WILLIBALD ALEXIS

CHAPTER ONE

PARENTAGE AND EARLIEST YEARS

T is most convenient to refer to our author as Willibald Alexis,
the literary pseudonym under which most of his works were
published. His real name, however, was Georg Wilhelm Haering
(in print Hiring) and, though not of Silesian stock, he was born in
the Sandgasse in Breslau on June 29, 1798.1 Little is known of his
antecedents, for Alexis rarely mentions his family in his work and
few documents relating to this period have been preserved. In
various biographical sketches published during the author’s lifetime,
either from notes supplied by him or with his approval, it is stated
that his father belonged to a refugee family from Brittany which
was admitted to the Neuwmark in Brandenburg-Prussia after the -
revocation of the Edict of Nantes by Louis XIV (1685). In the
article published in Brockhaus’s Conversations-Lexikon (1833),% pro-
bably written by Alexis himself, it is recorded that the last of his line

%A France was a lawyer in Rennes named Hareng (or Harenc).
éringuier® first cast doubt upon Alexis’s claim to be of Breton
stock, when he pointed out that he could find no trace of the name
Hareng or Haering in the lists of French immigrants for these years.
However, this negative evidence does not prove Alexis’s claim to be
false. It is just possible that Alexis, in making this claim, is indulging
in the kind of mystification which made his early novel Walladmor
famous; in any case there is insufficient evidence to give definite
proof of either part Breton or full German ancestry. In Mémoires
pour servir a I histoire des réfugiés frangois dans les états du Roi by Frman
and Reclam (Berlin, 9 vols., 1782—99), a work almost certainly
known to Alexis and possibly used by him as a source for some
historical details in his novels, the authors include the Hering family
among those which had Germanized their names and mention
several branches of the family, including a well-known Breslau
clergyman who wrote a history of the Reformed Churches in
Prussia.* Perhaps Alexis’s claim was based on the information in
these volumes; clearly, he either believed that he was of Breton stock
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or wished his readers to believe it, for he wrote in Herbstreise durch
Skandinavien (Autumn Journey through Scandinavia, 1828):

My two French neighbours insisted that I had the face of a Breton, just as though
I haven’t become German since the time of my greatgreat-grandfather, who was,
to be sure, chased out of Britanny by the dragoons of Louis XIV.

Alexis exaggerates the ancestral touch, but his comment may be
linked with one by Karl Julius Schréer:®

Alexis . . . was descended from a Breton family which had exchanged its Breton
name for the German Haering. He himself attributed his romantic inclinations to
this circumstance. He told me that in France the shape of his face had been called
Breton (the high cheek-bones).

The grandfather of our author has been identified as 2 man named
Hering (possibly a Germanized form of Harenc) who made a living
in Soldin, a small town in Silesia, by working as an excise officer
(Koniglicher Accise Controlleur) and by growing fruit and vegetables.
On June 8, 1744, his wife, née Bergin, died, having given birth to a
son the day before. The child was baptized Georg Wilhelm and the
father married its godmother, Henriette Sophie von Mellentin, on
August 27 of the same year.?

Unpublished official documents,® hitherto unnoticed by re-
searchers, indicate the steady progress of Georg Wilhelm in the
Civil Service. Appointed an assistant clerk (Registraturgehilfe) in the
department in Breslau concerned with war and crownlands (Konig-
liche Krieges- und Domainenkammer) in 1773, he became a secretary
(Kammersekretir) in 1777 and a senior official (Dritte Kanzlei-Direktor)
in 1797, his promotions and increases in salary being granted on
merit. His diligence and strong sense of duty won him the respect
and trust of his superiors, including the viceroy of Silesia, Karl Georg
Heinrich (Graf) Hoym (1739-1807). Alexis mentions a visit to a
nunnery on official business by Graf Hoym and his father and also
refers to his father’s connections with Gustav (Graf) Schlabendorf
(1750-1824), a philanthropic eccentric, scholar and politician who
later settled in Paris.?

In 1801 King Frederick William IIT showed his appreciation of the
services of Georg Wilhelm pére to Prussia by awarding him a bonus
and sending him an official letter of recognition. Meanwhile, in
1796 or 1797, Haering had married Henriette Rellstab, about whom
full details are to be found in Ewert’s article ‘Henriette Haering’.
Alexis’s cousin Ludwig Rellstab "(1799-1860), who became well
known as a writer and music critic, was a close friend and associate
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of our author for many years, although he sometimes disagreed with
his political views. In his reminiscences'® he records that Henriette’s
grandfathers had been the respected Swiss priests Rellstab and
Spriingli who had been summoned to Berlin to introduce reforms
in the Protestant Church. Rellstab had two sons, of whom the elder,
Karl Friedrich (1728-88), became a printer and married Spriingli’s
daughter Marie Charlotte; two children were born of this union,
Johann Karl Friedrich (b. 1759), the father of Ludwig Rellstab, and
Henriette (b. December 9, 1761), Alexis’s mother. Both children
were probably brought up in an atmosphere of religious piety.
When Henriette was eighteen years old, her father’s health was
undermined by a stroke (perhaps a hereditary weakness from which
Alexis too was to suffer) so that he found it impossible to continue
with his work. His son, then still a young man, had to renounce an
ambition to study music in order to take over the family music
business, known since 1778 as the ‘Rellstab’sche Musikhandlung’.
- In 1788 Johann Karl Friedrich married Henriette’s friend Karoline
Richter, the daughter of a factory owner; she bore him eleven
children of whom six died in infancy. Henriette appears to have
received a sound education for a girl of that time, although there is
no evidence that she interested herself in cultural pursuits after her
marriage. Ludwig Rellstab wrote of her:1*

My aunt was so remarkably cultured and pleasant-natured that in her youth
she was chosen as governess to the royal princes, because Madame Bock was ill.
While she considered whether her circumstances would permit her to accept the
appointment, Madame Bock recovered and the old arrangement was continued.

When Haering proposed marriage to her, he was already in his
fifties, she in her mid thirties. He had married earlier in life, but
his first wife had died some years before, leaving a daughter
Florentine (known in the family as Florchen) who was already
twenty and for whom Henriette conceived an affection which was
sisterly rather than maternal. After the wedding Henriette left
Berlin, where she had grown up, and went to live with her husband
in Breslau. Our author was her first child and two years later she
gave birth to a daughter, who, however, only lived to the age of
seven. Alexis scarcely knew his father, who died on February 15,
1802, but it is likely that Henriette kept his memory alive in her
son and suggested to him that service to Prussia, like that performed
by his father, was a noble ideal. After her husband’s death Henriette
continued to live in Breslau with Florchen and the children. She
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had sufficient income from a state pension and Florchen had a little
money of her own. In these years Breslau was already one of the
major towns of Prussia with a population of 60,000 and some fine
buildings, including the ancient town hall; by 1811 it also possessed
a full university.!2

At this time political events brought to Alexis an experience
which was to exert a lasting influence over his work and character.
From December 6, 1806 to January 7, 1807 Breslau was besieged
by the French and their allies. Many years later Alexis set down in
his reminiscences’® impressions of the chaos and terror which
surrounded him at the time. On one occasion he was taken outside
the gates of the city to witness the preparations for defence, the
felling of trees and erection of palisades; on another he was almost
crushed against the pillars of a narrow bridge by a passing drove of
oxen under military escort. Since the family home of the Haerings
was a somewhat flimsily constructed building and situated in an area
exposed to the dangers of bombardment, Florchen sought and
obtained through the good offices of a friendly nun permission for
the family to take refuge in the nunnery of St. Catherine in the
Katterngasse. Members of both monasteries and nunneries in the city
expected their establishments to be secularized in a short time and
therefore sought contact with the outside world; thus the author
as a child had been allowed to visit the nunnery earlier, where he
had been given confectionery (Zuckerbrezel) and pictures of the
saints. With the coming of the siege, the regulations of the order
were relaxed still further. On a stormy November night the family
left in a coach with some of their possessions and struggled through
the crowded streets to the nunnery to be admitted secretly through
a side-door (the main gate was barred to prevent the military
authorities from sheltering a herd of cattle in the forecourt!).
Despite the greater sense of security which the thick walls of the
old building conveyed, the Haerings and other refugees often
trembled for the safety of the little community, in which, during
a period of real hardship and danger, humanity overcame social
barriers. According to Alexis, the Prussian commander defended
the town vigorously with his inadequate forces, surrendering only
when the last cow had been slaughtered. Then followed plundering
by the Bavarians and Wiirttembergers who committed the worst
excesses, the demolition of the fortress by the French and the setting
up of a court there by Napoleon’s pleasure-secking brother Jerome.!¢
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Alexis declared that his dormant inclination for the most horrific
aspects of romanticism was nourished by these experiences which
must have been terrifying to a child. Henriette’s sense of security
was naturally shaken and she felt keenly the need for some male
relative close at hand whom she could consult for advice and
guidance in the education and upbringing of her children, one of
whom was not long to survive. She therefore turned for help to
her brother in Berlin whose family bookshop and music store were
now thriving. He bought a large house in the Jagerstrasse and
probably invited Henriette and her family to live with him there;
they moved to the Prussian capital shortly after the capitulation and
lived for many years with the Rellstab family. Rellstab, a cultured
man of wide interests and the centre of an established musical circle,
must have inspired his nephew with an appreciation of the arts at
an early age, taken care over his education and awakened his en-
thusiasm for natural beauty during excursions into the countryside
outside Berlin and summer holidays which the two families shared in
a villa in the still wild and unspoilt Tiergarten.’®

Unlike his cousin Ludwig Rellstab, who became a music critic,
Alexis was unmusical and probably uninterested in music. This
view is borne out by his comment in his reminiscences that, as a
soldier, he had difficulty in distinguishing between the various
trumpet calls,2® while, in a letter to Gustav Kolb (1798-1865) dated
February 11, 1853, he refers to himself as ‘amusivissimus’ in
musical affairs, one who does not go to operas or concerts.

Ludwig Rellstab, his constant playmate and companion at this
time, wrote of the schoolboy Alexis:!8

My cousin, who had been brought up by women, was not half as wild, rough
or bold as I was; for this reason I often thought that I was much better than he
and poked fun at him. However, he was my superior in a much more important
sphere; he was industrious, popular with the teachers, got only good reports and
even prizes; I got none of these, in fact just the opposite! He was continually held
up to me as an example, and in my innermost being I too thought of him as such.

The pranks of Rellstab, Alexis and their friends in the streets of
Berlin later inspired our author to some of his finest writing, the
adventures of the hero Etienne as a child in the first book of Cabanis
(1832). When Rellstab was a pupil at the Messowsche Privatschule,
Alexis probably joined him there for a time before entering the
famous Friedrich-Werdersche Gymnasium in 1810. This school,
founded in 1681, had close connections with the French Colony of
Berlin.?® The first headmaster, Gabriel Zollikofer, was a Swiss, but
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the children of many Protestant refugees from France were educated
there. The headmaster in Alexis’s time, August Ferdinand Bernhardi
(1769-1820), was a friend and co-worker of the early Romantics
(he was married to Ludwig Tieck’s sister Sophie until their divorce
in 1804), edited the literary magazine Kynosarges (1802) and con-
tributed to the better-known Athenaeum (1798-1800). Another
teacher at the school was August Gottlieb Spillecke (1778-1841)
who, by means of his pedagogic writings, was largely responsible
for the founding of the Realschule.

In 1859 Alexis published an article, ‘Old and New Berlin’ (‘Das
alte und neue Berlin’),2® which throws light on the educational and
literary climate of the Prussian capital in those years. Despite the
influence of the Romantics (especially the Schlegel brothers, Bern~
hardi, Tieck, Novalis, Wackenroder) and the founding of the new
university in 1809, the Zopfgeist (spirit of pedantry) and ‘enlighten-
ment’ of Friedrich Nicolai (1733-1811) still largely prevailed, even
after the War of Liberation. Romanticism only gradually gained a
foothold through the tcach.in%ain the Gymnasien where the works
of Sophocles and Aeschylus, Shakespeare and Calderén were upheld
as the paragons of beauty and taste. The %arcnts lagged behind their
children in literary appreciation and laughed at what they regarded
as foolish new fashions; most of them preferred to ignore the
recently discovered mystic Jakob Bohme (1575-1624), Goethe or
Calderén and were mistrustful of Schiller. The beautiful and
relatively cultured Queen Luise of Prussia, who was universally
admired, did her best to nourish art and poetry, but her taste did
not rise above the sentimentality of August Lafontaine (1758-1831)
over whose novels she wept. Although Shakespeare’s reputation
had been established to some degree by Lessing many years before,
a large section of the public still disapproved of the ‘wildness’ of his
genius; the theatre was for instruction, not amusement. Goethe’s
idyllic epic Hermann und Dorothea (1797) was still considered inferior
to Voss's Luise (1784), while Dichtung und Wahtheit (Poetry and
Truth, 1811) provoked dislike by its very title, for the would-be
‘rationalists’ regarded the two as incompatible, particularly since
Dichtung can also be translated as ‘fiction’. Alexis writes of a Pro-
fessor of Aesthetics who quoted as his example of the epic a forgotten
work by Alxinger merely because it was ‘korrekt und sittenreich’
(correct in the formal sense and full of good principles). The suicide
of that patriotic dramatic genius Heinrich von Kleist (1771-1811)
was interpreted by many of the younger generation as a political
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gesture worthy of the ancients, much to the sorrow of the Prussian
king who wished his people to trust in divine justice and hope for
Napoleon’s eventual downfall. At this point Alexis is clearly to be
regarded as a2 member of a virile younger generation bent on the
overthrow of traditional old-fashioned values in literature and
education. He himself read Goethe’s plays Gitz von Berlichingen
(1773), Egmont (1788) and the Faust fragment (1790) and enthused
over them before he knew that they were not yet universally accepted
as the products of genius. The lasting influence of Romanticism and
the frequent recourse to irony in his later works have their roots in
the education of his adolescence. Among his earliest attempts at
composition are verses ranging from an epic stanza to a childish
puzzle poem on a sheet enigmatically headed “W. Haering. Deutsche
Aufsitze. Berlin® and dated October 11, 1811.20 These indicate not
only that he has a striking talent for imitation and rhyme-making,
but also that he is interested in profound problems like religious faith
and the creative forces of nature.

While Alexis was still at school, his interest in drama, and especially
in the so-called Ritterdrama which was then in vogue, was aroused by
the performances of a company of actors, the Butenop’sche Spieltruppe.
Rellstab reports that Alexis wrote a tragedy, Herzog Othelrich von
Bihmen, when he was about thirteen years old.22 Alexis confirms
the fact in his reminiscences, mentions that he lost the only copy of
the play and describes the plot, derived from a Ritterroman and
recalling features in Goethe’s Gtz von-Berlichingen,® in which the
Bohemian king Udalricus wrestles for power with his brother
Jaromir. According to Alexis, he and Rellstab performed this play
several times during their boyhood. He also mentions his part in
a competition between a dozen boys to write a play about the ill-
starred German prince Conradin.

Alexis never lost his interest in the country and city of his birth,
as may be seen from his later willingness to meet and help Silesian
writers,? but it was inevitable that he should come to regard Berlin
as his home. Since he lived in the Prussian capital for nearly fifty
zears, he may justly be regarded as a Prussian and Berliner, at least

y adoption. He enjoyed the additional advantage that he was able
to view the Mark as a sympathetic'onlooker who noticed features
overlooked by the native. When he arrived in Berlin the population
was about 180,000, and by 1860, when he finally lost contact with
the city, it had grown to 496,000. Most of the more imposing
buildings were erected in the period after the War of Liberation, and
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he witnessed remarkable changes and material development, in-
cluding the advent of the railways.2’ In the preface to the first
edition of his novel Die Hosen des Herrn von Bredow (The Breeches of
Sir Gétz von Bredow), 184626 he remarked:

As a boy I liked to roam in the neighbourhood of one of the gates of Berlin
where heather and fields of sand, scarcely broken by sad clumps of pine and a few
pools of water, stretched into the infinite distance. Later I was pleased to see—
I still did not know why—that a few settlers had built there, first of all on
the moist low ground. The pools became kitchen gardens, lines of bushes which
became green hedges divided up the stretches of sand; the planted bushes
became trees, the huts houses, the steppe, now fully cultivated, became one large
piece of tilled land. Now it grows green and blossoms; the mind has mastered an
arid, intimidating form of nature, and hundred-armed industry has already
insuﬂiciznt of this desert, already it has brought under the axe the pine woods which
bordered it.

All this guided activity and development was associated by Alexis
with the wise and energetic leadership of the Hohenzollerns who
had raised Prussia from an obscure province to a great and powerful
state. Here lies the origin of our author’s admiration for the Prussian
royal house.

Alexis passed his schooldays in a city occupied by French troops
and this experience undoubtedly stimulated his patriotism and hatred
of foreign oppression. Both at school and at home he was encour-
aged to look upon Napoleon as a tyrant and his French connections
(if they existed) would have seemed so remote as to preclude any
problem of inner racial conflict. In his reminiscences?” he describes
the return to Berlin from Russia of the wretched survivors of the
Grande Armée, the scorn which their plight evoked among the
hostile Berliners, their dread of the Cossacks and withdrawal from
the city after a brief engagement. When the Cossacks were known
to be approaching, the inhabitants streamed into the streets to watch
the battle, the school-children refusing to stay in the classrooms.
Later, patriots vied with one another to billet the Cossacks who were
welcomed as liberators. Eventually, however, even the most
enthusiastic were appalled by the Cossacks™ appetite for food and
drink and their unclean habits, for the Berliners had created for
themselves an ideal picture of the Cossacks before their arrival.
Hence they were glad to see them depart, so that their conception
of the Cossack as the ‘free and unspoilt son of the steppe’ would not
be marred by cruel reality! Alexis was impressed by the patriotic
spirit of the Berliners, though he could not resist poking fun at the

e
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efforts of scholars like his own headmaster Bernhardi, who armed
themselves in the Homeric fashion with spears! In the first flush of

atriotic fervour Alexis burned to fight the French, but he was still
gclow the age at which recruits were accepted, and with a heavy
heart watched his older comrades march out to battle, grieving that
he could not accompany them.

