sweden in the 16th 
century, but it would not gain in importance until the century to come. The 
development of the postal system at the beginning of the 17th century was of 
course also an important prerequisite for getting and spreading information.23 

During the 16th and 17th centuries the construction of what I elsewhere 
have called “the system of information” took place. It consisted of the 
church, the diet, the county governors and the royal printer. It should be un-
derlined that the information system is an analytical construction, based on 
empirical data. I have investigated a very large amount of both printed and 
handwritten sources on a national, regional and local level.24 Thanks to the 
exhaustive instructions given by Axel Oxenstierna on how to maintain both 
the central and regional archives, a wealth of material remains. It is therefore 
possible to follow correspondence between king and council, orders given to 
county governors and bailiffs, and from time to time, propagandistic texts all 
the way from the council of the realm down to the parish level.25 

The most important information channel was the church. The Lutheran 
religion was fundamental for society. The church was both a religious and a 
social meeting point.26 The pulpits were used for reading the law, and for 
public announcements of all kinds, including declarations of war. The 
church also hosted two kinds of ceremonies, in which the state and the 
church took a shared interest: prayer days and thanksgiving days. The prayer 
days took place three or four times a year, and were held with the idea that 
prayers could prevent the Lord from sending divine punishments: war, 
plague, and famine. The biblical texts, mostly from the Old Testament, for 
these occasions were chosen by the high clerics and often dealt with enemies 
of Israel. At the beginning of each year, an explanatory proclamation, proba-
bly written by the king and his closest advisors, was read to the subjects, 
describing the political situation. Often this meant depicting the enemies 
threatening the country, and the people were urged to pray for peace. Pray-

                                                      
22 Göran Malmstedt, Helgdagsreduktionen: Övergången från ett medeltida till ett modernt år i 
Sverige 1500–1800 (Göteborg: Avhandlingar från Historiska institutionen i Göteborg, 1994); 
Joachim Östlund, Lyckolandet: Maktens legitimering i officiell retorik från stormaktstid till 
demokratins genombrott (Lund: Sekel, 2007); Forssberg, Att hålla folket på gott humör, 55–
63 and 80–112.  
23 Magnus Linnarsson, Postgång på växlande villkor: Det svenska postväsendets organisation 
under stormaktstiden (Lund: Nordic Academic Press, 2010); Heiko Droste, ed., Connecting 
the Baltic Area (Stockholm: Södertörns högskola, 2011).  
24 Forssberg, Att hålla folket på gott humör, 45–48. 
25 See ibid., chapter 2, about the Information system, and 45–48 about sources and method.  
26 Göran Malmstedt, Bondetro och kyrkoro: Religiös mentalitet i stormaktstidens Sverige 
(Lund: Nordic Academic Press, 2002); Erland Sellberg, Kyrkan och den tidigmoderna staten: 
En konflikt om Aristoteles, utbildning och makt (Stockholm: Carlsson bokförlag, 2011).  
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ing for the royalty and for success in the wars was also part of everyday 
church life. 

The context of the thanksgiving days was different: they were held to cel-
ebrate military victories. During these occasions detailed accounts of the 
battles were read by the priest, followed by the singing of Te Deum (O Lord, 
we praise Thee). These feasts had much in common with the Te Deum cele-
brated in Europe since the Middle Ages.27 For the inhabitants of Sweden, the 
thanksgiving days were the most important sources of information about the 
wars. Despite the wealth of details often offered by these texts, they gave a 
distorted picture of the reality of war. First of all, the character of the event 
meant that only positive actions would be celebrated. The thanksgiving texts 
formed a genre in which the initial advantages of the enemy, the courage of 
the king and the final prostration of the adversary would always be important 
elements of the story. Even though not overtly mendacious, they offered 
little information on the daily life of the soldiers. The marches, the cold, the 
diseases and the search for food were all parts of war reality that were omit-
ted.  

The pulpits were also used to spread news about new wars or special war 
events, as will be discussed below. Furthermore, it was through the pulpits 
that information about enlistments and inquiries about escaped soldiers were 
made public. The priests were expected to lecture the subjects about their 
duties to the state, and this was also mentioned in their oath.  

The second channel of information was the diet, riksdag, where the peas-
ants were represented.28 Before the time of absolutism, it was the riksdag, 
that decided on wars and taxes, and this made it an arena for persuasion and 
arguments for war. The fact that the peasants formed the fourth estate made 
it an unusual institution in Europe. The resolutions of the riksdag were print-
ed and read aloud in the local courts. Both the kings and the council of the 
realm often emphasized their will to inform the estates of political matters, 
but it should be noted that they chose, in a highly pragmatic way, what mat-
ters to inform them about. The aim of the riksdag was to persuade the estates 
and not to initiate debate or to listen to the opinion of the participants. This 
meant that the information given to the estates was distorted, and threats 
from other states were exaggerated. In fact, the riksdag was used as a tool to 
legitimate decisions that had already been taken by the king and the council. 

                                                      
27 Michèle Fogel, Les cérémonies de l’information dans la France du XVIe au milieu du XVIII 
siècle (Paris: Fayard, 1989); see also Sabine Zak, “Das Te deum als Huldigungsgesang,” 
Historisches Jahrbuch, 102 (1982), 1–32.  
28 About the riksdag see Nils Ahnlund, Ståndsriksdagens utdaning 1592–1672 (Stockholm: 
Sveriges Riksdag, 1933); Göran Rystad, “Stormaktstidens Riksdag 1611–1718,” in Riksdagen 
genom tiderna, ed. Nils Stjernquist (Stockholm: Sveriges Riksdag, 1985), 59–115. About the 
peasants’ position see Johan Holm, Konstruktionen av en stormakt: Kungamakt, skattebönder 
och statsbildning 1595–1640 (Stockholm: Acta universitatis Stockholmiensis, 2007).  
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It was nevertheless an extremely important arena for the exchange of infor-
mation.  