The sudden death of the elder Rellstab on August 19, 1813 was a

eat shock to both families, for he was not only the breadwinner
g:n also the only adult male in the housechold. From this time on-
wards Alexis and his cousin had to assume a much greater burden
of responsibility in family affairs.

Alexis’s school friends included two boys who later became
famous. One was the celebrated portrait-painter Eduard Magnus
(1799-1872) who shared Alexis’s early interest in carpentry and
helped him to make a table for his mother’s birthday.?® The other
was Eduard Ludolff, a lawyer in Stettin who eventually squandered
an inherited fortune in helping singers, artists and writers, especially
the popular Henriette Sontag (1806-54); he disappeared from Berlin
in debt and possibly drowned himself.2* That Ludolff made a strong
impression on Alexis is suggested by the fact that he not only kept
in touch with him, sending him a copy of his Wiener Bilder (Pictures
of Vienna, 1833), but also, as late as 1851, was reminded by one of
the characters in a novel he was reviewing of ‘the missing Justizrat

E Ludolff. . . that amiable materialist and egoist’.3

About 1814 Alexis the young literary enthusiast composed three
stories, dedicated to Ludolff and entitled Der Kynast (The Pine
Branch), Glaubenskampf (A Conflict of Faith) and Die Vergeltung

 (Retribution).®* The last two stories are of interest in showing the
- author’s development. In the preface to Glaubenskampf he expresses
- his dissatisfaction with his story. He has not been able to concentrate
é his material as he wished; he has taken pains to avoid using foreign
. words. The action takes place against a historical background, the
b Thirty Years’ War, shortly after the victory of the Swedes at
Liitzen (1632). Bernhard, town clerk of Gemiinden and a zealous
Catholic, is separated by his religious belief from the woman he
- loves, the Protestant Katharina. The Virgin Mary appears to him
i in a vision, adjuring him to fight the devil and secure Katharina’s
; salvation (presumably through her conversion to Catholicism).
. Bernhard is prepared for his task by a hermit. After a bitter struggle
E with innumerable evil spirits, who have perhaps some symbolical
¥ significance, he is finally defeated. As he lies dying, Gottschalk,
B
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Katharina’s brother and a soldier in the Swedish army, appears on
the scene. Bernhard accuses him of being Katharina’s murderer, in
the sense that he opposes her conversion to Catholicism which
would save her soul. There is a return to reality in the description
of a skirmish between the opposing factions in which Gottschalk
accidentally kills his sister. He then seeks death in battle as atonement
for his guilt.

Die Vergeltung, sub-titled ‘a legend of olden times’, was written in
a very short space of time. It has a framework story in which a
young man, taking a walk with a friend, narrates the legend con-
cerning a strangely-shaped stone which attracts their attention. A
cruel and arrogant knight, Ulrich von Bornen, was said to have
illtreated his daughter Adelheid to such an extent that she finally
eloped with his servant Veit. In revenge the knight had the young
man’s aged father beaten to death. The young couple lived like
savages in a cave and waylaid passing travellers, robbing and killing
them. After murdering an unknown knight who turned out to be
Ulrich, they were hunted down, captured, tortured and then left to
the mercy of wild animals and birds of prey. The detailed description
of Adelheid’s dying agonies shows that Alexis’s childish imagination
had been poisoned by the indiscriminate reading of coarse and
sensational novels. In an essay on the education of the young
published in 1834 Alexis observes:32

Nature has scattered poisonous plants among the medicinal herbs and hung up
no notice of warning, as the botanizing gardener does. Wishing to educate the
human race, she has let it acquire wisdom through instinct and experience. As a
boy I had poisoned my imagination with the most horrific novels, and why?
Because they were forbidden me. Later, when I was allowed to read what I liked,
1 did not look at them again.

-

In the same year he refers to his voracious youthful appetite for
sensational stories and remarks, in a review of Adolar der Weiber-
verichter (Adolar, Scorner of Woman), that an exciting plot still
fascinates him:%

1, an old reader, who was born with Rinaldo and reared with the twelve sleeping
virgins, I, who shed tears with Rudolf von Werdenberg and the Knights of the
Lion Order, and grew up with the writers Spiess, Cramer, Kratter, Kruse and
Hildebrand, I, who thought I knew of all that could happen in this world, i.c. the
world of the novel, was so gripped by this Adolar that I did not sleep for a night
and, what is even more remarkable, even forgot my midday nap on one of the
dog-days!
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The two stories, although immature and unattractive as reading
matter, throw light on his literary development in revealing that the
taste for the fantastic and horrible existed in his nature before he
encountered E. T. A. Hoffmann’s works. His early interest in his-
torical portrayal is reflected in Glanbenskampf, in which an attempt
is made to suggest the atmosphere of religious fanaticism of the
period. Landscape description is already employed to induce a
certain mood or Stimmung, here grotesque and wild scenery to evoke
terror.

Alexis’s literary activities while at school included the editing of
a school newspaper, to which he probably contributed himself.
That he had other, perhaps healthier, interests than the reading of
sensational stories can be seen from the description of some early
drawings by him exhibited in 1912.# These belong mostly to his
last years at school. Many of them are in Indian ink, but some in
bright colours. As subjects he showed a marked preference for

knights and battle scenes or illustrations of the works of Goethe or
Schiller.
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CHAPTER TWO
FULLY FLEDGED

ALEXIS had his chance to fight the French after all. By the
time Napoleon escaped from Elba, he was old enough to be
accepted as a volunteer in the famous Colberg regiment. His
account of this experience, which he later regarded as the most
formative in his whole life, appeared in 1844 as part of his reminis~
cences in the annual Penelope edited by Theodor Hell.! It seems to
be based on his letters home and a diary which he kept regularly
at this time. Extremely readable, it reflects both his powers of

aphic description and his gift for portraying personal vicissitudes

umorously. His attitude to political events is similar to that adopted
in his historical novels, patriotic without being chauvinistic, as he
recalls the spirit of conscious patriotism which inspired German
youth in 1813 and 1814:

We revelled in Fouqué’s legends of Scandinavia, in his thorough hatred for the
modern French, The ideas of Jahn [the founder of German gymnastics] were
powerful, even outside the Hasenheide [the traditional meeting place of the move-
ment]. The knotted kerchief, with which everyone who desecrated the German
language by using a foreign word was struck three times, also exerted a moral
influence among young people. Jahn's Teutonism was no delusive vision for us,
but a reality and we still hoped confidently for the realization of our ideas for a
German nationality, even if we were not agreed either with others or amongst
ourselves as to how they should be realized.?

When Alexis the schoolboy enlisted from the most idealistic
motives, it came as a shock to him to discover very soon that many
of his fellow volunteers were attracted less by the thought of serving
their country than by the opportunity of encountering adventure
and evading responsibility. The wildness and hardship of the
soldier’s life was a sobering experience for a youth who had been
. brought up by a somewhat doting mother in a middle-class environ-
ment. In May 1815 he set out with his comrades on the long march
which was to prove a trial of endurance to a greenhorn slight in
build and unaccustomed to walking long distances. At first he
suffered from the weight of his equipment and the fact that he
strapped himself too tightly, but eventually he enjoyed the experi-
ence and, as a result, later made long walking tours for pleasure and

13
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was always eager to visit foreign countries. He was accompanied by
his cousin Rellstab as far as Brandenburg, from whence he marched
via Magdeburg, Brunswick, Hildesheim, Hamelin, Lemgo, through
the Teutoburg Fortest to Paderborn, through Soest and Unna to the
first sight of the Rhine at Cologne, pushing on with speed via
Aachen to Namur. On his seventeenth birthday he stood on the
battlefield of Waterloo, ten days after Napoleon’s defeat. The
terrible conditions he encountered in the hospitals and the sight of
war’s legacy of suffering and destruction staggered and horrified
him. His own hardships included the loss of his spectacles (he was
short-sighted) and his hunting knife. Then followed several months
of boring operations, besieging small towns and forts which were
still holding out in an area roughly equivalent to the present Franco-
Belgian frontier. Food was short, quarters were poor and repeated
spells of rain added to the unpleasantness. Yet he was never ill and
even believed in later years that these hardships had strengthened his
resistance to disease.

In his account Alexis does not attempt to invest war with a
romantic halo and obviously feels that the great days of the War
of Liberation had already passed into history before his enlistment;
he stresses the trials of the forced marches, the boredom of the long,
futile sieges, his distaste for Kamaschendienst (‘spit and polish’) into
which the campaign finally degenerated. The somewhat ridiculous
activities of that unsuccessful private society, the Hermannsbund, show
that the spirit of Romanticism was not lacking in Alexis and other
comrades with an enthusiasm for patriotic verse. Our author himself
was deeply affected by the sight of historical landmarks in the parts
of Germany through which he passed:3

My heart beat with delight when I saw before me the towers of Magdeburg,
grey with age . . . the cathedral, the sacred graves of the Emperors. . . . I naturally
saw as much of the sights of Hildesheim as I could, especially the cathedral, rich in
legend and art. . . . We were approaching Westphalia. Once more the land looked
different; in every chain of hills, on every ancient track my eye was already
seeking out Roman roads and the footprints of Chetuscans and Saxons.

He records his delight at the sight of the statue of Roland in the
town of Brandenburg; this may well have been the first stimulus for
one of his major works, Der Roland von Berlin (1840). His patriotic
idealism is reflected in his choice of reading material for the cam-
paign—a copy of the Nibelungenlied which, however, according to

is own account, he brought home again unread! This detail is
symbolical of the development which Alexis later traced in himself
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at this time, a sobering of Romantic ideals which found expression
in self-mockery. T
Like most of his comrades Alexis was heartily sick of army life by
the time he was finally discharged in France in November. His dis-
charge papers record that he had served seven months ‘und sich
wihrend dieser Zeit als ein braver Soldat bei allen Vorfillen bewiesen
und vorzugsweise gefiihrt hat’, in other words, the military authori-
ties were satisfied with his conduct.* Returning to his studies at the
Werdersche Gymnasium, he worked for his matriculation examination
which he passed in Easter, 1817, offering an essay on the theme
which showed his literary and linguistic interests—Tn what ways
can the culture and character of a race be deduced from its language?’
It is probable that Alexis first began to practise regular self-
discipline and to develop the ability to work long hours during his
student years. First he entered the University of Berlin, where he
studied law and history for two semesters under the distinguished
rofessors Friedrich Karl von Savigny (1779~1861), who already
d a number of disciples in legal studies, and Friedrich von Raumer
(1781-1873), the eminent historian and later a close friend. The
university, although recently founded, had already attracted scholars
of reputation, but the hastily-improvised accommodation, the
former palace of Prince Henry, was crammed to overflowing.
Unlike older foundations such as Bonn or Heidelberg, student
society did not flourish here and the university was already acquiring
a reputation for the remarkable industry and sobriety of its students.
Alexis continued to live with his relatives, although he moved about
1819 to lodgings in Luisenstrasse and a few years later to Kochstrasse.
In 1818 he left Berlin for a short time to study at his birthplace
Breslau, for at that time as now German students were expected to
attend lectures at more than one university. Although it must have
been a moving experience for him to return to the scenes of his
childhood and to a city which he always remembered with affection,
he has left no record of his stay. It is likely that he made new student
friends and that his interest in Silesia and its inhabitants was en-
livened by first-hand knowledge of Breslau (from the adult’s point
of view) and of the Riesengebirge (Giant Mountains), where he made
a walking tour with student friends in the autumn of 1818. It was
on this tour that he met the Silesian writer and dramatist Karl von
" Holtei (1798-1880). Holtei, unconventional and nomadic in his way
of life, was to be his friend till his death. Holtei has described how he
was also walking with student friends in the same area, when they
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met Alexis’s party while crossing a river. One of Holtei’s com-
panions, Friedrich Scholz (or Scholtz), knew Alexis and introduced
Holtei to him. From remarks by Holtei we can learn a little about
Scholz, Alexis’s student friend; he came from Bernstadt and was
later a senior magistrate (Stadtgerichtsdirektor) at Oels. Holtei was
attracted by his intense interest in all the arts, in particular literature,
and by the fact that he accepted the good or bad qualities in his
friends as part of them. Although Scholz did not write himself, he
must have been of especial value to Alexis as an unselfish and
unbiassed critic.s

Before returning to his studies in Berlin, Alexis indulged once
more his passion for travel by visiting, in the spring of 1819, Heidel-
berg, Bonn and Strassburg, parts of Swabia and Dresden, even
Weimar, though he was disappointed in his hope of catching a
glimpse of Goethe. He was in Berlin once more by the autumn and
passed his first law examination in the spring of 1820. While at the
university he attended additional lectures on literature and philo-
sophy and made a close study of aspects of German and English
literature. '

These subjects formed a basis for the various sides of his later
work, law in his preoccupation with legal procedure and criminal
psychology, history for the historical novel founded on a careful
study of chronicles, documents and memoirs, English literature for
his knowledge and understanding of Scott, Byron and other British
writers, German literature for his work as a reviewer and critic of
contemporary publications. At the same time he probably pursued
linguistic studies which brought him a reading knowledge of foreign
languages, including English, Spanish and French. He was already
translating from English (his version of Scott’s Lady of the Lake was
begun in 1818), composing poems and ballads, idylls and fairy-tales.
As may be seen from an unpublished poem written in March 1818,
he sought refuge from personal unhappiness in poetry.® Passages in
letters from his friends written in these years indicate that he was
liable to fits of depression and hypochondria during which he even
withdrew from contact with intimates. Scholz writes (October s,
1821): ‘And when I think of you...and how everything around
you all too easily assumes in your eyes an alien, repellent appearance,
how you then, intimidated and almost offended, withdraw into your
shell and the realm of your own ideas and emotions, then I am
afraid that you may regret having been so frank with me.” On
January 28 of the same year, Holtei had remarked: ‘By the way,
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from your last letter I have deduced that the devil of hypochondria
sometimes teases you. I beg you above all to drive him away
somchow, either by walks or by dancing, by writing verse or by
love affairs....””

Alexis’s first published work, printed at his own expense, was the
long poem Die Treibjagd (The Shoot), described by him as ‘an
amusingly idyllic epic in four cantos’ (‘ein scherzhaft idyllisches Epos
in vier Gesingen’), perhaps to distinguish it from the serious idyllic
epics, such as Voss’s Luise (1784) and Goethe’s Hermann und Dorothea
(1797). The slim volume appeared in 1820, with a preface in verse
dated June 1819. The hero of this tale in verse (written in rather
wooden hexameters) is clearly the melancholy young author, while
the influence of the writings of Jean Paul Richter (1763-1825) is
almost painfully apparent, both in characterization and in the ironic
approach. Alexis sent a copy to Jean Paul and his accompanying
letter reflects his profound admiration for a writer whose work was
then immensely popular among the younger intellectuals. Alexis
describes how in the summer of 1819 he had made an extensive
tour of both North and South Germany on foot and wanted to pay
his respects to Jean Paul by visiting him at his home near Bayreuth.
Unfortunately, Jean Paul was away, but he was able to talk to his
landlady, Frau Rollwenzel, about his idol and even to see his room
and sit in his chair.® It is clear that he is now a little ashamed of his
first attempt at publication, but he nevertheless asks Jean Paul for
an opinion. Jean Paul’s reply was friendly but without any detailed
reference to the work itself.? The satirical fairy-tale Drei Tage im
Riesengebirge (Three Days in the Giant Mountains) was also written
during Alexis’s student years, although not published until 1821 (in
the Gesellschafter); in some ways it foreshadows Heine’s travel-books
(e.g. Harzreise, or Journey in the Harz Mountains, 1826), for although
greater use is made of the bizarre and fantastic, the element of social
criticism is already prominent (e.g. mockery at fashions in literature
and student dress).

After leaving the university in 1820, Alexis began his legal career
as a junior barrister (Auskultator); some years later he was promoted
to a higher rank (Referendar) and service in the criminal section of
the Superior Court of Justice (Kriminalsenat des Kammergerichts). A
senior colleague here, the writer and friend of E. T. A. Hoffmann,
Julius Eduard Hitzig (1780~1849), later wrote warmly of Alexis’s
brilliance as a lawyer, when he collaborated with him in editing
accounts of famous legal cases in Der neue Pitaval. Other friends
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made at this time were the writer and musician Adolf Bernhard
Marx (1795-1866) and the literary critic Georg Wilhelm von
Liidemann (1796-1863), both of whom were embarking on a legal
career in these years.

Towards the end of 1819 or at the beginning of 1820 Alexis made
the acquaintance of the Romantic poet Friedrich Baron de la Motte
Fouqué (1777-1843) whose influence on contemporary literary was
already waning, although he was still a revered figure among men of
letters. Alexis may have met Fouqué through Hitzig. Certainly
Fouqué encouraged his literary ambitions, introduced him to other
writers, including E. T. A. Hoffmann (1776-1822), and arranged
through his publisher, Leonhard Schrag of Nuremberg, for the
publication of some of Alexis’s poems and ballads in the Frauen-
taschenbuch (a women’s annual, of which Fouqué was editor at the
time). It was in these years that Alexis secured entry to the most
brilliant literary salon in Berlin, that of Rahel Varnhagen (1771-
1833) where he probably met for the first time her brother, the
dramatist Ludwig Robert (1780-1832), her husband Varnhagen von
Ense (1785-1858) and the poet Heinrich Heine (1797-1856).

One of Alexis’s student friends was Ernst Dronke (1797-1849)'
to whom he is known to have sent at least six letters between 1819
and 1822. On April 8, 1821 Alexis wrote to Dronke: ‘T have got to
know someone-—you won’t believe it—whose acquaintance I have
come to value and who has been a considerable influence on my
intellectual life—I am speaking of Fouqué. I have got to know him
well, he has taken me up with the greatest friendliness imaginable
and I have learnt to respect and love him, even though I don’t
altogether agree with his ideas.”* Fouqué seems to have been drawn
to Alexis and recommends him to Hitzig (who almost certainly
knew him already) on April 18, 1822 with the words: ‘Alexis-
Hiring—that’s our sort—a pure youth with a noble ring like precious
metal. As gentle and open-hearted as the flowers of spring " (As the
translation seeks to impart, Fouqué’s vocabulary is strongly emo-
tional )2

Alexis describes how he met E. T. A. Hoffmann at Fouqué’s
Berlin home, probably late in 1819. He heard Hoffmann defend the
organization of ‘Vater’ Jahn, which some people then regarded as a
danger to public security, and attack the prevalent witch-hunt of
demagogues. In a conversation with Fouqué’s wife Caroline,!®
Hoffmann talked about the sources he had used in writing his story
Das Friulein von Scuderi, then only recently published; he declared
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that he had taken features like the casket and the verse addressed to
the heroine from Wagenseil’s chronicle, but that the plot itself was
‘invented and fabricated’ (‘erfunden und erlogen’). Alexis continues:

I looked up the chronicle; and the passage in Wagenseil from which Hoffmann
drew his story is not only interesting because it shows us how a genuine writer
can strike the brightest sparks from an unassuming stone, but also because it
teaches us the uses of poetry.

In his penchant for fantastic and grotesque features which de-
stroyed the illusion of reality, Alexis was dominated by Hoffmann’s
style in his early work, and even in his mature historical novels he
was unable to liberate himself wholly from the older writer’s in-
fluence. In this connection the passage quoted above is important,
for it suggests that Alexis found in Das Friulein von Scuderi a treat-
ment of historical theme in which the demands of historical truth
were reconciled with those of imaginative fiction, an aspect of
Hoffmann’s influence which has been overlooked.

Fouqué’s influence was confined to Alexis’s early poems and
ballads, some of which were published as a result of his patronage.
At a later date Alexis criticized Fouqué’s presentation of history in
his novels as romantic and unreal. The two writers remained on
friendly terms and in correspondence until at least 1831, by which
time Fouqué was claiming to have renounced literature and Alexis
was the respected editor of the Berlin literary journal Der Freimiitige
(The Man of Candour). Alexis reviewed Fouqué’s works on six
different occasions and also wrote an obituary notice in 1843, where
he refers to the Romantic’s idealism and failure to progress with the
age:

We others have awakened, but Fouqué, though completely sincere, kept his
illusions. Till his death he saw around him the same phantasmagoria which had
delighted him as a youth, everywhere the lofty piles of castles and cathedrals, the
- tournaments, the different classes. . . . As a result he rejected and did away with all

progress, condemning it as the devil’s work. The whole of the modern age
together with all its trends, endeavours and results he regarded as a hellish illusion. 14

Fouqué furthered young Alexis’s ambitions both as literary critic
and dramatist, introducing him to Matthius von Collin (1779-1823),
editor of the influential Viennese journal Jahrbiicher der Literatur, to
which Alexis contributed a number of reviews and articles from
1820 onwards, thereby winning recognition in this field. Fouqué
also secured him an interview with the director of the Royal
Theatre (Konigliches Theater) in Berlin, Karl, Graf von Briihl (1772~
1837). By 1820 he was also acquainted with two literary figures
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who dabbled successfully in popular literature (Unterhaltungsliteratur),
Friedrich Kind (1768-1843), who was partly responsible for the
libretto of Weber’s opera Der Freischiitz and Theodor Hell (pseu-
donym for Karl Gottfried Theodor Winkler, 1775-1856, best
known as the editor of the Abendzeitung in Dresden). Alexis suffered
the customary set-backs experienced by young writers in placing his
carly poems and seems to have taken offence at the off-hand treat-
ment accorded him by the Romantic poet Friedrich Riickert (1788~
1866) who was for a time editor of the Frauentaschenbuch (women’s
annual); in a letter dated December 31, 1821 his complaints
culminate in the outburst: ‘I repeat that if you, Sir, have considered it
necessary to suppress my works as belonging to those which deserve
hostility, I shall be very willing to withdraw from further participa-
tion in the Frauentaschenbuch in order not to intrude.’’s

Although he had won his first success as a literary critic, he still
hesitated to devote himself primarily to this sphere. In a letter to
Theodor Hell dated October 17, 1821 he mentions an invitation by
the famous Leipzig publisher Friedrich Arnold Brockhaus (1772-
1823) to contribute to the magazine Hermes and remarks: ‘But [ am
more suited on the whole to the expression of lyric inspiration and
fervour than to be a critical judge.® Here he is obviously mistaken
about his own ability, for it was in the fields of narrative prose and
literary criticism that he was to make his most serious contribution
to literature. Apparently he decided to undertake reviewing in spite
of his own opinion, and it was probably his main source of income
when he gave up his legal work; he contributed to Hermes from
1821 to 1826, to the Gesellschafter from 1821 to 1833, to Abendzeitung
from 1821 to 1825. Even more important and numerous were his
contributions to the Leipzig Literarisches Conversationsblatt (re-named
Blitter fiir literarische Unterhaltung from July 1826) which continued
without long pauses from 1822 till 1859. His reviews and articles
reflect the extraordinary variety of his interests. In general, how-
ever, his attention appears to have been focused on current German
publications and those of foreign literatures, especially English. He
showed his critical powers in reviews of the works of Heine, Karl
Immermann (1796-1840) and the popular historical novelist Karl
Franz van der Velde (1779-1824), in articles concerning Scott and
reviews of his works and in an essay on ballad poetry.l” Alexis first
became acquainted with Scott’s work at the university and later
made a special study of it, which partly explains the success of his
translations of The Lady of the Lake and The Lay of the Last Minstrel 18
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Die Schlacht bei Torgau, a story published in 1823, is often regarded
as Alexis’s first attempt to emulate Scott the historical novelist in the
sphere of Prussian history and a step towards Cabanis (1832). A
romantically-inclined young theologian is pressed into service in the
army of Frederick the Great and comes into direct, and sometimes
painful, contact with military life. The superstition and hedonism
of the soldiers are well portrayed and Frederick himself, whom the
hero saves from death without apparently winning his gratitude,
appears in characteristic guise:

The fallen man, an officer, but very poorly dressed and almost without decora-
tions, concealed himself carefully in his cloak. . . . The pointed nose, the large,
bright eyes, the furrowed cheeks, the distinctive face. . . .2°

When E. T. A. Hoffmann died in 1822, his friend Hitzig, who
was acquainted with Alexis, undertook the task of composing a
biography and enlisted Alexis’s aid in the project. Heine greatly
admired the essay which Alexis contributed, claiming (in the second
preface to Die Romantische Schule, dated June 30, 1833) that it was
the only serious attempt to assess Hoffmann’s work;; in actual fact it
is one of Alexis’s weakest literary essays.2® Alexis was primarily
interested in the treatment of history in Hoffmann’s stories, but, in
order to embark on his task, he must have read all Hoffmann’s
better-known stories, if he did not already know them intimately
by this time. The fact that he studied Hoffmann’s work in detail
would explain why he found it so difficult to rid even his mature
work of Hoffmannesque characteristics.

Alexis seems to have been acquainted with Ludwig Tieck (1773
1853) from about 1820 onwards® and met him during a visit to
Dresden which also brought him into personal contact with Theodor
Hell and the painter Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840). Tieck was
not so helpful as Fouqué had been in furthering his literary ambitions,
partly because Alexis sought assistance from him in getting his some-
what trivial early dramas performed, but Tieck’s own work un-
doubtedly inspired Alexis, who continued to regard him as one of
the greatest writers, worthy of a place beside Goethe. Despite
considerable opposition from some of the senior members of the
literary society, the Mittwochgesellschaft, Alexis organized a festival
to celebrate Tieck’s sixtieth birthday in 1833. He particularly
admired his story of religious intolerance Der Aufruhr in den Cevennen
(The Rising in the Cevennes), portraying the struggle of the Camisards
against the authority of Louis. XIV (first two parts published in
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1826). At the celebrations Alexis presided at one of the tables,
opened the champagne and proposed a toast to the continuation of
this work, which was never completed. He also arranged for an
account of the proceedings to be published in a Berlin journal.
When Tieck returned to Berlin in 1841 to spend the rest of his life
in or near his native city, our author wrote up the celebrations in
his honour and, after his death, published a lengthy obituary, praising
above all Tieck’s fascinating personality.

The story Der Schatz des Tempelherrn (The Treasure of the Knight
Templar), which appeared with Die Schlacht bei Torgau in 1823, is
closely modelled in characterization and situation on Tieck’s story
Die Gemdlde (The Pictures, 1821). Two further stories also appeared
in 1823, Iblou and Der Schleichhdndler (The Smuggler). Not only is the
main idea for Iblou taken from the author’s own experiences during
the French campaign—certain episodes also bear a clear resemblance
to those related in Mein Marsch nach Frankreich.?2 An atmosphere of
Hoffmannesque mystery and fantasy is evoked, and the device of
romantic irony, in which the reader’s curiosity is aroused and left
half satisfied, when the most unlikely developments are shown to
have a rational explanation, is employed to excess. The author, a
German soldier billeted on a French household, becomes involved
in a gloomy tale of family intrigue. During the siege of Givat in
1815 Martin Iblou, Mayor of St. A. .., has murdered his wealthy
brother. The French officer Captain Barbaroux knows of his crime
and attempts to blackmail him. Iblou is living in a castle occupied
by the Prussians, but steals into the French camp every night to
negotiate with his tormentor. The sentries are seized with terror,
for his appearance in the misty twilight is ghostlike and awe-
inspiring. At last Iblou is driven to murder Barbaroux also. He
plans to send his niece Adelaide, the daughter of his dead brother,
to a nunnery, but her lover Delabelle prevents this and avenges
Adelaide and her father by killing Iblou himself. It is obvious that
the imaginative terrors of the youthful, short-sighted Alexis on
sentry duty during the siege of a French fort played a major role in
the story.

Der Schleichhindler is centred on the conflict between the customs
officer Hallwyn, an impoverished aristocrat and former officer in
Frederick’s army, and the smuggler Uriel, who is one of the many
eccentrics among Alexis’s characters. Uriel has taken to a life of
crime because of his hatred for Hallwyn who had treated him
harshly as his superior officer; his misfortunes and character prepare
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the way for those of Gottlieb in Cabanis. A ‘happy ending’ is
engineered through Uriel’s love for Hallwyn’s daughter. The his-
torical background, a period shortly after the Seven Years’ War,
and the location, the frontier between Mecklenburg and Branden-
burg, make this story, like Die Schlacht bei Torgau, an early experi-
ment in the portrayal of the Friderician age and the landscape of
Brandenburg—hence in a restricted sense a preliminary study (one
of several) for the historical novel Cabanis.

Walladmor, a novel published under Scott’s name, was composed
at high speed in the summer of 1823, and all three volumes of the
work had appeared by 1824. This clever parody and its reception
in Germany and England (where De Quincey translated it) have
been examined in detail elsewhere—suffice it to say that, once it
became known that Alexis was its author, he rose to fame almost
overnight. Such fame was, however, a form of literary notoriety,
originating from the success of a bold hoax and merely demon-
strating his ability to write in the fashionable style and genre of the
moment. The witty prank overshadowed his later, more mature
work and prevented it from being judged seriously and impartially.
Above all it was Alexis’s youthful devotion to romantic irony which
brought him early and shallow success; he wrote about this to
Theodor Hell in 1820:%

It is my principle that one may also poke fun at what is most sacred, even if
one is oneself most sincerely convinced of its truth, and that everything, poetry
above all, must have two sides, the tragic and the comic, and I consider it wrong to
separate harshly these two sides.

Encouraged by the apparent success of Walladmor, Alexis decided
that it was now time for him to abandon his legal career and devote
all his energies to literary writing. He had long been troubled by
his inability to give himself wholeheartedly to either law or litera-
ture, as a number of remarks in his correspondence indicate, includ-
ing this passage in a letter to Theodor Hell, dated April 20, 1824:2¢

Your kind invitation to contribute to Hell’s publications] was very flattering,
but unfortunately I don’t know at all whether I can manage it. The lawyer in
me is now engaged in lively conflict with the poet and critic and it is almost like
a battle for life and death. There are limited prospects everywhere, and then good
friends are encouraging a fight between the allies literary criticism and poetry;
and within me one often shouts of the other: ‘Strike him dead!’

Thus we see the author torn between a variety of interests, even
within the literary field itself. It was to his disadvantage as a creative
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artist not only that he attempted too much (political and literary
journalism, editing, reviewing, the composition of poetry, dramas,
historical novels and stories, translations, the writing up of famous
trials and lawsuits) but also that he decided to depend on literature
as a means of livelihood. As a result, the principal motive for
writing almost everything except his historical novels was a financial
one. In devoting all his time to literature he undoubtedly acquired
a vast and varied store of literary knowledge and experience, but he
thereby forfeited the secure and more harmonious existence of a
writer or poet who composes at leisure, supporting himself by other
employment, e.g. the Swiss writers Jeremias Gotthelf (1797-1854)
and Gottfried Keller (1819-90), the Austrian Adalbert Stifter (1805-
68) and the Swabian poet Eduard Morike (1804—75). Alexis’s
decisive step was taken by August 1824, but not without the most
careful consideration, as may be seen from remarks in a letter to his
mother written in that month.?s In some ways he was driven like
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-81) by inclination and tempera-
ment to make literature his livelihood. Alexis greatly admired
Lessing, about whom he wrote an essay in 1831,2¢ and was inspired
by his example both as a writer and as a man. In some of Alexis’s
stories and early novels there are situations and relationships between
characters reminiscent of those in the comedy Minna von Barnhelm
(1767). There are similarities between the two men in their diligent,
forthright and sincere approach to their chosen craft, despite the fact
that the ages in which they lived and by which they were so strongly
influenced are dissimilar.

Alexis now assumed greater literary burdens by contributing
from 1824 onwards both to Cotta’s Morgenblatt, the most important
literary periodical in Southern Germany and probably in Germany
as.a whole, and to the Vossische Zeitung of which he soon became
theatre critic. He also translated Highways and By-ways by Thomas
Colley Grattan (1792-1864) and thus introduced this Irish author’s
work to the German reading public.

The year 1824, also the date of the founding of the Mittwoch-
gesellschaft (described in the next chapter), marks a great step forward
in Alexis’s literary career. Walladmor had given him a reputation of
sorts as a novelist, and his standing as a literary critic was already
assured. Now he was no longer entirely dependent on the assistance
and guidance of older writers like Fouqué and Tieck. Henceforth
he was to stand in the literary arena not as a disciple, but in his own
right. His activities in the Mittwochgesellschaft were to bring him
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into contact with many important men of letters and he himself was
soon to become a familiar figure in the salons and literary circles of
Berlin.
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CHAPTER THREE

A LITERARY CLUB AND THE THEATRE

N 1824 Hitzig founded in Berlin the literary society Mittwoch-

gesellschaft (Wednesday Society)! to bring together writers and others
with literary interests and as a means of introducing foreign authors
to those who wished to meet them in the Prussian capital. At first
the meetings were on Wednesdays—hence the name—later on
Mondays. The ‘Englische Haus’ (Mohrenstrasse 49) was used as a
centre. Entertainment was markedly frugal and members listened
to lectures on literature or readings. In the early years of the society
Alexis was an active member and served as secretary for several years.
However, he was not able to prevent it developing along paths
distasteful to him. Some older members like Chamisso (1781-1838),
Fouqué, Ludwig Robert and Varnhagen von Ense had been mem-
bers of the earlier Berlin society, the Polarsternbund (Polar Star Club).
A few years after its formation the society, as a kind of successor to
Rahel Varnhagen’s salon; numbered among its members or sympa-
thizers many late Romantic or budding Young German writers,
such as Wilhelm Neumann (1784-1834), Wilhelm Contessa (1777~
1825), Stigemann (1763-1840), Holtei, Eichendorff, Immermann,
Houwald (1778-1845), Wilhelm Miiller (1794-1827), Friedrich
Wilhelm Gubitz (1786-1870), Ernst Raupach (1784-1852), Karl
Streckfuss (1778-1844), Karl Simrock (1802-76), Friedrich wvon
Uechtritz (1800-75) and Heinrich Stieglitz (1803-49), while Achim
von Amim (1781-1831), Wilhelm Wackernagel (1806-69) the
literary historian, the famous philosopher Hegel (1770—18313, the
poet Friedrich von Matthisson (1761-1831), A. W. Schlegel (1767
184s) and the philologist Friedrich Heinrich von der Hagen (1780-
1856) also showed interest in some of its activities. The Berlin
literary journal Der Gesellschafter, edited by Gubitz, became closely
associated with the society, and from time to time published a report
of its proceedings. The birthdays of Shakespeare, Jean Paul, Schiller
and Goethe were regularly celebrated and a small volume on Goethe
and a version of Carlyle’s book on Schiller were published. In
honour of Goethe there also appeared a collection of poems. Some-
times members competed with one another in literary composition,
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especially in the production of occasional poems on love and friend-
ship; nevertheless, they were not encouraged to present their own
major works or to make a regular contribution, and in this way
feuds were avoided for a while. Poetic and, to a lesser extent,
Eolitical issues were debated. Dissolution was, however, inevitable

ecause of the different interests and views of the members, who
were only united in their admiration for Goethe’s genius. Shortly
after the foundation of the society some of its members who were
particularly drawn to foreign literature formed a small group for its
study. It is probable that Alexis joined this group (Gesellschaft fiir
auswirtige Literatur). He was most active in the Mittwochgesellschaft
in 1826, when he delivered lectures on the birthdays both of Jean
Paul and of Goethe; the text of these was published the same year.?
In 1828 the dispute of Alexis and others with the witty but un-
scrupulous dramaturgist Moritz Gottlieb Saphir (1795~1858) caused
a split in the organization, but this was mended a year later, perhaps
partly through Alexis’s efforts, for he tended to avoid disunion
whenever possible. A more serious cleavage occurred concerning
political differences after 1830. Although the organization continued
to exist under various names (from 1828 as Gesellschaft fiir in- und
auslindische Literatur, later as Literarische Gesellschaff) until 1856, it is
unlikely that Alexis took much interest in its activities after 1838.3
The society was regarded as reactionary in tendency by some of the
radical writers of the younger generation like Heine, Heinrich
Laube (1806-84) and Christian Grabbe (1801-36); Alexis appears to
have later accepted this view in a qualified form, remarking in a
letter to Hermann Hauff dated January 9, 1846:

TRat it is not good to let too thorough a cleavage develop between our aspira-
tions and those of younger men, which at first work against us but which in time
can become important or establish themselves in their own right, we can see with
Tegret in our twenty-one year old Mittwochgesellschaft, which has shut out all new
developments since 1830(?) and is now completely senile.