Thirdly, the regional administration proved important. Axel Oxenstierna 
made a new administrational division of the realm, and the new county gov-
ernors acquired significant tasks. According to the first instruction from 
1635 they were supposed to monitor the practice of religion, that justice was 
being done and that taxes could be collected in good order.29 They were also 
to make sure that no malicious rumors about the king or council could circu-
late and especially that no spies wanting to agitate the peasants made their 
way into the region. The county governors and bailiffs did not only prevent 
diffusion of supposedly bad information, but also served to spread infor-
mation by word of mouth, travelling the countryside or calling meetings. 
Both county governors and bailiffs played an important role when it came to 
mobilization.  

The fourth part of the information system was made up by the royal 
printer who issued the state newspaper and printed pamphlets. Some of the 
texts were distributed by the church and the county governors, while others 
were sold to the wealthier groups in society, and yet others aimed at readers 
abroad. Even though the numbers of printed texts went up during the 17th 
century, I would claim that the information system still rested primarily on 
handwritten documents and oral transmission.30 Information travelled from 
the king and council in Stockholm to the different regions in Sweden mainly 
by handwritten letters, even if some laws and the mandates for prayer days 
were printed. Newspapers and pamphlets surely interested the elite, but the 
vast majority of the people received their information by listening to priests 
or bailiffs. It can be said that the state had several media with which to reach 
its subjects and that they were sometimes used simultaneously. In the fol-
lowing I will give some examples of how the system functioned in times of 
war.  
The Information System in Use 
When Sweden entered the Thirty Years’ War in 1630, the system was not 
yet in place. Still the king Gustavus Adolphus, used several ways of getting 
the war message across. Already at the beginning of the 1620’s, the prayer 
day mandates described the Catholic assaults on the Protestants in Germany 
and the Emperor’s frightening ambitions. The same message, although a bit 
tilted towards the political explanation was repeated during several diets that 
were summoned to get the estates to accept the forthcoming war. Once the 

                                                      
29 C. G. Styffe, Samling af instructioner för högre och lägre tjenstemän vid landt-regeringen i 
Sverige och i Finnland (Stockholm: Hörbergska boktryckeriet, 1852), 191–217.  
30 For multiple examples see Forssberg, Att hålla folket på gott humör.  
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decision was taken, a mandate—enforcing conscription—was circulated, in 
which the foreign threats were described in vivid colors.31 

Another interesting example can be taken from the reign of Charles X 
Gustav. He came to the throne in 1654 after the abdication of Queen Christi-
na and immediately started to plan a war on Poland. Sweden and Poland had 
been in conflict for a long time. Even though the countries had been at truce 
since 1627, they were not at peace. Poland experienced a severe crisis in 
1654 with both a war with Russia and internal struggles. The Swedish king 
wanted to take advantage of this situation, to solve the old conflict to Swe-
den’s advantage, and possibly to win a few towns on the Polish coast. Since 
it was considered incorrect to declare war without the approval of the riks-
dag, the estates were summoned and met in Stockholm in the spring of 1655. 
The arguments presented to the diet, however, differed from the ones just 
mentioned. Instead focus was placed on the threat posed by the Poles, and 
especially their plans of a naval fleet in the Baltic Sea (this was far from 
realistic at this point). Threats were described that had no basis in real life, 
and the possible consequences of a Swedish attack were never discussed. 
The estates hesitated, but after having being presented with the Polish threats 
several times, they accepted the idea of war.32 Within a few days the king 
signed a mandate for prayer days. In this text it is made clear that Sweden is 
threatened by war for several completely different reasons: God was thus 
preparing to punish the Swedish inhabitants because of their stinking sins.33 
Once again religious and political arguments went hand in hand, and differ-
ent parts of the information system were used to legitimize the war. Soon 
after the war had started, a thanksgiving day for the success of the Swedish 
weapons was celebrated in churches around the country.34 

Along with the Polish war in 1655 came wars with Denmark and Russia 
as well. After a famous march over the ice led by the Swedish king, the in-
vaded Danes were forced to sign the peace treaty in Roskilde in 1658. The 
Swedish success and the new provinces that came with it were celebrated 
with a thanksgiving day all over the country. Despite this favorable situation, 
the Swedish king soon decided to attack Denmark again. When the council 
received the royal order, the members were deeply concerned. They knew 
very well that the inhabitants of Sweden were tired of war and had been 
promised exemption from conscription for the year to come. They also real-
ized that it would be hard to explain the new war since the Swedish victory 
was well-known. In his letter the king asked the council to make sure that the 
subjects were “rightly informed” and encouraged to be brave and manly. The 
                                                      
31 Sverker Arnoldsson, “Krigspropaganda i Sverige före 30-åriga kriget,” Göteborgs högsko-
las årsskrift, 7 (1941): 4–32. 
32 Forssberg, Att hålla folket på gott humör, 118–27.  
33 Böndagsplakatet 1655, 26 March 1655. Copy used: National Library, Stockholm. 
34 Forssberg, Att hålla folket på gott humör, 184.  
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members of the council were worried that the subjects might think that the 
war was a consequence of Swedish actions (which it was).35 Three different 
pamphlets were printed about the new war with Denmark in 1658, and the 
most important one, Kort extract was read both from the pulpits and by the 
bailiffs.36 The new war meant new and unpopular conscriptions. The county 
governor in Uppsala, Svante Banér, made sure that the propaganda text had 
been diffused before he personally summoned the peasants to tell them about 
the new conscriptions.37 

The Swedish defeat at the battle of Öland in June 1676 will serve as a last 
example. This naval battle was crucial because the Swedish navy was so 
severely damaged that it was out of play for the rest of the year, which per-
mitted the Danish army to embark in Sweden. The information system of the 
17th century was very selective, and defeats were normally not mentioned at 
all. This time, however, the situation was different. The battle had taken 
place really close to land, and rumors about it were soon circulating. The 
council decided to use the information system, and a letter about the battle 
was read both from the pulpits and by the bailiffs. According to the text, the 
Swedish navy had suffered a setback, but not at all as serious as some people 
said. The navy was soon to set sails again and there was no reason for alarm. 
The council evidently hoped that this message would prevent feelings of 
defeatism, but with the Danish attack they soon had other problems to deal 
with.  

Once the system with county governors was in place no major changes in 
the information system took place during the 17th century. It should be un-
derlined, however, that the system was far from perfect. The dissemination 
of information could be slow, some information never reached its target au-
dience, and some information was simplified. Information disseminated by 
the church normally reached both men and women, whereas the messages 
conveyed at the diets and provincial meetings reached only men. Even so, 
these institutions proved valuable to the Swedish state, and they made it 
possible for information to be widely disseminated. An investigation of the 
county of Kopparberg also showed that the state officials and church repre-
sentatives cooperated on the local level. It seems common, for instance, that 
                                                      
35 Royal letter to the council, 4 August 1658, misplaced in Riksregistraturet, vol. 258, fol. 
1095 (augusti 1656), Riksarkivet. Discussion: Lennart Thanner, ed., Svenska riksrådets proto-
koll 1658 (Stockholm: Liber förlag, 1959), 89 and 91.  
36 Complete title: Kort extract aff dee hufwud-orsaker, som Kongl. M:tt wår allernådigste 
konung och herre, oomgängeligen bewekt och necessiterat hafwe, at ikläda sigh åter å nyo 
wapnen emot Danmarck [Short extract of the main reasons that have forced His Majesty our 
gracious king and lord to take up arms against Denmark again] (Stockholm 1658). Copy used: 
National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.  
37 Letters to the bailiffs, 17 September and 12 October 1658, Uppsala läns landskansli, AIa, 
vol. 8, Uppsala landsarkiv; Letters to the Archbishop, 17–18 September 1658, Uppsala dom-
kapitel, BI, vol. 1, Uppsala landsarkiv. 
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bailiffs demanded the services of the priests in order to exhort the peasantry 
at times when negotiations were being held.38 
Communication? 
The picture that I have drawn might seem too one-sided. Surely the state 
could not monopolize all information? And that is a reasonable objection. 
When discussing the information system, we have to imagine alternative 
sources. Noble men and burghers who received news from abroad by the 
way of letters or newspapers probably passed the information on to others. 
Even though very few have survived we know that soldiers wrote letters to 
their loved ones at home, and the men who actually returned (about 15 %) 
surely had stories to tell.39 As for the Post- and Inrikes tidningar we know 
that the magistrate of the mining town Falun did subscribe to it—perhaps 
other towns did as well.40 Despite the strict censorship unwanted books were 
sometimes printed. Another important aspect is the reception. We do not 
know how the congregations listening to thanksgiving texts or other public 
readings reacted. They might have been sceptical or even critical and they 
naturally had the possibility of speaking their minds to their friends and 
neighbours and in their turn influencing the information flow.  

There were institutionalised arenas for political communication. Accord-
ing to their instructions county governors were to be in their offices at least 
between eight and eleven every day to receive the king’s subjects and to 
listen to their complaints.41 The peasants had the right to present their griev-
ances at the diet, and there are examples of delegations of peasants being 
received in Stockholm by the king or council at other occasions as well. 
When the rulers suspected discontent they could also send special commit-
tees.42 There were of course also local arenas connected to the church or to 
the judicial system where communication between different groups took 
place. Still the communication was often dictated by the state. With the ad-
vantages that I have discussed, it could use the information to its benefit. 
Conclusion 
The rulers of early modern Sweden feared the opinion of their people. They 
knew that wars were unpopular, and yet they depended on the resources 
from the peasantry to be able to fight abroad. In order to win support for 
wars and to mobilize resources, they meticulously used different means of 
                                                      
38 Forssberg, Att hålla folket på gott humör, 163–65.  
39 Letter to Malin Nilsdotter, undated, Kopparbergs läns landskansli, DIV vol. 1a, Uppsala 
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40 Gustafsson and Rydén, Världens äldsta Post- och Inrikes Tidningar, 80.  
41 Styffe, Samling af instructioner 207–08.  
42 Marie Lennersand, Rättvisans och allmogens beskyddare: Den absoluta staten, kommiss-
ionerna och tjänstemännen ca 1680–1730 (Uppsala: Studia historica Upsaliensia, 1999).  
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information to get their messages across. The information system consisted 
of the church, the diet, the regional administration and the royal printer. It is 
important to underline that the different parts worked together and comple-
mented each other. Political and pragmatic justifications for war presented at 
the riksdag were supplemented by religious perspectives in prayer-day man-
dates and prayers for the royal family. Thanksgiving days were occasions 
both for listening to news from the war scene and thanking God for victory. 
In times of crisis, such as the Swedish attack on Denmark in August 1658 or 
the naval defeat of Öland in 1676, double channels were applied: both bail-
iffs and priests transmitted the state’s view to the subjects. The letters and 
minutes of king and council reveal that the men in power were highly con-
scious that information was a power resource, and that they preferred words 
over violence. The same awareness is to be found also on the regional and 
local levels: county governors co-operated with bishops and bailiffs with 
priests. It was important to deliver the messages in the right order: it was not 
possible to demand new soldiers before explaining the reasons for a new 
war. Parsons were often asked to persuade the peasants to accept new con-
scriptions and the like. Information was used tactically. 

This article has focused on the system as such, and not on the content of 
the propaganda. Still, a brief summary of the main arguments can be moti-
vated. I make a distinction between long-term and direct propaganda. The 
most important message of the long-term propaganda was that the people 
were sinful, and that it was not likely to change. As a consequence, God 
would always have a reason to punish the inhabitants of Sweden with war, 
plague, and famine, and during this military period the focus was normally 
on the first alternative. War and peace were a divine affair, and the only 
thing that people could do to obtain peace was to change their way of living 
and to pray. Another important message was that the enemies were invaria-
bly evil and that they were always striving to destroy Sweden. According to 
the biblically inspired propaganda, the enemies had no political agenda; their 
only motive was malice. This also meant that it was impossible to negotiate 
peace with them, since their goal was war. This dehumanisation of the ene-
my also meant the depoliticisation of the war. According to this view, the 
best protection against war (except prayer) was a good king. It was also stat-
ed that, in the event of war, it was the duty of the subject to contribute. Once 
war occurred these messages were complemented with others. When it came 
to mobilization the rulers took advantage of the fear of invasion and lectured 
the subjects on their duty towards king and fatherland. 