Alexis introduced several writers into the society, including
Wilhelm Hauff (1802-27) and Alexander von Ungern-Sternberg
(1806-68) who describes how he first attended meetings about 1832
and subsequently became acquainted with Alexis’s friends in the
society, Chamisso, Raupach, Gubitz and Franz von Gaudy (1800—40).

Although Alexis came into contact with a large number of writers
through his literary connexions and activities in the Mittwoch-
gesellschaft, he only became intimate with a few of these. It is now
appropriate to consider his literary friendships and his contacts with
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well-known writers (it is often possible to draw a distinction between
the two). He was now in a position to select his own friends (as
distinct from patrons) and he describes them in the section of his
reminiscences devoted to his contemporaries.5 Here he observes that
he has sometimes been censured for not joining a literary clique—by
some he was criticized as being too revolutionary in outlook, by
others as being too servile towards authority (it is thus clear that he
spanned two groups often referred to to-day as ‘Biedermeier’ and
‘Young German’ writers). His friends at this time, Alexis writes,
stood half~way between established writers and greenhorns still
struggling to gain a foothold in literature. He and his friends were
bound together by a common hatred of corruption, hypocrisy and
prudery, but they did not form a literary phalanx. Most of them
died in their prime, leaving Alexis without many close literary
friends in his later years. It is probable that he tends to idealize the
short-lived friends of his youth in describing them. He writes
affectionately of Wilhelm Miiller (1794-1827) whom he calls the
first lyric poet of his age. In 1824 Miiller as a literary critic had
proclaimed Walladmor to be a genuine novel by Scott, although
Alexis warned him of the hoax in an anonymous note;® as a result
of this encounter they became firm friends until Miiller’s premature
death. Another younger writer with whom Alexis became ac-
quainted by correspondence and who was soon his trusted friend,
although they were never able to meet, was Ludwig Halirsch
(1802-32) who lived at first in Vienna and later in Italy, where he
died. Halirsch carried on a lively correspondence with other writers
also, including Adolf Miillner (1774-1829), Gustav Schwab (1792
' 1850) and Gubitz. His best known works were a tragedy Die
Demetrier (1824), Novellen und Geschichten (1827) and Balladen und
lyrische Gedichte (1829).
Alexis also enjoyed the friendship of Wilhelm von Normann
(1802-32), a young nobleman and poet employed in the municipal
‘ courts in Berlin from 1820 onwards. The two writers probably met
in legal circles in the early 1820s, before von Normann set out on
his long tour of Southern Europe. Alexis reviewed the collected
works of his friend in 1847 and refers favourably to Die Reise auf dem
St. Gotthard (1826) and Mosaik oder die erste Liebe Heinrichs IV (1828)
in his reminiscences. The government official and literary critic
Wilhelm Neumann (1784-1834) was an experienced and much older
friend to whom the writer could turn for guidance. Alexis probably
became acquainted with Neumann through Hitzig, Chamisso or
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Fouqué, all of whom knew both writers. Neumann wrote a
remarkably perceptive and appreciative review of Cabanis for
Blitter fiir literarische Unterhaltung (1833, nos. 79-80, pp. 325-31).
Another friend, Wilhelm Albrecht (d. 1836), assisted Alexis for
several years in editing Der Freimiitige and was a foundation member
of the Mittwochgesellschaft. Alexis stresses his remarkable ability to
write amusingly on a great variety of topics. Holtei describes him
as a cool-headed, calculating and thrifty person who never got into
debt, worked hard and often spoke sarcastically or mockingly.?

No letters or documents remain to fill in the details of Alexis’s
friendship with these young men, some of whom scarcely lived long
enough to make their mark. We know more of his relationship
with Wilhelm Hauff (1802-27) who was in a sense a rival in the field
of the historical novel. When Hauff visited Berlin in September
1826, he sought out Alexis, provided with a personal note of
recommendation from Hitzig, who had met Hauff earlier in Ham-
burg. Alexis introduced his guest into the Mittwochgesellschaft, where
Hauff caused him great embarrassment by reading aloud the Kon-
troverspredigt (a kind of mock sermon debating a point of contro-
versy) which he had composed during his travels; this was directed
against the popular but trivial writer Clauren (Carl Heun, 1771-
1854) who had sued Hauff for publishing his story Der Mann im
Monde under the name of Clauren and who was a member of the
Mittwochgesellschaft. Alexis makes it clear that he was not attracted
by some aspects of Hauft’s personality; he describes him as irascible
and refers to his ‘calculating timidity’ (berechnende Schiichternheir).
He regrets that he had apparently offended Hauff by remarks in his
review of Lichtenstein (1826) but maintains that Hauff’s undoubted
talent for humorous or fantastic description was not adaptable to the
tequirements of the historical novel—in Alexis’s opinion ‘the tran-
quillity of plastic art’ (ruhige Plastik).®

The text of three letters from Alexis to Wilhelm Hauff is still
extant.? In December 1826 Alexis sent an announcement concerning
the publication of the new literary journal Berliner Conversationsblatt
of which he was to be editor. He offered special terms to Hauff for
a contribution and asked for his opinion on some of his own works
which had recently appeared. On January 13, 1827 he congratulates
his correspondent on being appointed as an editor of Cotta’s Morgen-
blatt and mentions his personal difficulties, including poor health.
Alexis published Haufl’s Phantasien itn Bremer Ratskeller in his journal
and praises it as his friend’s best work in a letter dated May 13-24,
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1827. Hauft’s ironical preface to his collected Novellen, ‘An Herrn
W. A. Spottlich’, is addressed to Alexis, as is stated in the only letter
from Hauff to our author of which the text is known. This letter,
dated November 10, 1827, i.e. a few days before his death, was
published by Alexis, who devoted space also to an obituary.l* Hauff,
writing from his bed, offered Alexis his Phantasien ... and his
collected stories for review. The tone of all four letters suggests that
the correspondents were on genuinely friendly terms. Perhaps the
most important connection between the two writers, however, lies
in the discovery by Matthey.l! It was always assumed that Hauff
knew Scott’s novels well, mainly because of a detailed analysis of
Scott’s work found among his papers. Matthey has shown that this
is only a summary of Alexis’s collective review of Scott, so that it
is probable that Hauff did not know the British author’s work well
at first hand.

The scanty information available about Alexis’s acquaintance with
the Romantic poet and fellow-Silesian Joseph von Eichendorff
(1788-1857) suggests that he admired Eichendorff as 2 man but
disagreed violently with his political and religious views. Letters
from Eichendorff to Alexis of April 22, 1824 and May 30, 1825%
show that they corresponded on literary business, e.g. Alexis asked
the poet for a contribution to a publication sponsored by the
Mittwochgesellschaft and Eichendorff thanked Alexis for his review of
Krieg den Philistern! Later Alexis was also to review Aus dem Leben
eines Taugenichts appreciatively.’® Eichendorff congratulated Alexis
on having escaped from the cage of office life (Anstellungskdfig) on
giving up his legal career and expressed his approval of Walladmor.
Both men were friends of Holtei and Hitzig. Eichendorff was a
familiar figure at later gatherings of the Mittwochgesellschaft, after it
had changed its name and the place of meeting became the Café
National, Unter den Linden. He behaved with kindness and good
humour towards younger writers, most of whom soon fell under
the spell of his personality. In 1837'* we find Alexis recommending,
on Eichendorff s behalf, one of his poems for inclusion in an antho-
logy which the bookseller Ferdinand Tolle is thinking of compiling
(Alexis cannot remember the first lines of the famous ‘Das zer-
brochene Ringlein’ and misquotes them horribly). By 1849, how-
ever, Eichendorff, in writing to his friend the minor poet Leberecht
Dreves (1816-70), is numbering Alexis among those critics who,
‘with their rough and sometimes dirty hands’ will not ‘savour the
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fragile beauty’ of Dreves’s poems.’® Religious and political differ-
ences are most clearly reflected in Alexis’s review of Eichendorft’s
Der deutsche Roman des 18. Jahrhunderts in seinem Verhdltnis zum
Christentum (The German novel of the eighteenth century in relation to
Christianity) ;'¢ here, although he describes Eichendorff as a ‘writer
of staunch principles, tender-hearted and affectionate’ (‘ein charakter-
fester, gemiit- und liebevoller Dichter’), he also regards him as a
champion of Catholic reaction at a time when the forces of reaction
are in the ascendant and reproaches him for only being interested in
‘Christian’ literature and distorting the truth because of bias. Alexis
admits that he belongs to the opposite political camp.

In 1825 Alexis published Die Gedchteten (The Outcasts), a Novelle
which was translated into Danish as Bestérmelse af Stralsund (Copen-
hagen, 1830) and which throws light on his development as a
story-writer. Here he treats for the first time a period of history
from the recent past such as is to be portrayed later in greater detail
in the novels Ruhe ist die erste Biirgerpflicht (The citizen’s first duty is
to keep calm) and Isegrimm. The plot covers the years from Schill’s
bold revolt in 1809 to the beginning of political reaction after the
War of Liberation (1819). The first part is a realistic portrayal of the
adventures of Schill’s band up to their final defeat at Stralsund. No
attempt is made to idealize either the patriot Ferdinand von Schill
(1778-1806)—depicted as impetuous and too preoccupied with the
enforcement of military regulations to excel as a guerilla leader—or
his followers, some of whom are not amenable to discipline and
plunder the surrounding countryside. These events are described
from the point of view of two young volunteers who gradually lose
their patriotic idealism because Schill receives so little popular
support for his rising against the French. After Schill's defeat
Theodor flees to the lonely island of Riigen to escape capture and
finds temporary solace in communion with nature. He is brought
back to civilization, some years after Napoleon’s fall, by the woman
he loves. His friend Julius, yielding to despair, becomes a brigand.
The second part of the tale is less effective and contains sensational
developments in the plot reminiscent of many an Abenteuerroman or
novel of adventure. Before completing Walladmor, Alexis had
visited Riigen, and a small island off the coast, Greifswaldische Oie,
was known to him from another excursion; in his account of the
latter,1? places associated with Schill are mentioned several times.
Thus the evocative descriptions of the natural scene are based on
personal knowledge of the landscape portrayed and Alexis claims in
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a postscript that ‘the historical facts as well as almost every single
incident are taken from reality in as far as the known sources and
the information collected by the author correspond to the truth’.
Some Prussian critics were offended at the way Schill was presented,
and in a poem published as a kind of self~criticism!® Alexis admitted
that he had perhaps treated the patriot somewhat harshly.

The same year another Novelle, Die ehrlichen Leute (Honest
Characters) appeared from Alexis’s pen. The story, which appeared
in the women’s annual Frauentaschenbuch fiir 1825, is, as Richter
has demonstrated,? inspired to some degree by Cervantes’s Rinconete
y Cortillado; it reflects Alexis’s experience of the law courts in a
portrayal of the criminal’s attitude to society. The irony and parody
in the story are endless, and at one point sentence is passed, not on
the criminals, but on their victims.

For some years Alexis had been struggling to establish himself as
a playwright, for the theatre exercised a fascination over him in his
youth. In this respect he was typical of his age, for many of his most
gifted contemporaries tried to write drama without final success,
Annette von Droste-Hiilshoff (1797-1848), Karl Immermann, Otto
Ludwig (1813-65), Gottfried Keller (1819-90) and Conrad Ferdinand
Meyer (1825-98) among them. Alexis’s efforts were finally doomed
to failure, after a few of the plays surveyed below had been per-
formed occasionally, mainly in the 1820s. Alexis found much in
the Berliners to criticize?® and, in an article published in Der
Gesellschafter for 1826, he asserts that in Berlin nobody is proud of
being one of the people and that there is a stupid and affected
imitation of what is thought to be smart and ‘superior’, while
so-called Berlin dialect is no more than debased slang. To some
extent Alexis blames the theatre for this situation, in patticular the
‘People’s Theatre’ (Volksbiihne) founded by Louis Angely (1787-
1835§ whose influence on the Berlin stage he deplores. Angely
sought popularity and support rather than quality, and succeeded in
drawing crowds to vaudeville and trivial French farces. One of the
few enduring aspects of Alexis’s association with the Berlin theatre
was a distaste for the Berlin dialect, which he later satirized in the
speech of Madame Braunbiegler in Ruhe ist die erste Biirgerpflicht.

Alexis’s dramatic works represent one of the least significant
portions of his literary production but deserve a brief consideration.
From his reminiscences we learn that his first serious dramatic
attempt was Astolf, a fate tragedy in the manner of the contemporary
dramatists Adolf Miillner (1774-1829) and Ernst von Houwald
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(1778~1845). The play® is first mentioned by name in a letter to
Alexis from Holtei dated July 24, 1821. Although Alexis later poked
fun at it, he was most anxious to have it performed at the time of
its composition. He had spoken of it to Tieck when he visited him
in Dresden and sent him a copy on October 20, 1821. He also
approached Holtei, Theodor Hell, the actor and dramatist C. Lebrun
(1792-1842) and the director of a Berlin theatre, Graf von Briihl,
but the drama was never performed. Tieck dissuaded Alexis from
devoting all his literary powers to drama, for he remarked with
reference to Astolf that its author’s talent appeared more suited to
the epic than to the drama. Nevertheless, Alexis continued to
interest himself in drama and, like his contemporaries, after 1822
turned away from the fate tragedy to another type of play in which
Shakespeare was the accepted model. His comedy, Der Prinz von
Pisa, was performed on October 23, 1825. Written in a mixture of
prose and verse (five-foot rhymed iambics), it was inspired by
Shakespeare’s comedies and was a failure, despite various alterations
between performances, because of the author’s excessive use of irony,
which often obscured the meaning. Its hero is a prince who travels
about his country in disguise in order to become more closely
acquainted with his people (cf. the Duke of Vienna in Measure for
Measure); as a result of this subterfuge, he becomes the rival in love
of his political enemy and the head of a popular conspiracy against
his own person. The revelation of his identity saves him from
imprisonment, but not from a most embarrassing situation.

A one-act comedy, Die Sonette (The Sonnets), written in Alexan-
drines rhymed in pairs, was offered to Graf von Briihl on May 22,
1825, but never performed. More successful was the adaptation of
Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives of Windsor (Die lustigen Weiber von
Windsor), performed in the Royal Theatre (Konigliches Theater) at
Berlin on May 25, 1826. In the meantime Alexis had sent Briihl a
romantic drama in five acts, O’ Connor, concerned with the Irish
struggle for independence at the time of the French Revolution. A
reconciliation between the opposing factions is effected by a marriage
between the hero, the son of an Irish nobleman, and the daughter of
the colonel in command of the English troops! In both his dramas
and his stories Alexis is fond of the ‘happy ending’, even if it seems
somewhat forced. The play was performed in Hamburg on Novem-
ber 27, 1826, but aroused no enthusiasm. Alexis attributed the luke-
warm reception to the fact that the actor Eduard Devrient (1801-77),
a personal friend for whom the leading part had been written, had
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to be replaced at short notice by another who did not interpret the
hero’s role adequately.?* On February 27, 1827 a farce for carnival
(Fastnachtschwank), entitled Der verwunschene Schneidergesell (The
enchanted journeyman tailor) and written in five acts in prose, was
performed at the Royal City Theatre, Berlin (Kénigstidtische Theater)
and enjoyed a modest success;?® here Alexis pokes fun at the Hegel-
ians whom he regards as his most bitter enemies (cf. a letter to Tieck
dated October 14, 1826).% Another three-act drama in prose,
Annchen von Tharau, was performed, without attracting much
attention, at the same theatre on January 18, 1828; this was inspired
by Alexis’s admiration for a young lady painted by his friend
Wilhelm Schadow (1788-1862).2° In 1828 he wrote for a competition
a one-act farce Der Himmelsfechter (never published or performed),
another, Sieben Britten, performed in 1828, and a melodrama full of
atrocities, Die Rache wartet, performed on May 21, 1829 and mocked
at for weeks in print by the critic Saphir. Apart from his part in
-two political farces, written jointly with Putlitz in 1848, these were
Alexis’s principal attempts at writing drama; they were doomed to
failure despite his keen interest in the genre.
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CHAPTER FOUR

TRAVEL BOOKS AND STORIES

IN 1826 Alexis visited France and published an account of his
travels in Wanderungen im Siiden (Wanderings in the South, 1828,
preface dated August). The experiences described are attributed
to a friend ‘Sternanis’, but are obviously his own. He freely admits
his weaknesses (vanity, quick temper, a prejudice against English
tourists). Moustached and pipe-smoking, he ‘betrays’ his classical
education by the occasional quotation from Latin or Greck. His
travels took him to Paris, then Blois and Amboise where he recalls
his previous stay as a soldier, later south to Nevers, Lyons, Avignon,
Vauclux, Nismes, Montpelier and a view of the Pyrenees, Toulon
and Nice, where he found the Sardinian customs officials barbarous
and ignorant because they wanted to confiscate and destroy a book
in his possession by the then popular Madame de Genlis (1746-1830)!
The following year he set out on a journey to Scandinavia, accom-
panied by Jean-Jacques Ampére (1800-64), writer, critic and son of
the famous French mathematician, André-Marie Ampére (1775-
1836). Having made the acquaintance of Ampére in June when he
was visiting Berlin, Alexis was persuaded to go at short notice and
left without the necessary travelling clothes. His account of the
journey (Herbstreise durch Skandinavien or Autumn Journey through
Scandinavia, 1828, preface dated April) may be supplemented by
references in Ampere’s letters to his father.! During his fortnight’s
stay in Copenhagen, Alexis seems to have visited literary men like
Johan Ludvig Heiberg (1791-1860), philosopher, poet, playwright
and critic, then at the height of his powers; he inspected Helsingor
Castle and later travelled extensively in Norway and Sweden,
admiring a variety of scenery and urban architecture. He found the
local customs of the Lapps particularly interesting. At one point in
his narrative he gives an amusing picture of his companion Ampére
declaiming from his French translation of Scott’s Lady of the Lake,
while he reciprocates from his German one! Travel literature of
this type was the fashion of the day, established by Heine’s Reisebilder
(Travel Pictures, 1826). fThe works themselves, in addition to inform-~
ing us about the author, indicate a stage in his literary development//
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in that they reveal an advance in the technique of landscape descrip-
tion and in the evocation of regional atmosphere.