My research has shown that information played a key role in early mod-
ern Sweden. Since Sweden was a small and quite poor state, it depended on 
the peasantry to wage war. The information system, together with the unusu-
ally strong political position of the peasants, was an important factor for the 
Swedish territorial expansion. The systematic approach can reveal meanings 
that would be hard to detect if reading the texts separately. The investigation 
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has made clear that the information system primarily was based on handwrit-
ten and oral sources—material that is often forgotten when early modern 
communication is discussed. Printed material was less common and often 
copied by hand. This meant that it was possible to reach groups that did not 
know how to read or that could not afford to buy printed material. This 
seemingly outdated system had assets that proved important.  

Was this system unique? More research is needed to answer such a ques-
tion. Preliminary results indicate that the interest in the rural population was 
smaller in countries such as France and Denmark, where the nobility and 
bourgeoisie were considerably stronger. We also know that newspapers and 
other kinds of printed material were of greater importance on the continent. 
Nevertheless it is true also for other early modern European states that dif-
ferent forms of information should be analyzed together. Investigating polit-
ical texts as part of the same information system allows us to see new pat-
terns and to recontextualize the history of communication.  
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Piety and Propaganda: The Use of the Printing 
Press in Malmoe during the Early Reformation 
Process 

Sinikka Neuhaus, Lund University 
The Protestant Reformation in Malmoe was characterized by eagerness to spread the word of God through teaching, writing, and printing. In the early stages of Malmoe’s Reformation, the printing press became an important technological tool in the spread of the evangelical message. Two presses were established in Malmoe and, within a few years, thirty-three evangelical texts and ten secular texts were printed there (compared with Copenhagen where four evangelical, two Catholic and two secular texts were printed). In the po-lemical writings printed in Malmoe, emphasis on the Word of God, but also endemic anticlericalism, were combined elements in the evangelical message addressed to a wide public in a mainly oral culture. In forming a pious citizen, the invention of the printing press offered expanded modes of communication and, in the long term, affected perception of religious authority.  

The transition from medieval to early modern Europe involved profound 
changes of European society in many aspects. European society and culture 
were affected in some crucial ways by new or reformed ideas, inventions and 
techniques, growing centralized monarchies and a market economy. This 
becomes clear when it comes to the Reformation. Among historians the 
question whether the Reformation was the end of the Middle Ages or the 
starting point of a new era, has often been discussed. In spreading the 
Reformation the overwhelming importance of the new technology of the 
printing press has often been emphasized, but one needs to ask in what way 
the printed word was used in a mainly oral culture. How important was the 
printing press in communicating the vision of the Reformation? The purpose 
of this article is to provide some basis for the understanding of how the tech-
nical invention of the printing press was used in a local urban Reformation 
context, namely in the Danish city of Malmoe. 
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Establishing a Reformed City: The Urban Setting 
At the beginning of the sixteenth century, Malmoe was a flourishing com-
mercial city and the second largest town in the kingdom of Denmark. It was 
a walled, fortified and overcrowded city and the prices of property and build-
ings were high. Malmoe was also a wealthy city in the early 16th century, but 
still most of the households, like in other early modern cities, had to cope 
with the fear or the fact of economic difficulties or even poverty.  

The city was fertile soil for religious and social activism. A growing anti-
clericalism among the burghers was promoted by the fact that the Chapter of 
Lund Cathedral owned or shared ownership of about one third of all the plots 
and houses in Malmoe, and at the same time it was exempt from tax pay-
ment.1 Trade relations with other parts of Europe also brought about cultural 
exchange. The new continental evangelical ideas had become fairly well-
known in Malmoe through the circulation of German pamphlets, travelling 
German preachers and local merchants returning from North German and 
Dutch cities. A new kind of piety was now preached: the necessity of basing 
one’s faith and life on the Bible and the preaching of the word of God.2 

In May 1527, the preacher Claus Mortensen3 started his evangelical 
preaching in a deserted chapel outside the city walls of Malmoe. The two 
mayors, Jörgen Kock and Jep Nielsen, had invited Mortensen from Copen-
hagen and given him permission to preach in Malmoe. According to the 
Danish historian Ole Peter Grell, the city council was testing the strength of 
                                                      
1 Gösta Johannesson, Den skånska kyrkan och reformationen (Lund: Gleerup, 1947), 130–45; 
Ole Petter Grell, “The Emergence of Two Cities: The Reformation in Malmø and Copenha-
gen,” in Die dänische Reformation vor ihrem internationalen Hintergrund, ed. Leif Grane and 
Kai Hørby (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1990), 129; Carl Sonnenstein Wendt, Om 
reformationes införande i Malmö och de första lutherska presterna derstädes (Copenhagen: 
Thieles Boktryckeri, 1860), 4–5. 
2 Niels Knud Andersen, Confessio Hafniensis: Den københavnske bekendelse af 1530 (Cop-
enhagen: Gad, 1954), 84; Johannesson, Den skånska kyrkan, 159; Henrik Lundbak, …Såfremt 
som vi skulle være deres lydige borgere (Odense: Odense Universitets forlag, 1985), 81. 
3 Claus Mortensen was born in Malmoe around 1500. In 1578, when his successor moved to 
Malmoe, he was dead. According to the inscription on his tombstone in St. Petri Church in 
Malmoe, he was 76 years old when he died. He was probably ordained priest in 1524. Accor-
ding to Krøniken om Gråbrødrenes fordrivelse (where his teachings are believed to be false) 
he was not a well-educated or a learned man but he had the gift of speech. Despite his im-
portance for the early reformation process in Malmoe, emphasized among his contemporaries, 
his theological writings have not survived to our days, except for a commented mass. The 
sources to his teachings are mainly derived from his opponents. In these sources his criticism 
of the Roman Catholic Church centers on an alleged Roman preference for teachings invented 
by humans as opposed to the lex evangelica. Sonnenstein Wendt, Om Reformationens genom-
förande, 16; Krøniken om Gråbrødrenes fordrivelse fra deres Klostre i Danmark, ed. Hen-
ning Heilesen (Copenhagen: Selskabet til historiske Kildeskrifters oversættelse, 1890–1891), 
36; Malmø rådstueprotokol (Stadsbok) 1503–1548, ed. Erik Kroman (Copenhagen: Selskabet 
for Udgivelse af Kilder til dansk Historie, 1965), henceforth MRP, 59. 
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the evangelical movement in the city.4 Mortensen seems to have attracted a 
multitude of people and a larger church was soon needed. Gradually his ser-
mons became more radical. Soon Claus Mortensen preached inside the city 
walls and other evangelical preachers were invited to reform the city.5 

The Reformation in Malmoe occurred within a highly complex context. 
The Reformation in the Scandinavian countries is often interpreted as a 
Fürstenreformation, and the Reformation in Denmark has often been associ-
ated with the general reformation of the whole kingdom in 1536–1537. 
While the reform movement in the duchies and western parts of Denmark 
was more related to the formation of an early modern state, the early refor-
mation process in Malmoe was to some degree more autonomous. The cities 
in Denmark were still, like most European cities, parts of a larger political 
system, and variations in the process can be understood as an ongoing pro-
cess of political integration. 

Malmoe was governed by a city council. It became a full-sized city coun-
cil in 1526 when the city obtained royal letters of privilege, allowing it to 
expand the council from two to four mayors and to increase the councilors 
from six to twelve. This royal privilege offered the city greater political in-
dependence and can be understood as royal recognition of the prosperous 
burghers’ growing political influence.6 The mayors were chosen to represent 
the authority and dignity of the city in public. They had special responsibili-
ties but they ruled closely in conjunction with the council. Even if only the 
two mayors of Malmoe are mentioned as having invited the first evangelical 
preacher Claus Mortensen, the decision to do so was probably supported by 
the city council. 
Communicating the Reformation: The Establishment of the 
First Printing Press 
The evangelical reformers who came to Malmoe were all influenced by a 
biblical humanism that had taken hold at the University of Copenhagen and 
whose principal representative was the Carmelite brother Poul Helgesen. 
The theology associated with Danish biblical humanism paved the way for 
other more radical interpretations of what theological reform ought to mean, 
                                                      
4 Grell, “The Emergence,” 136. 
5 Krøniken om Gråbrødrenes fordrivelse, 36–39; Poul Helgesen, Skibykrøniken, ed. Arnold 
Heise (Copenhagen: Selskabet til historiske kildeskrifters oversættelse, 1890–1891), 124–25. 
For a detailed account of the Reformation in Malmoe, see Sonnenstein Wendt, Om Refor-
mationens införande and Grell, “The Emergence,” 311–40. 
6 Kong Frederik den Førstes danske Registranter, ed. Kristian Erslev and William Mollerup 
(Copenhagen: Selskabet for Udgivelse af Kilder til dansk Historie, 1879), 122; Alex Witten-
dorff, På Guds og Herskabs nåde: 1500-1600, vol 7 of Gyldendal og Politikens Danmarkshi-
storie, ed. Olaf Olsen (Copenhagen: Gyldendalske Boghandel/Nordisk Forlag A/S, 1989), 
156; Grell, “The Emergence,” 129–30. 
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and can be described as a kind of transition theology.7 Poul Helgesen was 
criticized for the same thing for which Erasmus of Rotterdam was criticized: 
he did not experience the consequences of what he taught. Several of Poul 
Helgesen’s students eventually appeared in Malmoe and became his main 
critics, as he was theirs. His critics meant that he was intellectually dishonest 
when emphasizing the importance of biblical studies while at the same time 
denying the Bible the status of being a guiding principle. The polemical writ-
ings that have been preserved are bitter and fierce. Being a reform theologian 
in Denmark in the 1520s—whether you were a biblical humanist or an evan-
gelical-minded reformer—meant standing in constant conflict and confronta-
tion. 

Already in 1528 the first printing press was established in Malmoe. This 
printing shop was supervised by the former priest Oluf Ulriksen, who was 
financially encouraged to stay in the city. We do not know much about Ul-
riksen but he had worked as a printer in Söderköping in Sweden. Scholars 
discuss whether Ulriksen was born in Sweden or in Denmark and some facts 
support that he may have actually come from Malmoe (two of his nephews 
lived in and just outside of the city, respectively). When he came to Malmoe 
in 1528 he brought his wife or wife-to-be with him—in Malmoe it was pos-
sible to be a married priest.8 The equipment used in the printing shop was 
bought from Copenhagen but Oluf Ulriksen brought with him his own print-
ing sign from Söderköping. To this printing sign he attached the Malmoe 
city coat of arms.9 

The first text that Ulriksen printed in Malmoe in 1528 was a booklet with 
some German hymns translated into Danish by Claus Mortensen. It is not a 
coincidence that the first printed text was a hymnbook; as the evangelical 
movement in the city of Malmoe gathered momentum, hymns and songs 
were intended both to spread the message further and to promote solidarity 
among the supporters. (Hymns sung in Danish, and by women, were criti-
cized by the prominent Catholic opponent of the Reformation in Denmark 
                                                      