In 1832 Alexis published in Brockhaus’s Conversations-Lexikon
(vol. I) the short biography of Ampere, referring to his thorough
study of German, his successful attempts to make German literature
known in France and his perceptive article on Goethe in the French
journal Globe.

Schloss Avalon (Avalon Castle, 1827), likewise published as a
translation of Scott, was Walladmor’s successor, a second (but very
transparent) hoax. That Alexis had already thought of composing
this novel before May 18, 1826 can be seen from the unpublished
Brockhaus-Alexis correspondence.? The sensible publisher had to
discourage the over-confident author from trying to bring out an
English translation of the novel before the original appeared! On
July s, 1826 Brockhaus wrote: ‘

You seem to attach great importance to an English translation and almost to
regard this as the main object; I have no such favourable opinion of the idea. It
is certainly true that Walladmor has evoked no small interest in England, but we
shall have to wait and see whether Avalon Castle does likewise.

However, if I know English booksellers aright, I believe that none of them will
enter into a contract with me to buy the final proofs. . . . We have no wish to
bring out an English translation ... we don’t know the English market well
enough for that and should be exposing ourselves too much to trickery.

Brockhaus also considered that the fee Alexis was demanding was
exorbitant and that the work could not hope to achieve the some-
what scandalous success of Walladmor. Negotiations continued,
Brockhaus refusing to embark on the English translation which, he
pointed out, might have to compete with a hack translation from
the original. Nevertheless, he was keen to publish the novel and on
August 5 expressed his annoyance that Alexis had approached
another firm (Duncker und Humblot) with a view to publication.
Eventually the contract was signed in September and, after delays
in printing, the whole novel appeared by June 1827. At the author’s
request copies were sent to London, Stockholm and to various
French literary acquaintances, including Ampeére and Ludovic Vitet
(1802—73), historical novelist and dramatist, friend and rival of
Prosper Mérimée.

In the same year three stories were also published for the first time.
Meine letzte Nacht in Berlin (My Last Night in Berlin, later entitled
Herr Kritik or Mr Criticism) has such a fantastic plot and is so crammed
with incomprehensible topical allusions that it is difficult to trace
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any central theme in the work except a satirical intention against
popular enthusiasm for the singer Henriette Sontag (1806—54).3
Here and in Collaborator Liborius (later entitled Der Braune or The
Brown Man), Alexis is obviously trying to free himself from
Hoffmann’s influence by parodying and caricaturing his bizarre style.
Gutzkow* noted that Emmerich, which marks a step backwards to the
Merchen or fairy-tale of the early Romantics, is a type of production
outside its author’s usual range. The grim tale of a blood feud
between two families is presented against an idyllic natural scene,
and the reconciliation of the conflicting parties is the ‘happy ending’
which Alexis frequently contrives in his stories.

1827 was also an important year for Alexis the literary journalist,
for he then started, together with the Hegelian and former editor of
the Vossische Zeitung, Friedrich Forster,? the Berliner Conversations-
blatt. Published by Schlesinger, who also brought out most of Alexis’s
travel books, it appeared five times a week. Alexis edited the
original works, Forster the critical section. Well-known writers
from all parts of Germany contributed and many of these were
personally acquainted with Alexis. Wilhelm Hauff was sent a
prospectus and invited by Alexis to write for the journal. From
1830 onwards it was combined with the Berlin organ of ‘enlighten~
ment’, Der Freimiitige (The Man of Candour, which bore a vignette of
the humanist Ulrich von Hutten), taking that title and edited by
Alexis alone. Our author wrote many contributions himself and
worked hard to make the journal a success, but the number of
subscribers gradually decreased and he handed over to another
editor with some relief in October 1835.

By 1828 Alexis was corresponding regularly with the Cotta
publishing house, but could find little time for contributions to
Morgenblatt. An interesting letter to the writer and theologian Karl
von Griineisen (1802-78) shows that he was already on friendly
terms with him, while one from Brockhaus refusing to publish an
anonymous attack on Saphir by Alexis refers to the author’s involve-
ment in the famous Saphir dispute.®* Two more stories were also
published that year. Die Erscheinung von Anklam (The Spectre of
Anklam) is a ghost story with a rational explanation, anticipating
tales of the spirit world narrated in the fifth book of Cabanis. Venus
in Rom, based on a story also used by Heine in Elementargeister
(Elemental Spirits, 1834) and Eichendorff in Das Marmorbild (The
Marble Statue, 1819), is chiefly remarkable for its evocation of the
spirit of the Italian Renaissance. Hubert, an idealistic German
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knight, goes to Rome expecting to find the atmosphere of the great
Roman capital of the classical era. Instead he meets a city in which
sensuality and hedonism reign. A necromancer casts a spell over
him, so that he falls in love with the Italian beauty Faustina, with
whom he idles away his life until he is at last persuaded to return to
his faithful and forgiving German wife Mathilde. There is also a
tragic subsidiary plot which provides a startling contrast to this
happy ending. This first attempt to depict the Renaissance and
Reformation is inspired by the author’s longing for Italy which
endured until he visited that country in 1847. This feeling was
common among Romantic writers and in Alexis’s case was partly
inspired by the example of two revered masters, Goethe and Tieck.
The story harks back to the Romantic love of the dangerous and
unknown, in contrast to the security of domestic life, but it also
points forward to a more nationalist interpretation, the unbalanced
and faithless Latin in contrast to the steady and loyal German (sce
the characters in C. F. Meyer’s Die Hochzeit des Monchs or The
Monk’s Wedding, 1884). Alexis portrays skilfully and realistically
life in Rome, the feuds between great Italian families, the German
Landsknechte or mercenaries, the Swiss guards and Luther during his
visit to the city. The social aspect of the period is treated with
greater care than in earlier stories, but the—for Alexis—unhealthy
influence of Hoffmann finds expression in eerie or fantastic descrip-
tion and incident.

That Alexis had acquired a considerable reputation as a literary
figure by 1829, when he was just over thirty, is shown by the fact
that in that year he was awarded the honorary degree of Doctor of
Philosophy at the university of Halle for his services to literature,
both at home and abroad.” In the same year he paid his third visit
_to Weimar in order to meet Goethe. According to his own account

“he had first come to Weimar during one of his walking tours as a
student (in. 1819), but did not dare to visit Goethe. On a second
visit® which appears to have taken place in 1824 in the company of
Griineisen, Alexis was granted an interview by the great man, but
the meeting was stiff and formal, and he only saw the Olympian
and Excellenz (His Excellency). According to Otto von Giintter’s
note on an illustration of Wilhelm Hauff’s Memoiren des Satan
(Memoirs of Satan) the call on Goethe by Griineisen and Alexis
served as a model for the famous scene in Hauff s story. It was on
this third visit that Alexis at last gained a sympathetic understanding
for Goethe’s personality. Alexis had written to Goethe three times,?
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in 1824 when he sent him a copy of his essay ‘Uber Balladenpoesie’
(‘On Ballad Poetry’)!® but received no reply, in 1826 when he had
heard, as secretary of the Mittwochgesellschaft, that Goethe had
expressed appreciation of his lecture on ‘Goethe the Critic’, delivered
on the occasion of Goethe’s birthday,"* and on July 27, 1827, just
before setting out on his tour of Scandinavia. In this last letter he
thanked Goethe for having sent him a medallion as a token of
personal regard for his work. Alexis’s attitude towards Goethe is
one of extreme deference and in this respect, as in many others, he
stands closer to Biedermeier writers and poets who thought of them-
selves as inheritors of a great literary tradition, rather than to the
Young Germans who looked to the future and had far less respect
for the sage of German letters. In his lecture Alexis traces a didactic,
if not pedagogic, intention underlying Goethe’s work, later
following this interpretation by introducing the pedagogic element
into his own productions. On several occasions he championed
Goethe against what he regarded as malevolent attacks by Johann
Wilhelm Friedrich Pustkuchen (1793-1834) who published a satirical
sequel to Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (William Meister’s Years of
Apprenticeship, 1795-96), Christian Wilhelm von Schiitz (1776-
1847) and Wolfgang Menzel (1798-1873) who considered Goethe
insufficiently patriotic. One of his main criticisms of Menzel’s
history of German literature (1828) which he reviewed on its
appearance!® was that Goethe’s significance and influence in German
literature had not been appreciated at its true worth; similarly his
review of Heine’s Die romantische Schule, part I (Der Freimiitige, 1833,
no. 89 f) is a discussion of Heine’s recognition of Goethe’s genius
and a polemic against Goethe’s enemies.

In his lecture Alexis presents Goethe as ‘in all his creative writing
a great critic of the German nation and one who has found no
successor in the path he trod’. Goethe has been the pioneer in many
different literary trends which later became popular:

In Werther he put into words a need, becoming ever more general—the com-
munication of feelings which were not finding expression in the traditional
precepts of belles-lettres. In Gitz he let us hear memories from the distant past
which were still living, before they disappeared completely. He tested the nature
of the sentimental period in his Stella. The short humorous compositions of his
earlier years are in every sense criticisms of his own experience. Faust grew to

become a critical review of the most profound lines of thought of his time;; the great
sphere of philosophy was absorbed in it. The aspects of observation and criticism

D
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are more clearly expressed in Wilhelm Meister, and did he not investigate by his
own experiments in Die Wahlverwandtschaften (Elective Affinities) a new miraculous
age from which he dissociated himself soon enough?3

Alexis continues by observing that, in addition, both Goethe’s
collected poems and his life bear witness to this continuous critical
activity; his judgments are permeated by humanity, always apposite
because of his circumspection—he offers hints or suggestions
but would scorn to set himself up as a dictator of good taste. Goethe,
Alexis continues, is impressive by reason not only of his genius but
also of his will-power. Within the context of the age this lecture
was an unusually original and perceptive interpretation of Goethe’s
work and deserved the praise bestowed upon it by Heine and Goethe
himself.

Alexis travelled fairly widely in 1829, in the spring to Leipzig and
from there by coach and ship to Koblenz in the company of the
youthful Robert Schumann (1810-56); an account of this journey
is to be found both in a short diary of Alexis handed over to the
Schumann biographer Wasielewski but not used by him, and in
Schumann’s letters.’* The ironical Liigennovelle or ‘tall story’, Das
Dampfschiff, was inspired by this trip on the Rhine: it was published
in the miscellany Urania in 1832. Later he visited Goethe, went to
Paris and on the return journey met Karl Immermann for the
first time in Diisseldorf, staying with him for a few days. His
relations with Immermann, who became the most important of a
number of literary friends in Diisseldorf, have been described in
some detail elsewhere.’s

The ‘Novelle’ Acerbi, published in Taschenbuch fiir Damen (Ladies’
Magazine, 1829), is the first of a number of stories concerned with
the present and contains several allusions to celebrated personalities
of the time. In many ways it anticipates the tone of later Young

"German literature and is said by Nowack® to be partly based on the
life of a Baron von Vaerst who was still living when the story was
composed. Baron Acerbi, an illegitimate believing himself to be of
noble birth and a fanatical champion of the aristocracy, is eventually
driven to madness and suicide because he hopelessly loves a noble-
woman and seems unable to prove his parentage in order to marry
her. The Baron is contrasted with the bourgeois Kessler who holds
liberal political views and is not ashamed of his lowly origin.
Gutzkow states!” that in 1836 Alexis regarded the story as his best
and it is certainly presented in a concise and disciplined form. After
expressing reserved approval of the Novelle, Gutzkow criticizes its
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ending, in which Acerbi discovers that a nobleman, for whose death
he has been indirectly responsible, is his father: it would have been
better, Gutzkow writes, if this revelation had not been introduced
and if the hero had committed suicide not from unrequited love but
from despair at not possessing convincing proof that he is a genuine
member of the class he so much esteems. Without doubt Alexis
confuses the motives for Acerbi’s death and hence this criticism is
justified. The tale bears some similarity to Tieck’s Die Ahnenprobe
(Proof of Ancestry, 1832) with which it has been compared.

1830 and 1831 four volumes of our author’s collected stories
appeared; many of these had already been published, but Die Grifin
Helene (Countess Helen), a relapse into the grotesque and horrific
style of Hoffmann, was an addition. In the preface Alexis expounded
his views on the Novelle as a genre, welcoming a stronger realism
which he traces in contemporary literature. He censures those he
calls ‘lyrical critics’ who are in a sense pro-Romantic and opposed to
the prevailing sobriety of taste, and mentions Menzel by name in
this connection. Menzel took offence at these remarks and inter-
preted them as an attack on his literary theories. He had not forgiven
Alexis for his fair but scarcely favourable review of his history of
German literature.?® In a letter sent early in July 1830 he demanded
a public apology from Alexis; the latter’s reply, dated July 10,®
indicates surprise at Menzel’s indignation, but he finally published
the apology. Relations between the two writers grew even worse
after Menzel took sides with Ludwig Bdrne (1786-1837) in a literary
dispute with Alexis; this developed as a result of Alexis’s review of
the first two volumes of Borne’s Briefe aus Paris (Letters from Paris).20
Couched in indignant language, the article reflected Alexis’s convic-
tion that Borne’s standpoint was blind adherence to the political
views of ultra-liberalism, an ignorance of his subject and a vindictive
hatred of everything German. Alexis voices his disgust at what he
regards as Borne’s negative and destructive notion of freedom,
ﬁarticularly with reference to art or beauty. ‘It is not my practice’,

e writes, ‘to allude to personalities, but a man who has the insolence
to speak about people like Royer-Collard [the French statesman and
philosopher, 1763-1845] and Goethe as he does, does not deserve
even this consideration, which one normally allows the more de-
praved writers, namely that one makes no reference to their charac-
ter’. In reply Borme let fly a storm of abuse in the fourth part of
Briefe aus Paris (letter 74, February 1832) in which he ridicules his
opponent, suggests that he is a social climber moving in court circles
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and a timorous Philistine, ‘born to rest, stick in one place and write
reports’ (‘zur Ruhe, zum Sitzenbleib und zum Referieren geboren’),
then seeks to annihilate his reputation in the scurrilous Hiringssalat
(Herring Salad, a pun on Alexis’s real name). Alexis described all
these abusive remarks as ‘shameless lies and witless buffoonery’® and
never forgot this feud; early in 1833 he was roused to fury by an
article on Borne which had appeared in Brockhaus’s Conversations-
Lexikon. He wrote angrily to the publisher Heinrich Brockhaus
(1804—74) protesting that there were contemptuous references to his
work in this article and that Brockhaus ‘by this cossetting and
over-indulgent article had rushed to the rescue of a scoundrel against
whom it is the duty of every man of honour to speak out in anger
and in deadly earnest’.2?

Alexis’s relations with Gutzkow have been examined by Houben,
who has also published letters from their correspondence.2* While
Karl Gutzkow (1811-78) was still at school, Alexis published an
early contribution from him in the Berliner Conversationsblatt, but in
the 1830s they belonged to different and mutually hostile literary
camps. Gutzkow collaborated with Menzel in work on the literary
supplement of Cotta’s Morgenblatt and espoused his colleague’s cause
by unfriendly reviews of Alexis’s Novellen and Cabanis. In 1837
Alexis criticized Gutzkow’s Wally die Zweiflerin (Wally in Doubt,
1835), but later Briefe aus Paris (Letters from Paris, 1843) by Gutzkow
won his respect. After the 1848 Revolution the two writers forgot
their earlier differences and united against successful younger writers
like Gustav Freytag (1816-91), writing approvingly of one another’s
work. '

Alexis probably met Heine for the first time in Rahel Varnhagen’s
salon which they both frequented in 1820. Their relations, though
ot close, were apparently consistently friendly. In 1825 our author
had reviewed Heine’s collection of poems Lyrisches Intermezzo and
the tragedies William Radcliffe and Almansor;®* his remarks, often
highly critical, were nevertheless honest and untinged by malice.
In particular he showed an understanding of Heine’s lyric talent and
stressed his depth of thought, striking brevity of expression and
preference for the erotic or piquant. Later Hebbel was told by his
publisher Julius Campe that this review had helped to establish
Heine’s reputation. Heine in his turn maintained in the first volume
of his Reisebilder (Travel Pictures, Nordeney, 1826) that Alexis
possessed the necessary talent to become a historical novelist by
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introducing the public to themes from German history in a series of
works.?5 He writes:

I am even pleased with the imitation [of Scott’s work] . . . as we find it in W.
Alexis, Bronikowski and Cooper; the first of these in his ironical Walladmor stands
closest to his model and has shown us too such a wealth of characters and intellect
in a later work [either Die ehrlichen Leute or Die Geichteten] that he could well
present to us, with a poetic originality which merely makes use of Scott’s form,
the most beloved episodes of German history in a series of historical Novellen.