7 See Kai Hørby, “Humanist Profiles in the Danish Reform Movement,” in Die dänische 
Reformation vor ihrem internationalen Hintergrund, ed. Leif Grane and Kai Hørby (Göttin-
gen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1990), 28–38; Andersen, Confessio Hafniensis, 67; Kauko 
Pirinen, “Bibelhumanism och reformation: En forskningsöversikt,” in Reformationen i Nor-
den: Kontinuitet och förnyelse, ed. Carl-Gustav Andrén (Lund: CWK Gleerup bokförlag, 
1973), 47–60. 
8 Johanesson, Den skånska kyrkan, 107; MRP, 82–83; Carl Gunnar Hellström, “Boktryckaren 
Olavus Ulrici,” in Nordisk tidskrift för bok- och biblioteksväsen (Uppsala: Almqvist & Wik-
sell, 1945), 111–20; Lennart Tomner, “Stadens historia 1500–1658.” in Malmö stads historia 
vol. 2, ed. Oscar Bjurling (Malmö: Allhems förlag, 1977), 20; Krister Gierow, Studier kring 
Malmøbogen (Malmö: Allhem, 1979), 41–43; Lauritz Nielsen, Dansk bibliografi 1482–1550: 
Med særligt hensyn til dansk bogtrykkerkunsts historie (Copenhagen: Det kongelige bibliotek, 
1919), xxxvii, 146–148; Henrik Schück, Den svenska förlagsbokhandelns historia (Stock-
holm: Norstedts, 1923), 47–49. 
9 Nielsen, Dansk bibliografi 1482–1550, xxxviii. 
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and in Malmoe, Poul Helgesen.)10 Not one example of this first Danish 
hymnbook has survived to our time. 

Even if the first product of Oluf Ulriksen’s print shop has not reached our 
days, the so-called Malmö-mässan (Malmoe mass) or Det kristelige 
messeembede på Dansk, the oldest preserved printed evangelical mass in 
Scandinavia, came from Ulriksen’s press in Malmoe in 1528 or 1529. Once 
again Claus Mortensen was responsible. The Malmoe mass is to some extent 
a commented mass for a single Sunday and it was probably intended for 
inspiration as well as to spread an example of the evangelical mass. The 
Malmoe mass is thus a kind of manual demonstrating the evangelical ap-
proaches to “correct” celebration, which could be then adopted outside 
Malmoe. In the preface, it is pointed out that these regulations were intended 
to be used freely.11 

In 1529 the reform-minded theologian Frants Vormordsen was invited to 
Malmoe. Vormordsen had been a lecturer at the Carmelite Collegiate in Co-
penhagen but had been expelled from the Collegiate and was invited to 
Malmoe by the city council. He was ordained as a minister of the pure evan-
gelical faith.12 According to Poul Helgesen, Vormordsen was, by being more 
literate and less aggressive in his criticism than Mortensen, far more danger-
ous.13 Two writings by Vormordsen were printed by Oluf Ulriksen in 1531. 
In Een kort oc lydhen forklaring oc forskell paa he explained, in eleven 
chapters, the difference between the established church and evangelical 
teachings. By elevating human traditions rather than the commandments of 
Christ, the established church had denied individual Christians their Chris-
tian freedom.14 In Euangeliske oc Papistiske predicken he devotedly defend-
ed clerical marriage, a main theme in the writings of the reformers in 
Malmoe.15 When a new printer came to Malmoe for a couple of years, 
Vormordsen used his printing press, probably because there were complaints 
about Ulriksen’s work, even though he was the first printer in Malmoe. His 
books were “badly printed, and they looked exceedingly common” and he 
even had to apologize in some of the printed books.16 But in 1537 Oluf
                                                      
10 Andersen, Confessio Hafniensis, 88 and 251; Skrifter av Paulus Helie III (Copenhagen: 
Gyldendalske boghandel, 1933), 116; Skrifter av Paulus Helie V (Copenhagen: Gyldendalske 
boghandel, 1935), 311–12. 
11 Kaj Mogensen, “Malmømessen,” in Reformationen i Norden, ed. Carl-Gustav Andrén 193–
216. 
12 Krøniken om Gråbrødrenes fordrivelse, 43; Sonnenstein Wendt, Om Reformationens ge-
nomförande, 28–29. 
13 Skibykrøniken, 126. 
14 Skrifter fra Reformationstiden III, ed. Holger Rørdam (Copenhagen: Thieles bogtrykkeri, 
1888), 3–28. 
15 Nielsen, Dansk bibliografi 1482–1550, 142. 
16 Malmøbogen, ed. Holger Rørdam (Copenhagen: Thieles bogtrykkeri, 1868), folio 57r; 
Nielsen, Dansk bibliografi 1482–1550, xxxviii. 
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Ulriksen printed Vormordsen’s translation of Martin Luther’s Catechism and 
a new handbook on sermons in 1539.17 

The former Carmelite brother Peder Laurentsen came to Malmoe in 1529, 
shortly after Vormordsen’s arrival in the city. He was then about forty years 
old, and he married a sister of Claus Mortensen. (Poul Helgesen promptly 
wrote that the evangelical preachers who came to Malmoe all married in the 
city because they were all driven by sexual desire.)18 In Malmøbogen from 
1529, printed by Ulriksen at the request of the city council, Laurentsen de-
scribed and defended the Reformation carried out in Malmoe, stressing that 
the changes had led to a true worship in spirit and heart, no longer a false 
worship in opposition to scripture. In the preface of Malmøbogen, Lau-
rentsen asks the reader to first read, hear and consider the content of the 
book and then to form an opinion of whether the message of the book is true 
and consistent. If the book is found to be unsuitable, the reader is free to 
throw away the book.19  

A common feature of the book, and typical for the rhetorical epistem-
ology of the age, is that Laurentsen mixed everyday matters with theological 
issues. Malmøbogen is a good introduction to what the reformers and the 
members of the City Council thought they were doing when they carried out 
the Reformation in Malmoe. What the reformers had in mind was to convey 
God’s spoken word into the life of the common man. The word of God was 
considered to have a strong effect and all the changes in theology, preaching, 
worship and everyday life were understood as God’s answer to specific 
needs and problems within the old order. One could say Laurentsen was 
aiming at nothing less than a new evangelical social order—he believed God 
was creating a new order for the benefit of humanity in the households of 
Malmoe through the Spirit of Christ. The importance of preaching and hear-
ing the word of God in Danish in services was strongly emphasized by Lau-
rentsen in Malmøbogen. He argued that one true Christian sermon is better 
than six hundred masses. Like the biblical motifs painted on the walls in 
some of the houses in Malmoe, the evangelical sermons established a reli-
gious structure of thought, time, and life for the households in the city.20 

                                                      
17 Nielsen, Dansk bibliografi 1482–1550, 143. 
18 Sinikka Neuhaus, Reformation och erkännande: Skilsmässoärenden under den tidiga re-
formationsprocessen i Malmö 1527–1542 (Lund: Lunds universitet, 2009), 175 and 181–182. 
19 Malmøbogen, folio ij-4. In Malmøbogen, almost word by word, one can recognize the 
criticism of monastic life as Luther formulated it in the 1520s. According to Gösta Johannes-
son, Laurentsen must have had detailed knowledge of the content of Luther's earlier writings. 
About forty different translated Reformation texts were available in Danish in the period 
1526–1536. Twelve of these were printed in Malmö. Luther’s writings were translated but 
more important for the reformers was the translation of biblical texts into Danish. Andersen, 
Confessio Hafniensis, 439–65; Johannesson, Den skånska kyrkan, 172–73. 
20 Neuhaus, Reformation och erkännande, 157–58. 
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The scholarly skilled Oluf Chrysostomus was also invited to the city later 
the same year. In his Lamentatio ecclesiae, printed in Malmoe in 1529, the 
established clergy was harshly criticized for its life and sexual misconduct.21 
Vormordsen, Laurentsen and Chrysostomus tried to explain and defend the 
Reformation in Malmoe. When doing this—and when actively trying to form 
a Protestant piety—they all used the printed word. The printing press didn’t 
just play an assisting role; in a mainly oral culture the printed messages ena-
bled discussion and interpretation and, paradoxically, undermined central 
authority.  
Establishing the Second Printing Press 
Another printing press was established in Malmoe during the early refor-
mation process. In the summer of 1532 Christiern Pedersen came to 
Malmoe. Like Oluf Ulriksen he had served the established Roman Catholic 
Church but in contrast to Ulriksen he was a learned and well-known man. 
Christiern Pedersen had been abroad and he had written, translated and edit-
ed several books. He was very productive and though he was particularly 
interested in theology he also dealt with topics like history, medicine and 
pedagogical issues—topics that he felt should be communicated in the ver-
nacular, encouraging ordinary people to learn and to understand. In the 
1520s he joined the reformers and translated several of Luther’s writings into 
Danish. When he obtained permission to settle down in Malmoe, he estab-
lished his printing shop. Because he himself lacked the skills of the printing 
craft, he hired the Dutch printer Johan Hochstraaten.22  

Pedersen’s typographic equipment was of better quality than the equip-
ment of Oluf Ulriksen and Hochstraaten was a more skilled printer than Ul-
riksen. The reformers of Malmoe thus preferred the printings of Pedersen. In 
1533, the first book was published: Een sann undervisning written by Peder 
Laurentsen. In this book Laurentsen discussed clerical marriage and argued 
that marriage was “the right chastity.” 23 The same year Laurentsen wrote En 
stakket undervisning where he pointed out major evangelical doctrines.24 The 
polemical correspondence between the chapter of the cathedral in Lund and 
Peder Laurentsen was also printed by Pedersen/Hochstraaten (Expostula-
tio).25 

                                                      
21 Holger Rørdam, ed., Skrifter fra Reformationstiden II (Copenhagen: Thieles bogtrykkeri, 
1886), 5–31. 
22 Neuhaus, Reformation och erkännande, 226 
23 Andersen, Confessio Hafniensis, 207–11; Nielsen, Dansk bibliografi 1482–1550, 60-61. 
24 Rørdam, ed., Skrifter fra Reformationstiden V (Copenhagen: Thieles bogtrykkeri 1890), 3–
76. 
25 Andersen, Confessio Hafniensis, 211–12. 
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True and False Teaching 
In En stakket undervisning Laurentsen has a vision: the whole of society is a 
new Christian monastery, the one and only right and true type, completely 
different to a papal monastery. This monastery is a way of life and a social 
order constituted by the faith, the hope, and the love that people have in Je-
sus Christ. This Christian community is a true brotherhood and its members 
do not distinguish themselves through special costume or external cere-
monies, but by their faith in the Holy Spirit and their virtues.26 

The evangelical preaching in Malmoe can be described as aggressive agi-
tation with a social message—almost revolutionary.27 An example of this is 
how Peder Laurentsen in Malmøbogen frequently contrasts the muck wagon 
of the city to churches and monasteries. He writes that a poor man, boy or 
girl who sits on this wagon and sings the Ten Commandments or something 
else from the Bible honors God more than many priests, monks and canons. 
The only thing God looks at is the worship of the heart and spirit, not the 
location, the outer appearance of a person, or his manner. In addition, Lau-
rentsen writes, it may be that if God judged the place of worship, the muck 
wagon could be far more pleasing than some churches and monasteries char-
acterized by greed and injustices. The common theme in Malmøbogen is the 
distinction between the clear and simple truth in scripture and the false 
teachings of ecclesiastical tradition.28 He also emphasizes that true worship is 
belief in Jesus Christ and Christian forgiveness.29 

In many respects the early reformation process in Malmoe was similar to 
other urban reformations in Europe. The developments in the years after 
1527 were marked by eagerness and enthusiasm, almost a kind of impa-
tience. The impatience was expressed in propaganda through preaching, 
teaching, writing and printing. Robert Scribner and Scott Dixon describe this 
with expressions such as “violence of speech” and “reformation through 
provocation.”30 Sermons and religious ceremonies were interrupted and dis-
turbed when reformers found that the word of God wasn’t preached in a pure 
and clear way.31  

The strong emphasis on the word of God and on faith offered a new per-
spective on what it meant to live as a Christian in the city. New areas of hu-
man life, such as fulfilling one’s worldly duties, were incorporated into the 
sacred realm. Everyday life in general was given a new meaning. Life within 
marriage and the household were the most fundamental of these spheres. 
                                                      