In a letter to his correspondent Merkel (dated January 1, 1827)
Heine mentions that he likes Alexis;?¢ the same year Alexis reviewed
his Reisebilder in a friendly manner. Later Heine, shortly after
returning from a stay in England, writes with admiration of Alexis’s
ability to conjure up the atmosphere of that country, although he
had never visited it.

Although England is often depicted by German storywriters, yet Willibald
Alexis is the only one who possesses the ability to present the localities and
costumes of that country in true colour and outline. I believe that he has never
been in the country himself and knows its physiognomy only through that strange
intuitive power which makes the sight ofP the reality unnecessary to a poet.

Here Heine is speaking of Walladmor (1824) and Schloss Avalon

(1827). In his Romantische Schule (1833) Heine concurred in Alexis’s

views on Goethe and Achim von Arnim (1781-1831), Alexis’s
obituary notice on Arnim being, in Heine’s opinion, the only true
evaluation of his talent to come from the pen of a ‘late Romantic’.
References in Heine’s letter to Laube, dated April 8, 1833, suggest
that the writers are still on good terms but have lost contact and it
seems that they did not meet or correspond further. Alexis sums up
the success of their friendship in his reminiscences:

No two people can be more antagonistic in their views than Heine and 1. We
are a proof that despite completely divergent religious, ethical and political
tendencies, an intellectual cohesion, a friendship of culture is possible.2?

The long list of Alexis’s contributions to Der Freimiitige from 1830
to 1835 published in Goedeke’s bibliography?s indicates that he must
have devoted much of his time in these years to work for this
periodical, until he handed over the editorship to his friend Wilhelm
Albrecht in October 1835. Among the publications in the journal
for 1830 there is Der Vater im Schnee (The Father in the Snow), a
Novelle on a social theme, the disruption of community and family
life as a result of floods on the East Frisian coast. The central idea,
the conquest of hardship and suffering by Christian faith, is presented
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in a naive and sentimental way, and the tale is only of interest
because Alexis first makes use here of sayings and mottoes as they
appear later in his novels.

Der Freiherr (The Baron), later renamed Victoire Charpentier, was
first published in the Taschenbuch fiir Damen (Ladies’ Magazine) of
1830. The action is presented against the historical background of
the Vendée revolt of 1793, and once more the atmosphere of a past
era is convincingly evoked in a series of excellent Genrebilder. After
a bitter struggle, a small band of Royalists is at last persuaded to
come to terms with the French Republic. It is probable that Alexis
partly took the July Revolution in France (1830) as a model and a
warning; he may have intended to deter the Germans from a similar
revolt by painting the excesses of the French Revolution. As is often
the case in Alexis’s work, there is an attempt to bring the story to a
conciliatory conclusion. Thus Baron Rodenhausen, aristocrat and
Royalist, finally marries Victoire Charpentier, once a fanatical
Republican. The author pleads the cause of tolerance and com-
promise, of a rational and humane approach to the solution of
political and social problems. This attitude, adumbrated in Acerbi,
is accentuated in Der Begnadigte (The Reptieved Criminal) published
in 1831. Here the author considers the effect on two men sentenced
to death of a commutation of their punishment to imprisonment.
One of the prisoners is reformed by the examining magistrate
Walter and eventually returns to normal life within the community.
The other, who has killed the woman he loves in a passionate out-
burst of jealousy and looks forward to atoning for his guilt by his
own death, rebels against the decree that he must continue to live
and finally perishes in a condition of insanity during a frenzied
attempt to destroy the whole prison and its occupants by firing the
g)wder magazine. Walter represents the forces of reason, and all

s arguments smack of materialism and philistinism. Nevertheless,
they are partly Alexis’'s own views, and this is understandable, for
Der Freimiitige, which he was editing, had long been the official
organ of ‘Enlightenment’ and he had become influenced by its out-
look in his reaction against Romanticism, from which he was still
striving to free himself, moreover, he was himself an experienced
lawyer accustomed to contact with criminals and could appreciate
the expediency of Walter’s standpoint.

Despite his editorial duties, Alexis found time to write contribu-~
tions for other periodicals, for Cotta’s Morgenblatt from 1829 to
1838, for the Viennese Jahrbiicher der Literatur from 1831 to 1843, for
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the Blitter fiir literarische Unterhaltung from 1831 to 1850 and for his
own journal.?® In addition he composed from 1832 onwards a large
number of short biographical articles for two editions of Brockhaus’s
Conversations-Lexikon, an encyclopaedia with a literary slant which
developed into Der Grosse Brockhaus of our day.

The first of his ambitious cycle of novels on the history of Bran~
denburg—Prussia,\Cabanis, was published in 1832, but did not achieve
the success for which the author hoped. Both Fontane and Ewert®
attribute the somewhat lukewarm reception to the fact that the time
was not yet ripe for such a work and this was most probably the
decisive factor in the general lack of enthusiasm. For the Prussian,
and even for the German reader, the historical setting of the Mark
of Brandenburg was too prosaic and near at hand to vie with the
more exotic or colourful foreign background of Alexandre Dumas
and, to a lesser extent, because his reputation was already on the
wane, of Sir Walter Scott, who died the same year. Romanticism
had almost parodied itself out of coherent existence (although traces
of it lingered on in literature) and the Young Germans thought of
their work as a reaction against it. The period was a difficult one
for literary production, since the authorities were tightening restric-
tions in an effort to counteract any possible effects of the 1830 July
revolution among radical intellectuals in Germany. The historical
theme treated in Cabanis did not win the approval that one might
have expected, for Frederick the Great was not then the popular and
legendary figure that he was later to become in history—his reputa~
tion had suffered a temporary eclipse. An autocrat of his calibre was
not likely to be regarded as an object for admiration in an age of
liberal, even revolutionary ideas. At the same time those older
readers who still respected Frederick probably failed to appreciate
the subtlety of Alexis’s episodic treatment of their hero as the all-
pervading spirit of the age. The public and most critics received the
work coolly, and Gutzkow’s remarks were even ungenerous:*

For his novel Cabanis W. Alexis received a gold medallion and we are not
exaggerating if we say that this rare honour excited our expectations to a high
degree. This novel is staged completely in the Berlin sphere and in it even [the
pronouns] ‘mir’ and ‘mich’ are confused, for in the third part the highly educated
Countess says to her companion, ‘Amelie, du gefillst dicl_z heut mal wieder reche
in Paradoxien’. Otherwise the contents of this extensive volume into which the
author with true zeal has raked as much as possible, show that he was not interested
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in profound and moving characterization. Not without talent he jumbles together
a great many situations whose connexion is passable and the entertainment does
not fail completely in its purpose. A fair number of these sceds [of ideas] are, how-
c}\lrcr, threadbare and can only be made tolerable by the local colour spread over
them,

In 1855 Alexis brought out a new edition of the novel, in which
he tried to compress the material. He sent a copy to Gutzkow and
in the accompanying letter expressed the hope that his former
opponent would approve of the alterations.??

When the novel first appeared Alexis’s literary friends and
acquaintances, who were in several cases his teachers and patrons,
also disapproved. Their views could not be gainsaid, since they
numbered amongst their ranks some of the most important literary
figures in Berlin and in Germany at that time, Tieck and Fouqué,
Hitzig and Chamisso, Raupach and Ludwig Rellstab, Varnhagen
von Ense and A. von Ungern-Sternberg, Eduard Ferrand (Schulz,
1813—42) and Franz von Gaudy (1800—40). The formidable opposi-
tion on every side induced Alexis to abandon this particular genre
for several years and to devote himself to more ephemeral
productions.

Alexis sent a manuscript copy of the first two books of Cabanis
to King Frederick William III of Prussia on April 14, 1832, together
with a letter in which he spoke of the novel as ‘the work on which
I have laboured for four years, the plan of a lifetime. .. closely
connected with the interests of the fatherland and of the glorious
dynasty which has created this fatherland and introduced it into the
European community of nations’.®® Alexis also asked if he might
be allowed to dedicate the work to the King; this request was
refused, but the monarch expressed his willingness to accept a copy
of the novel when it was published.

' On November 6, 1832, the King had a golden box sent to the
author in token of his appreciation of the novel. Although the
author had previously sent copies of Schloss Avalon and Herbstreise
durch Skandinavien to the King and received gold medals in his name
in token of appreciation, it is clear that the monarch was not seriously
interested in Alexis’s work and only accorded it formal recognition.
Alexis held liberal political views and disapproved of many features
in the Prussian government but, because of his respect for the
achievements of the Hohenzollerns and his love for his sovereign, he
wished to gain recognition from the crown. His obituary of
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Frederick William I stresses the monarch’s popularity and reflects
the author’s own affection for his ruler:3 .

If we compare the death-beds of all his royal predecessors, where do we find
anything like this, where such a general affection and deep emotion in the subjects?
Whatever dissatisfaction, desire for change, bitter complaint or silent grudge at
unfulfilled promises may have existed, these grievances did not touch the gentle,
fatherly person of the sovereign.

The Crown Prince, later Frederick William IV, also received a
copy of Cabanis and sent a gracious acknowledgment.
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CHAPTER FIVE

VICISSITUDES

IN the early 1830s Alexis’s personal life was far from happy.
Shortly after the publication of Cabanis he had parted from his
fiancée Julie Gley, a young actress who later won fame under her
married name—Julie Rettich. They had become engaged in 1829,
Alexis having met her through his work as theatre critic during her
season in Dresden and Berlin. The same year she accepted a per-
manent engagement at the famous Burgtheater in Vienna, and it
grew difficult for them to meet often. As a result of this situation,
however, Alexis showed an ever increasing interest in Vienna which
culminated in. Wiener Bilder (Pictures of Vienna, 1833) and eventually,
after the engagement was broken off during Alexis’s visit to the
Austrian capital about June 1832, faded because of painful memories.
During this visit he called on Johann Ludwig Deinhardstein (1794—
1859), the editor of Jahrbiicher der Literatur and hence one with whom
he occasionally corresponded.! They had first met in Berlin in 1830
and Deinhardstein, the anti-liberal Austrian censor, cherished hopes
after Alexis’s skirmish with Borne that Alexis would join the camp
of reaction. Alexis was always on his guard in his relations with
Deinhardstein because of their different political views, but it suited
both writers to work together at the time. Together with Julie and
Deinhardstein he met Eduard von Bauernfeld (1802-90), Franz
Grillparzer (1791-1872) and Josef Schreyvogel (1768-1832) at a
dinner party.? It is unlikely that Grillparzer was particularly attracted
to Alexis; his only published reference to him was written down in
1865 where he mentions his name, together with Mdrike, Otto
Ludwig, Holtei and others, as a beneficiary of the ‘Schillerstiftung’
(a fund for writers in need) with the general disparaging comment,
‘How many of these would Schiller himself have agreed to include
in the list?’®

It will help to complete the picture of Alexis’s character and
appearance in these years if reminiscences by his contemporaries are
consulted. Friedrich Brunold (1811-94), a fashionable writer belong-
ing to a group mockingly styled by Gutzkow ‘the Pomeranian
school of poets’,* remembers Alexis as a regular visitor to the widely
known Stehely Conditorei on the corner of Jigerstrasse in Berlin,
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a confectioner’s which provided newspapers and literary magazines.
Many writers went there to browse amongst the latest numbers and
were familiar with an unpretentious person, ‘who used to enter
timidly with the upper part of his body somewhat bowed and his
little black moustache looking out from under his nose, as though
begging pardon for being there at all’® Despite his obvious ability
to remain on friendly terms with his very large number of acquain-
tances, he was entirely at his ease in the presence of only a tgc:w of
them. This was perhaps partly the result of his intense preoccupation
with reading and writing, to which he devoted so much of his time
that he had little over for social intercourse and eventually, after
some years of this voluntary self-isolation, felt embarrassed at large
gatherings or in public places. Brunold observes that he used to
refer to himself jokingly as ‘der pensionierte Referendarius’ (‘the
pensioned-off probationary barrister’), a remark which suggests that
he still thought of himself as a lawyer rather than a writer, perhaps
because his hopes of literary fame had not been fully realized. It is
interesting that a description of him by Eduard Beurmann, a minor
writer and probably one of Metternich’s informers, is so similar to
that of Brunold:

In one corner of the room [in Stehely’s] I noticed one afternoon a timid-looking
man with the upper part of his body somewhat bowed and a black moustache,
a man whose appearance was half apprehension, half conciliation, a cross between
Berlin candour (Freimiitigkeit) and the writer’s spleen (Zerrissenheif). The waiter
replied to my question that this man was called H . . . [Hiring] and that he edited
the Freimiitige.$

The popular Berlin writer A. von Ungern-Sternberg first met
Alexis during a walk in the Tiergarten and was later introduced by
him into the successor of the Mittwochgesellschaft. “This small, agile
man . .. with the merry eyes and a fine head of curly brown hair’
ad an amiable exterior, Sternberg writes, but occasionally revealed
-traces of sorrow and bitterness:

The truth is that he too found ‘all kinds of things wrong’ in conditions of that
time, but he did not speak out and, like Uhland’s muse, ‘shut away most of his
thought bitterly within the depths of his heart’, at any rate this was my impression
of him and later years showed that he belonged to the ‘dissatisfied’ and secret ‘fault-
finders’, from whom the opposition recruited support and who were destined to
constitute the germ of the future ‘Moderate Left’ in the chambers of deputies. . . .
As far as I can remember Cabanis appeared at that very time and one can already
read between the lines of this . . . novel signs of the later political theorist. As
everybody knows, Hiring has never got as far as a bold brand of liberalism, just
as he has never achieved either a frank, bold and independent kind of writing.”
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This comment, although harsh, contains at least a grain of truth
and throws fresh light on the interpretation of Alexis’s hero Etienne
in Cabanis who, besides resembling Scott’s ‘negative’ hero, is not
entirely free from the fashionable ‘spleen’ (Zerrissenheit) from which
not only Young German writers but also Alexis himself (at this point
in his literary development) suffered.

Alexis’s trip to Austria, Southern Germany and Switzerland in
1832 bore literary fruit in Wiener Bilder (1833). It is typical of the
Prussian censorship at the time that these impressions of Vienna
should be banned on the strength of a single chapter in which the
author attempted to formulate his ‘political confession of faith’;
here he voiced his conviction that hereditary monarchy is the only
expedient form of government for a European state. A self-avowed
royalist, Alexis declares that he has never supported republicanism
because of his belief that hereditary monarchy offers the most
efficient and impartial form of administration with the greatest
possible security to property, the maximum freedom of opinion and
the largest degree of equality between citizens. Alexis accepts
‘Divine Right’ only in the sense that all humans need government,
not only by law, but also by some personal and paternal authority
which can judge their weaknesses at 2 human level. The next point
he makes probably gave offence in certain circles. Alexis rejects an
argument sometimes advanced in favour of the monarchy, namely
that the artist finds patronage at court; nowadays, he declares,
monarchs lag behind their peoples in their cultural standard and
offered little support to writers of prominence like Lessing, Schiller,
Goethe, Heinrich von Kleist or Tieck. The following passage
throws light on Alexis’s religious views, particularly with reference
to his political beliefs, and deserves to be quoted in full:

I am of the opinion that Man, despite all his claims to strength, is a weak creature
and not self-sufficient; and as I believe that an invisible God holds sway over
Nature and its laws, which we can fathom, with an unfathomable law, I think too
that human law is not sufficient to bring right, much less comfort, to Man and
that he needs the mediation of grace as long as he is human. In this sense I believe
in a divine right of kings and am a Royalist, since I believe that the existence of a
patriarchal ruling power side by side with inexorable law is beneficial and
necessary.®

In order to perform its proper function (Alexis continues) a
monarchy must be more than a shadowy figurehead: if it is based
on personal affection, it will provide greater unity than a republican
form of government. Hence, Alexis points out, France, 2 monarchy,
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is stronger and more united than the republics Italy, Poland or
Greece. Both the ideal of absolute equality and that of republicanism
are impracticable; the belief in sovereignty of the people (Volks-
souverainitit) is a chimera and illusion, because popular unity can
only be achieved of itself at moments of crisis, e.g. the Prussian
uprising against the national enemy in 1813. Alexis abhors the abso-
lute monarchy in which government is dependent upon the ruler’s
caprice, but believes that this form of administration is as rarely
encountered as the absolute republic. Alexis is not certain whether
he would advocate a constitution for the state (then a favourite point
of debate), for he remarks that constitutions are useless without a
living spirit behind them. He does, however, champion legitimism,
since he believes that rule based on hereditary right is the only
expedient which can counter uncertainty as to succession. This
uncertainty can be more harmful than the certainty of acquiring a
weak or wicked ruler. Alexis admits that a ruling family can
degenerate, forfeit its right to govern and be removed. For this
reason he claims that the July revolution in France was justified,
since it rid the country of a useless king; unfortunately, however, it
also fostered hope in the chimera of Volkssouverainitit. Germany,
he declares, has been fortunate in her princes, the houses of Habsburg
and Hohenzollern; they are linked to their peoples by a mutual bond
of affection, so that attempts since the Congresses of Vienna and
Carlsbad to awaken distrust between ruler and ruled have always
failed. Liberal objectives can only be attained by evolution, not by
violence; on the other hand, Alexis condemns reactionary tendencies
which can only lead to retrogression or stagnation. Germany’s ideal
unity, he remarks, is endangered by the distrust existing between
North and South. Hugo Bieber interprets this attitude as a desire
to extend the Prussian state all over Germany.® Whether this is true
or not, there can be no doubt that Alexis himself did his utmost to
bring about a greater understanding between North and South
Germany and Austria in the literary, social and political spheres.
Alexis declares that the royalist cause is in decline, not because of
strong opponents, but on account of weak monarchs. However,
republican ideas have not gained a firm footing—rulers are more
afraid of these ideas than the peoples are attached to them. Royalty
is not imperilled by propaganda, liberal publicists or a free press,
but only by a press which is gagged. He discusses the censorship
and the banning of certain publications, concluding that these
measures are short-sighted rather than expedient. The people, he
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prophesies, will return to the monarchic ideal. In the chapter
entitled ‘Liberalism’ (Liberalistus) he claims to be an ‘aristocrat’,
i.e. a champion of the principles of aristocracy, because he believes
that no nation can long survive without this class.