26 Rørdam, ed., Skrifter fra Reformationstiden V, 63–64. 
27 Andersen, Confessio Hafniensis, 379; Johannesson, Den skånska kyrkan, 174 and 176. 
28 Malmøbogen, folio 23–24. 
29 Malmøbogen, folio 15r. 
30 R. W Scribner and C. Scott Dixon, The German Reformation (New York: Palgrave Mac-
millan 2003), 23–24. 
31 Krøniken om Gråbrødrenes fordrivelse, 44–45. 
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Peder Laurentsen stated that it was the word of God that operated in 
Malmoe. For Laurentsen the word of God wasn’t just a form of communica-
tion, it could mediate the divine. The reformation of the city was also to be 
noted in the outer urban environment and in social life. Laurentsen empha-
sized that, in time, God’s intervention could be witnessed in Malmoe and 
this divine intervention focused on both human salvation and the human 
social context.32  

Laurentsen described the greed of the clergy in drastic words. This greed 
was contrasted with the characteristics of the hardworking, poor and simple 
man. Such an agitation blamed the representatives of the established church 
and stressed that the Christian laity was held captive in Babylon. By such 
arguments Catholic priests and monks were placed on the opposing side in 
the battle of God against the Devil. For those who stood on God’s side in this 
fight, scripture gave the true light.  

In many aspects the theology produced during the early reformation pro-
cess in Malmoe shows the centrality of the word of God. The Bible was the 
key to understanding the events of the past and the present. To be a good 
Christian was to be an honest and good spouse and neighbor in the city. This 
kind of piety was contrasted with the behavior of those whe were not under-
stood as good and true Christians, the representatives of the established 
church.33 Rather than displaying spiritual modesty, the writings and sermons 
of the reformers were strongly polemical. Various forms of disrespect, such 
as iconoclasms, polemical debates and expelling monks and priests, became 
tools in forming an evangelical piety.34  

Poul Helgesen noted in a letter, with indignation, that the evangelical 
movement saw the word of God as everybody’s concern. He himself pre-
ferred that the word of God be reserved for scholars; it should not be dis-
cussed by everyone and everywhere, in taverns, baths, smithies, and cus-
toms-houses. Certainly he, as a learned humanist, could agree that the holy 
gospel for some time had been neglected, but this did not mean that it was 
everybody’s concern now.35 

It is important to remember that that even though there were printed 
books and pamphlets in Malmoe and the literacy rates were slightly higher 
than in rural areas, it was still the spoken word that nurtured the evangelical 
movement. Oral preaching had a special status. In Malmøbogen one can read 
that it was decided that there should be three sermons held every day (four 
on Sundays). The pulpit came to represent the spoken (vernacular) word and 
                                                      
32 Neuhaus, Reformation och erkännande, 185. 
33 Andersen, Confessio Hafniensis, 104 and 282; Malmøbogen, folio ijr, 4r; Johannesson, Den 
skånska kyrkan, 175; Skrifter fra Reformationstiden III, 13–14; Skrifter fra Reformationstiden 
IV, 4–6; Skrifter fra Reformationstiden V, 6. 
34 Krøniken om Gråbrødrenes fordrivelse, 35–51. 
35 Magnus Kristensen, ed., Skrifter af Paulus Helie II (Copenhagen: Gyldendalske, 1932), 65–
66. 
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a new way of communicating the sacred.36 The few words that have been 
preserved in the writings of the reformers in Malmoe are only a limited part 
of the early evangelical reformation process of communication. Reading 
Reformation texts aloud and commenting on them is quite different from 
reading them in silence. But even if sermons were the most efficient mass 
medium, and despite the strong position of the spoken word, the printed 
word began to change the way people absorbed new ideas. Laurentsen even 
interpreted the ability to print and distribute evangelical writings as a divine 
intervention.37 Compared with Copenhagen where four evangelical, two 
Catholic and two secular texts were printed, the 33 evangelical and ten sec-
ular texts printed in Malmoe show that the printing press was used there for 
the Reformation cause.38 

In adherence to Walter J. Ong, Stina Hansson describes the art of printing 
as an important agent of change: words printed on paper gave them a spatial-
ity that they had not previously had. But even more important, according to 
Hansson, was that printing preserved a practical “snapshot” of the literary 
content and its forms at the time a text was printed. The repertoire of texts 
from this time period was thus transformed from a mental resource to a liter-
ary tradition with historical effects.39  
Conclusion 
The aim of this article was to provide a basis for understanding how a tech-
nical invention—the printing press—was used in the context of a local (ur-
ban) reformation. In the city of Malmoe two printing presses were estab-
lished during the early years of the Reformation in Denmark. These printing 
presses were used by the preachers and reformers as a technological tool 
when trying to communicate Reformation thoughts and ideals. It needs to be 
stressed that the printed texts were a limited part of communicating the vis-
ion of an evangelical piety in the reformed city of Malmoe. At the same time 
the use of the printing press and the possibility to distribute evangelical writ-
ings was interpreted as a divine intervention. It can be concluded that the 
printed evangelical literature, regardless of the reading skills among the peo-
ple, contributed to and strengthened the awareness of the Reformation and 
that a change took place in time and space. In the age of the printing press, at 
a time when hearing was placed above seeing, the formation and practice of 
                                                      
36 Malmøbogen, folio 29r; Neuhaus, Reformation och erkännande, 188–189. 
37 Neuhaus, Reformation och erkännande, 189. 
38 Johannesson, Den skånska kyrkan, 376. 
39 Stina Hansson, “Imitatio och cento, repertoar- och versdiktning. ‛Giljare-effwentyr’ och 
Stiernhielms Hercules,” in Mimesis förvandlingar:Tradition och förnyelse i renässansens och 
barockens litteratur, ed. Hans-Erik Johannesson (Stockholm: Atlantis, 2002), 144. See also 
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Protestant piety took place in a setting where the printing press wasn’t just 
playing an assisting role. Reformation piety and propaganda, this rhetorical 
repertoire that came to shape religious behavior in the near future, could be 
assembled and printed to form a public Protestant piety. 
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