This ‘confession of faith’ reveals that Alexis’s political views
diverged widely from those of the Young Germans, whose works
were also banned by the same censorship. Ludwig Lorenz has
likened Alexis’s political standpoint to that held by conservatives in
Germany in 1914;° this is probably an over-simplification and could
at the most apply in some respects to his outlook after the disappoint-
ment of the 1848 revolution. He may be classed with those National
Liberals whose patriotism induced them, after the failure of the
1848 revolution, to support Bismarck as the sole hope of achieving
the dream of a united Germany. That Alexis usually adheres to a
central position in politics but reserves his right to express a view-
point independent of any political party is suggested in the preface
to Schattenrisse aus Siiddeutschland (Silhouettes from Southern Germany,

1834):

All colours would have to be erased from these pictures, if the political ones
were not included. They can no longer be separated from the rest. My Con-
fession of Faith is no secret. Neither the most recent events on the one hand nor
the calumnies on the other have changed it in the slightest way. Iregret the former,
but not on my own account—the latter are the inevitable lot of all adopting an
independent standpoint. For me, my opponents are only those who regard one
single principle, conceived and developed by human agency, exclusively as the
eternal truth, and only those challenge me to personal conflict who wish to make it
my personal duty to pay homage to such a principle, whether to the right or to the
left. I believe nature and life to be so infinitely rich, that thousands can still seck
a straight path between both principles without even touching one another.!?

Alexis’s political views have been considered in some detail
because they are important for his work as a whole. However, his
impressions of Austria, which fill most pages of the volume, are
certainly not without interest. He claims to have approached the
Austrian frontier with trepidation because of the Austrian govern-~
ment’s reputation for brutal repression, but he soon found that such
stories were ‘mere fairy-tales’. He attended a literary circle which
was the successor of the ill-famed ‘Ludlamshéhle’ (‘Ludlam’s Cave’)
with which Grillparzer was connected and he was impressed by the
fraternal behaviour towards each other of the ‘ex-Ludlamites’. He
praises the Burgtheater and shows unusual understanding (for a
Prussian) in his remarks on the Viennese popular theatre. Robert F.



56 Willibald Alexis

Arnold, an expert on the Viennese theatre, stated that nobody of
that time from Northern Germany had written on the comedies of
Ferdinand Raimund (1790-1836) with such perception.®

Alexis was the perfect tourist in that his curiosity about other
countries seemed immeasurable without being tactless, while he was
devoid of those national and local prejudices which mar many an
otherwise attractive travel sketch. Hence he notes that the steps up to
houses are of stone (in contrast to the wooden ones of Berlin), he
admires the natural behaviour of the aristocracy and the friendliness
of the ordinary people, but censures the laxness of morals. One
chapter is devoted to the specialities of the Austrian cuisine. In
reviewing the book Gutzkow is sarcastic about the detailed descrip-
tions (‘it is good that Alexis has seen everything, but inappropriate
if he tells us all about it in turn’) and then makes an observation
calculated to deter the most determined reader: ‘but one must not
be unfair, there are several passages in this book which can be read
without distaste’.2¢

By March 1833 Alexis was thinking of another trip south to meet
his friends in the Rhineland and Swabia, for he wrote to Hermann
Hauff of this intention and hoped that he would be able to meet
him. At about the same time he was writing to Deinhardstein
mentioning his plan and throwing out dark hints about the persecu-
tion he was enduring (with reference to the attack on Cabanis by
Menzel through his lieutenant Gutzkow). Alexis was obviously
anxious to renew friendships which had cooled somewhat as a result
of his skirmishes with Menzel and Borne; he also wished to establish
a reading public for Der Freimiitige in the south, where it was not
read widely for various reasons, mostly regional or political. Having
set out in July, he probably visited his friend Simrock on the Rhine.
Later, in the company of the historian Friedrich von Raumer (1781-
1873), he called to see the poet Nikolaus Lenau (1802—50) in Stutt-
gart, for he had a letter of introduction to Lenau from the hospitable
Justinus Kerner (1786-1862) whom he had already visited. Lenau
describes Alexis as ‘an interesting, cultured, intellectual man’.?* In
September and October, perhaps on his way home, Alexis spent
some weeks in Diisseldorf with acquaintances, including Immer-
mann, Friedrich von Uechtritz, Wilhelm Schadow and the com-
poser Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (1809-47). Gutzkow gives this
information in two letters to Menzel dated September 20 and
October 11, 1833 (‘Alexis has undertaken a great journey of recon-
ciliation . . . to appear in person before his opponents and to disarm
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them by his amiability’).'® Our author knew Schadow from his
Berlin days in the Academy of Art (till 1826), he had also met
Immermann and Uechtritz earlier. This is the only reference I have
found to his acquaintance with Mendelssohn, who was a close friend
of Uechtritz, but perhaps they met again when the Mendelssohn
family took their holidays at Heringsdorf.1? This fishing village on
the Baltic Coast on the island of Usedom came to be associated with
Alexis’s name, but he did not found it, as has been claimed. By
October 14 he was back in Berlin and reporting to his friend Simrock
that he had become a ‘Pomeranian landowner’ by buying a house
in Heringsdorf;® later he extended his possessions there and often
spent his vacations at the house until about 1847, when he was trying
to sell it. In his book England im Jahre 1835 von Raumer makes a
humorous reference to the house!® as a ‘new residence’ and it may
be that Alexis later built another house for himself there.

Schattenrisse aus Siiddeutschland is a readable and probably fairly
truthful account of Alexis’s journey, his impressions of the people
he meets and the places he visits. Interest in the historical and
particularly in what is ‘kulturgeschichtlich’ (i.e. reflecting social or
cultural history) dominates his descriptions of such places as Karls-
ruhe, Heidelberg, Baden-Baden, Besigheim, Cannstatt or Stuttgart.
We are given his views on the Salzkammergut, Salzburg and
Berchtesgaden. In Dresden he met the painter Caspar David
Friedrich (1774-1840) and reproduces their conversation. Many
years before he had first become acquainted with him and mentions
him in a letter to Theodor Hell dated October 29, 1823.2° Worms,
Speyer and the general character of the Palatinate are all portrayed,
Alexis poking fun at the way inhabitants of the area ape French
manners. The patriotic author presents with irony a fellow traveller
who proclaims that Germany has had her day and that America is
now the only land offering a modicum of personal freedom and
the opportunity to get rid of prejudice and nationality: Alexis
reflects humorously over his own prejudices in this respect:

Then I too thought of the failing for which a witty reviewer in Hamburg had
reproached me, how I could possibly be interested in the hero of my Cabanis
who devoted the whole of his life to a blind loyalty to his royal hero Frederick
the Great! I could have answered modestly that my hero was a Prussian officer of
1760, but I had not reflected that it is the duty of a writer to inoculate the characters
of the past with the enlightenment of our age.2!

E
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Admiration for America was often expressed in the works of the
Young Germans, Goethe, Lenau and also in Alexis’s early
stories, e.g. in Acerbi, where Countess Arnheim remarks (p.189):
If only I could go to America, that land where all prejudices
cease, where we are all equal, where we can believe what we wish,
where everyone only works for what is useful.”

For the student of literary history Alexis’s relations with the
Swabians, at a time when there was all too precise a cleavage
between North and South, are of special interest. Besides describing
his visits to Weinsberg to stay with Kerner, his meeting with Lenau
and his views on Ludwig Uhland (1787-1862), Karl Mayer (1786
1870) and Gustav Schwab (1792-1850), he also mentions a reunion
with one of his closest Swabian acquaintances, Karl von Griineisen,
whom he had met several years before. In his remarks on Switzer-
land he declares that there is no Swiss writer who gives a truthful
picture of Swiss life. He only mentions Mérike anonymously, as
the author of the novel Maler Nolten (1832). The whole book
retains the liberal and sensible qualities typical of the author’s travel
accounts, and it is disconcerting to find a French critic?®® accusing
Alexis of pandering to the Prussian crown and holding reactionary
views.

In 1834 a French translation of Cabanis (in a shortened form) was
published anonymously by Gosselin in Paris; this was by Sophie
Augustine Leo, wife of the historian and philosopher Heinrich Leo
(1799-1878). She wrote under the name of Leontine Romainville
and had already published such works as Die beiden Liberalen. Aus
den Papieren eines jungen Parisers (The Two Liberals. From the Papers
of a Young Parisian, Leipzig, 1831).2 In a letter to Theodor Hell
dated May 12, 18332 Alexis had recommended a story by Leontine
Romainville for publication, stating that he knew her only slightly
through her family and that the story was based on her own experi-
ence of the 1830 revolution in Paris. It is not known whether the
story was published by Hell, but it is possible that the translation of
Cabanis was made as a result of their acquaintance. The same year
Alexis became involved in a dispute with the painter and writer
Alexander Simon who took offence at a criticism of his pictures,
published in Der Freimiitige in. October 1834, while Alexis was still
editor.?* As we shall see, Alexis eventually resigned from editorial
responsibility and this was only one of the many unpleasantnesses

which induced him to take the step.
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CHAPTER SIX

CONTEMPORARY PROBLEMS IN LITERATURE

N 1834 Alexis was still remembered as the author of the banned
Wiener Bilder' and was already at work on his first novel of con-
temporary life, Das Haus Diisterweg (Bleak House suggests what is
meant without being an exact translation). For an impression of him
at this time, we must return to the reminiscences of Brunold who
visited him at his home—then at Zimmerstrasse 1.}

Brunold entered his study which was situated to the right of a
courtyard and was simple, unadorned and yet comfortably fur-
nished. He found Alexis, then editor of Der Freimiitige, arranging
for reviews with the literary journalist Hermann Marggraff (1809~
64), a close associate at this time (Alexis recommended him to
Brockhaus in 1835 and he reviewed Alexis’s Der Roland von Berlin
favourably in 1841). Brunold recorded that Alexis, in giving
instructions to Marggraff, did not favour any particular work in
a group of books for review; to Alexis the editor the intrinsic worth
of the work itself was important, not its author. When Brunold
arrived, Alexis was in a state of depression, but he cheered up later
and ‘when he had overcome the anxiety which he was feeling
because I had seated myself on an elegant chair which, he feared,
might break from my rocking on it, he became as amiable as one
could imagine’. Normally, Brunold declared, Alexis never spoke
about the books which he was writing, but now he felt the need
to do so, and even read aloud a passage from the unfinished Das
Haus Diisterweg, which, published in 1835, reflects the author’s
world-weariness and unstable, if not despairing outlook at the time
of its composition. Although Alexis in the preface warns the reader
not to take the opinions expressed in the novel as representing those
of the author, there can be little doubt that his views in various
moods are attributed to several of the characters, especially the poet
on the verge of madness, Eberhard, who vents his most pessimistic
thoughts, and Baron Landschaden, who provides a mouthpiece for
his melancholy reflections on life in his calmer moments. The
incoherence of form and the ‘spleen’ of most of the characters
suggest that Alexis is following the fashionable Young German
productions of those years, but the patriotic and positive call for
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German unity in the writings of the idealist Prince Guido shows
how different the author’s political views were from those of the
Young Germans; this partly explains why representatives of the
new movement like Gutzkow derided the novel.? The finely-
worded allegory of the conflict between the giants (the nobility) and
the dwarfs (the bourgeoisie) which has laid the country at the mercy
of her enemies and reduced her to ruin, concludes with the vision
of a knight in glittering silver armour with the crest of the double-
headed eagle shining on his helmet; this blonde, blue-eyed youth,
who is to lead the German people to victory and unity, probably
embodies the hopes of Alexis and some of his contemporaries in a
future when the popular and still romantic Crown Prince, later
Frederick William IV, would succeed to the throne of Prussia and
possibly further the cause of German unity.

The action of the novel is crowded with improbabilities. A
wealthy but cynical nobleman plays a malicious practical joke on
his hopeful heirs, and, in accordance with instructions left by him,
his will passes from one relative to another, until it reaches Baron
Landschaden. The latter, who has meanwhile won a reputation as
an author, is also duped, for ten days before his wedding he has to
open a codicil which disinherits him if he chooses a wife with less
than sixteen noble ancestors and replaces him by an unknown elder
brother, who, at his father’s caprice, has been brought up in a
bourgeois home in order to discover whether he will be led back to
the nobility by instinct. At the end of the story the Baron is un-
knowingly responsible for the death, during a popular revolt, of his
brother, with whom he never actually becomes acquainted in that
relationship. However, he eventually conquers his despair, attains
a resigned attitude to life and is able to give his existence meaning
and purpose by caring for a woman whom he had loved in the past
but who had later been seduced by a scoundrel.

The work is built up from letters by the various characters, news-
paper reports and extracts from diaries, and this technique inevitably
makes the form fragmentary and the plot difficult to unravel. Since
the characters and situations are often described from the point of
view of several people at different times, it is not surprising that the
atmosphere of the whole is hazy and ambiguous. Eberhard’s gradual
loss of sanity is reflected in his letters and the reader is first given an
unbalanced interpretation of events from his point of view. Later,
however, in the greater proportion of the work, characters and
situations are presented as scen by Baron Landschaden and as
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described by him in his letters to Canoness Sophie, the only person
unaffected by ‘ragged nerves’ or Zerrissenheit. She maintains her
solidity and integrity of character by living in solitude and is thus
able to offer impartial advice to the young Baron who depends on
her spiritual and moral guidance.

The conversation between a bookseller and a young writer (a
common theme, treated, for example, by the Russian poet Alex-
ander Pushkin (1799-1837) in a poem in dialogue written in 1824)
reflects Alexis’s bitterness against the reading public for always
assessing an author’s worth from his first book and for refusing to
admit that he can later improve or change his style:

How often it is trumpeted abroad that some young writer or other is a new
Goethe or Shakespeare in the making and then, if his second more solid work
has not the piquant and fresh taste of the first, the reader wrinkles his nose and in
a few years the writer is forgotten because he will not keep in step with fashion. . . .
This public, which only nibbles, is extremely annoyed if a later work attracts
more attention and is generally acclaimed as more perfect, inherently fresh and
powerful, because it has to take some trouble over the author again 3

Alexis is obviously contrasting the enthusiastic welcome accorded
to Walladmor with the relatively cool reception of Schloss Avalon
and Cabanis, both greater works than the earlier novel. The book-
seller suggests to the young writer that he should do his utmost to
please the public; the writer is astonished at this advice which, as he
remarks, is the opposite of what the bookseller had given previously
His protest reflects Alexis’s contempt for the fickleness and muta-

o ——

bility of public taste.
But how often you have told me. .. that it is impossible to get through to
' the reader to-day without liberalism and that a bookseller can shut up shop if he

doesn’t do homage to the presentage! You reject historical novels because Scott’s

style is out of date; witty, reflective pictures of everyday life like Irving’s and

Heine's travel sketches have also gained as much admiration as they can expect;
| the lengthy American novels about seas and deserts don’t sell in sufficient numbers
because they are only bought by lending libraries. You encouraged me to write
in Spindler’s style and then referred to his talent in ambiguous terms because his
most recent novel didn’t have the success of his earlier ones. Now I am supposed
to compose ‘Poetic Walks’ [presumably in the style of Anastasius Griin’s Spazier-
ginge eines Wiener Poeten or “Walks ot a Viennese Poet’, 1831] and then you say
that after all these would only be poems and the public is tired of poetry. So Iam
! supposed to convey my thoughts in bitterly pungent, terse prose and now you
don’t even want the thoughts.4

The bookseller excuses himself on the grounds that public taste is
continually changing. Customers rarely want Goethe’s Uber Kunst

L —————
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und Altertum (On Art and Antiquity, 6 vols., 1816-32) or the stories
of Tieck, but the ephemeral productions of the day sell in large
numbers. Above all the bookseller would advise concentration on
piquant or sensational literature. Baron Landschaden also voices
Alexis’s censure of the works of many of his contemporaries, when
he observes that patriotic characters are no longer portrayed in
literature; his assertion that the right to govern claimed by the
Habsburgs and Hohenzollerns is based on the link of family affection
which binds them to their peoples supplements Alexis’s remarks in
Wiener Bilder and provides the key to his outlook in the patriotic
historical novels:

" The purely human relationship which, documented step by step in history,
explains how Habsburgs and Hohenzollerns gradually became what they are,
rising from our midst, never separated from us, but raised over us by their will-
power, the purity of their intentions, the profound morality of their innermost
being, not destroying in a vain thirst for conquest, but actively moving forward
with the spirit of the people and the urge of higher necessity, creating the states
that they rule; this is their legitimacy which lives, grows green, blossoms. Any-
thing else is corruption.’

On the one hand Alexis castigates the foolish, futile restrictions
intended to ensure Germany’s security, e.g. in the scene where an
official refuses to admit into the country a man whom he knows
well but whose papers are not in order, while a French spy with
forged credentials, who boasts of the ease with which he tricks the
authorities, is allowed to move about in freedom. On the other
hand the slogans of the Young Germans and the prophecy of the
‘Peoples’ Spring’ (Frithling der Vilker) seem to our author, as to
Landschaden, mere empty noise (Schall und Hall), and no solution
in an age favourable to the rise to power of a shallow youth like
Fritz Wenig (his surname means ‘little’ or ‘not much’) who follows
the principle ‘don’t let them put you off” (man muss sich nur nicht
abweisen lassen). Alexis’s conviction that the government has no
understanding for the liberals finds expression in the attitude of the
Minister of State who declares that he prefers to deal with radicals
or royalists—with them he knows where he is! This point of view
is familiar to us in the attitude of the Soviet leaders towards the
British Labour Party. The Minister speaks of liberals as ‘sheepsheads
who still think that all men can become good. They don’t know
what they want’, he says, ‘and neither do we’.

The novel has been examined in some detail because it reflects in
an interesting way its author’s views, his disillusionment about the
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taste of the reading public, his dislike of contemporary literature,
his dissatisfaction with political developments and his loyalty to the
monarchy. Although he realized the weaknessés of the novel as a
work of art, he regarded it as his most significant publication up to
that time.® Despite its many faults, it is still readable to-day, and
the dramatic technique employed in shaping the plot and creating
suspense may be condoned, for the reader’s attention is thereby held
throughout the course of the action. ,

These years were difficult ones for writers in Prussia, and particu-
larly for journalists, because of the repressions of censorship culmin-
ating in the ban on the works of the Young Germans and others in
November 1835. In the face of this official reaction certain drama-
tists and composers formed a committee to secure their rights
through a petition to the Bundestag or Federal Diet. Alexis seems to
have held some kind of official position on this committee and wrote
in 1835 to both Immermann and Eduard von Schenk (1788-1841)7
asking for their support. Nothing seems to have come of this
attempt at self-defence by the more moderate elements among
writers and composers.

Nowack? asserts that the chief reason for Alexis’s resignation from
the editorship of Der Freimiitige was his belief that it was impossible
at that time to maintain an independent outlook and mode of
expression amidst the bitter political disputes which had invaded the
literary field. It is clear from his letter to Theodor Hell dated
September 3, 1835° that he had long been pondering this step,
especially because of his dislike of the intrigue and scandal in which
his necessary connexions with the theatre involved him. He now
turned away from his time-consuming journalistic activities for a
period and devoted himself to financial speculation and business
interests. Like his contemporary, the French novelist Honoré de
Balzac (1799-1850), he required some outlet for his enormous mental
energy and the habit of unremitting industry. When he wearied
of the literary scene temporarily, he devoted himself to ‘building’,
extending his possessions in Heringsdorf and having a house erected
for himself in the Wilhelmstrasse in Berlin, where he lived with his
mother and stepsister. His letters!® show that this activity gave him
great satisfaction at first, although he was annoyed that friends like
Simrock thought that he had made large sums while editor of Der
Freimiitige; later he expressed concern at building costs. It was less
a desire for material possessions than a gambling instinct in Alexis
which drove him to take even greater risks. He built several houses
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in Berlin in the next ten years and, in February 1839, he entered the
bookselling and library business by buying the Berliner Lesekabinett
(at Behrenstrasse 32) which had then recently been started by the
young Jewish writer Aaron Bernstein (1812-84)1 who continued
as a partner in the enterprise, to which a publishing house called
‘Buchhandlung des Berliner Lesekabinetts” was soon added. A more
stable successor of this publishing house was ‘“W. Adolf and Co’,
founded in 1846 and enduring until the 1870s. Alexis published
several of his works, including the historical novels Der falsche
Woldemar (Waldemar the Impostor, 1842), Die Hosen des Herrn von
Bredow (The Breeches of Sir Gétz von Bredow, 1846) and Der Werwolf
(The Werewolf, 1848) with one or other of these presses. There is
no doubt that he had long had a hankering after publishing and
believed that now was the time to make a fortune by it (he always
dismissed his publishers’ hard-luck stories as inspired fiction!).
Unfortunately, the publishing trade was entering a recession in the
case of serious books, partly because of the growth of libraries which
made it unnecessary for those with an interest in recently published
literature to buy the books for themselves. Again like Balzac,
Alexis proved to be anything but a financial wizard and by the
summer of 1841 he was complaining of his financial difficulties with
the Lesekabinett and seeking Brockhaus’s advice, mentioning the
problem of partnership with Bernstein. Brockhaus deals with this
last point brusquely—'it’s never advisable to enter into a business
" association with someone who doesn’t own anything’—and urges
Alexis to sell out:

At the time when you made the purchase I did not approve of your plan in as
far as you intended to make a business out of it; the German public only read at
home or in cafés where they can eat at the same time. And your efforts to furnish
the institute completely have done you harm. The best should have been sufficient
and the costs would then have been easier to meet. I understand your present
difficulties all too well—you have a considerable capital invested in an enterprise
in whose success you no longer have confidence. If an exact reckoning indicates
that in the future you are not likely to at least cover your expenses completely, I
would strongly advise you not to fight shy of a loss at first, an uncertain investment
is a doubtful business. If you are determined not to carry on with the business,
offer good terms to-a buyer, make a sacrifice and get rid of it.12

It seems that Alexis was either unwilling or unable to follow this

advice, for he was still associated with the Lesekabinett in 1845. In
his essay on Alexis, Theodor Fontane (1819-98) quotes an unnamed
source as stating, ‘the desire to speculate pulsed in Alexis’s veins like
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a drop of alien blood. He was enticed by financial adventures and
he usually had to pay dearly for them.’® Holtei* mentions that Alexis
was very generous in advancing him loans (Holtei led an unsettled
and financially unstable life), but this was because they were close
friends, for in general his good nature did not extend to financial
risks of this kind. :

Alexis showed much interest in the development of industry and
the extension of the railways. This is evident from his entertaining
essays about the line from Berlin to Potsdam, written in 1837 and
1838.15 He also wrote several articles about August Borsig (1804-57),
the locomotive builder from Breslau who competed successfully
with the then all-powerful British engineers. In the Morgenblatt
Alexis publicly urged readers to buy railway shares and expressed
the hope that the Prussian government would assume responsibility
for laying out a network of main lines.

Meanwhile, in 1835, two stories had appeared from Alexis’s pen,
Die Grossmutter (The Grandmother) and Eine Parlamentswahl (A
Parliamentary Election). Die Grossmutter reflects the more profound
impact of contemporary Young German literature in the portrayal
of an apparently respectable social circle in which, however, almost
every character is hypocritically concealing some disreputable feature
in his (or her) life. Alexis here relapses into the fantastic Hoffmann
style in such details as the mysterious reappearance of characters
believed dead and the role assigned to telepathy or ‘second sight’.

Eine Parlamentswahl purports to treat the problems of an English
election during a period of the recent past. The Tories, Whigs and
Reformers portrayed are, however, thinly disguised Conservatives,
Liberals and Radicals as they might appear in contemporary Ger-
many. Eventually the opposing factions are partly reconciled by
the marriage of leading members of two different parties, Sir
Edward Bramfield and Lady Judith Beedle Bowdle, and by a united
national stand against the Pope. In this tale, as in Walladmor, the
portrayal of disorderly popular assemblies is employed to suggest
the democratic spirit of the English.

In 1836 a further collection of Alexis’s stories was published in
two volumes as: Neue Novellen. In addition to works already dis-
cussed, this contains Es weiss niemand, woher der Wind kommt (Nobody
knows where the wind comes from). This tale is also coloured by the
influence of Young German literature in the views of the heroine
Celestine concerning the equality of the sexes and in the isolation
of the hero Philibert amidst the pompous and conventional circle of
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the legal profession. Yet the author also introduces a note of irony
towards the end of the story in sketching his hero’s development,
after his marriage, from a rebel against society to 2 man of distinction
who has found his place in life.

The same year witnessed the publication of a small collection of
poems entitled Balladen. These are not all composed in ballad form,
as the title would suggest, although the tendency is towards epic
rather than lyric treatment; there are Volkslieder, imitations of
Spanish verse forms and other poems, some of which had previously
appeared in stories already published or were concerned with some
theme or situation depicted earlier in a story, e.g. “Walladmor’,
‘Der Geichtete 1809 (“The Outcast’)’, ‘Englisches Radicalenlied 1820’
(Walladmor), ‘Torylied’, ‘Hochtorylied 1835’ (Eine Parlamentswahl).

Alexis began writing lyric poetry at an early age, but was never
able to avoid stilted or extravagant imitation of late Romantic poets
in this genre because he always sought to remove the ‘personal’
element from composition, regarding it as vitally important that
the writer should succeed in escaping from subjective presentation.
It is therefore understandable that his ballads are far more effective
than his lyric poems. His intense interest in the ballad form led him
to write a treatise on the genre, as has already been mentioned.1®
The slim volume Balladen offers a variety of forms, in which ballad
and Volkslied reign supreme, particularly two which had appeared
in Cabanis, ‘Friedericus Rex’ and ‘General Schwerin’ (lament on the
death of a beloved general). Fontane'? wrote of these two poems
with enthusiasm, claiming that they alone were sufficient to render
Alexis immortal to Prussians.

From the information provided by Felix Hasselberg and E.
S(chwarz)'8 it is clear that Alexis composed ‘Friedericus Rex’ before
he had written a line of Cabanis, and it is probable that the poem
was the result of discussions during summer walks in Heringsdorf
between the composer Karl Loewe (1796-1860), a Dr. Maximilian
Runze and Alexis. One day they were speaking of folksongs and
agreed that unfortunately there were no genuine Prussian soldiers’
songs, not even with reference to the exploits of Frederick the Great.
Loewe mentioned a certain old folk tune which could be adapted,
and Alexis later wrote ‘Friedericus Rex’ in the thythm of this old
tune, using the poem as a very moving leitmotif in. Cabanis. Loewe

" composed his setting to it in 1837, and it was also set to music by

other composers like G. W. Fink, L. Kindscher and F. A. Reissiger.
The old folk tune, to which Karl Loewe’s setting is close, is printed
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in the editions of Cabanis illustrated by W. Camphausen (2nd edition
1857 and later ones). Holtei!® relates that Alexis subsequently
became famous as the composer of the words of this song, which
people sang when he appeared in the streets. Karl Loewe also
composed settings of ‘General Schwerin’, ‘Der spite Gast’ (‘The
Tardy Guest’) and “Walpurgisnacht’, the latter printed as early as
1826 by Schlesinger.® Another poem ‘Drei Larven’ was translated -
into English as “The Three Masks’ by the American, Charles Timothy
Brooks (published 1853).2

Gustav Schwab reviewed Balladen in 1836* and although he
welcomed its publication as proof of Alexis’s ability to concentrate
his material in the way that poetry demanded, he noted that in some
poems the thyming was poor and in others the theme was not
clearly presented. Writing to the bookseller Ferdinand Tolle the
following year, Alexis (March 31, 1837)% replied to a suggestion
that he should choose two of his poems for inclusion in an anthology.
His selection shows a lack of appreciation for his best work, as he
chooses the early ‘Das heilige Grab’ (“The sacred tomb’), ‘Stubben-
kammer’ and, as a reserve, ‘Kindesmérderin’ (‘The child mur-
deress’) which had appeared in Schloss Avalon (1827).

Alexis appears to have made another trip to Southern Germany
in the late summer of 1836, probably visiting Uhland, Kerner and
other acquaintances.®* Despite his many non-literary activities, he
maintained his interest in all forms of criticism, reviewing such
widely different works as the poetry of the Austrian Anastasius Griin
(1806-76) which he admired and a German version of Pan Tadeusz
(1834) by the famous Polish writer Adam Mickiewicz (1798-1855).25
The latter is of considerable importance as the first review of an
outstanding Polish work by a German critic. Alexis admires
Mickiewicz for being ‘involved’ in his tale and yet impartial in the
1 " treatment of his Polish characters, he does not feel that his nationalist
j bias against Prussia and Russia is excessive and he praises his skilful
] presentation of the rather dull landscape of Lithuania (Alexis had
himself had practice at this in presenting Brandenburg-Prussia!).
Above all he revels in the inventive form in which, he says, the old
epic is fused with the novel.2
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CHAPTER SEVEN

LAETITIA

IGHTEEN THIRTY-SEVEN was an important year in Alexis’s

life and literary development, for it was the year in which he first
met Laetitia Perceval, an Englishwoman with whom he became
acquainted in the salon of Frau Sophie Bloch. In her reminiscences
Fanny Lewald,! who was a distant relative of Frau Bloch and knew
her well from 1839 onwards, describes Sophie Bloch as a woman of
sixty, once a great beauty and still handsome, whose impressive
appearance derived not only from her good looks and noble bearing,
but also from her intelligence and education. Her family was
wealthy, but she had come alone to Berlin with limited means to be
independent and there she had met and married, about 1818, the
financier Bloch, a self-made man of humble parentage, but sharp
judgment and keen insight. They had long moved in the best
society and known Rahel von Varnhagen (whose own literary salon
of the 18205 was famous), Eduard Gans (1798-1839), Heine, Hegel,
Henriette Sontag and the Humboldt brothers.2 Alexis, who had
visited Rahel’s salon and was a friend of Bloch, knew most of these
important figures of the day; at a time when the literary salon was
declining as an institution of significance, they were pleased to
come to the home of this wealthy but unostentatious and well-read
couple to discuss literature with the wife and politics with the
husband. The Blochs lived in a spacious flat on the first floor at
Unter den Linden s and, since they were childless, they liked to
invite young nephews and nieces to stay with them. Frau Bloch
also chose a young woman to be her companion; this was a younger
sister of Laetitia, whose family had recently come to Germany after
the sudden death of the father, John Lothian Perceval, once an
affluent London merchant, had impoverished them. Laetitia had
been born on December 4, 1807 (she was thus nine years younger
than Alexis) and had probably been living in wealthy circumstances
in 1835 in London, when Heinrich Brockhaus (1804~74), in the
company of the historian Friedrich von Raumer, had met her at the
house of a Mr. Tuke.? It is possible that the family had to leave
England because of debt or that the mother thought that her three
daughters might more easily find suitable employment in Germany,
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where English governesses and companions were in fashion. We
know nothing about Lactitia’s education, but it must have been
adequate, for she seems to have had no difficulty in taking a place
in society, e.g. in the salon of Frau Bloch, who was the sister of the
Prussian Minister of War Leopold Hermann Ludwig von Boyen
(1771-1848). As a result of his marriage to Laetitia, Alexis began to
associate more with members of the aristocracy. He recovered from
his sorrow at losing Julie Gley and gained a wife whose affection and
comradeship were to inspire him in his work and comfort him in
his later years of ill-health.

There are interesting references to the early stages in their relation-
ship in Geibel’s correspondence with his mother.* Emanuel Geibel
(1815-84), later one of the leading poets of the Munich circle, came
to Berlin as a young student in 1835, writing on August 9 that he
had become acquainted with Dr. Hiring, ‘a little, middle-aged man
with a moustache, intelligent eyes and a benevolent twitch of the
lips’. Then Alexis invited him to his home, ‘his new house in good
taste, from the tower of which one has an unusually fine view over
the city and the treetops of the Tiergarten park’. Later they strolled
together in the Tiergarten and Alexis described to the young poet
the plot of his latest Novelle (Herr von Sacken?). At the end of
November Geibel met Alexis again at a meeting of what had
formerly been the Mittwochgesellschaft. It is not known whether
Alexis actually introduced him into the society, but it is certain that
all Geibel’s close literary associates at this time were Alexis’s friends,
Hitzig, Chamisso, Franz Kugler (1808-58), Bettina von Arnim
(1785-1859). By New Year’s Day 1837, Geibel had taken walks
with Alexis several times and come to know him better. In Novem-
ber 1837 he moved into a room in the tower of Alexis’s house and
comments enthusiastically on his host’s efforts to make him comfort-
able. He also refers to Alexis’s engagement as taking place late in
December (letter dated January 1, 1838):

Hiring is the most amiable host imaginable; he satisfies every little wish for
my comfort, almost without me having to express it. ' We meet every day, some-
times at seven, when Mantels, who is reading Thucydides with me every afternoon,
takes his leave, or late at night, when one of us comes home and sees a light in
the other’s room. The day before yesterday Hiring came up to my room late;
usually so placid, he was violently excited; he tried in vain to start a conversation
about generalities, but it didn’t go well. I asked him what was the matter and
then he couldn’t contain himselgf any longer; three hours before he had—got

F




74  Willibald Alexis

engaged. His fiancée is English, Miss Laetitia Perceval, beautiful and lovable,
although without a fortune. This evening I am supposed to go to the Rellstabs
and meet the happy pair—to-motrow there will be an official announcement.

On January 3 he describes how he met Laetitia for the first time:

When I went to the Rellstabs that evening I became acquainted with Rellstab’s
wife and Hiring’s fiancée. The latter is most pleasant in appearance, very beautiful
and delicate, tall and slim, with fine dark eyes and a slightly curved nose. When
she is silent, she has that strange pallor which I have on.%y seen on Englishwomen,
when she talks with animation her face is lightly tinged with a sudden blush. By
the way, she speaks perfect German and seems to be as lively in intellect as she is
pleasant in appearance. Hiring met her at several social gatherings outside the house
and the affair came to a head in a few weeks. His mother and sister are very happy
about his decision to marry and his choice.

By February 12 he is able to give more details of Laetitia’s family
background:

All T know about Hiring’s fiancée is that she came with her sisters and mother
to Germany after the death of her father, when it came to light that large sums of
money had been lost, to live here in reduced circumstances. She was just about to
accept a post as lady companion when Hiring met her. They will get married at
Easter and then, I suppose, Hiring’s mother and sister will move into the other
wing of the house.

Geibel left for Greece in March 1838 and was consequently not
present at the wedding which took place on May 21 at the Parish
Church (Parochialkirche) in Berlin, after the bans had been read three
times by a ‘Prediger Arndt’. It seems that Alexis and Geibel did not
become close friends (they would presumably have little in common,
for Geibel was influenced by fashion in a way repulsive to Alexis
and grew increasingly sentimental with age). Four letters to Geibel
from Alexis have been recorded, two from 1837, one from 1843
and one from 1856.%

Ewert® has published an undated letter written by Alexis to Laetitia
early in December 1837, about the time when he proposed marriage.
This letter, anticipating in tone the epistle sent by Salomon Landolt
to one of his sweethearts in Gottfried Keller's Landvogt von Greifensee
with such a conclusive result—the girl’s refusal—did not scare
Laetitia. Alexis hopes that he will be a good husband, but fears that
he will cut a poor figure as a fiancé because of his inability to play
the gallant. He honestly attempts to analyse his character and to
examine his weaknesses, stressing his hatred of empty show and his
determination not to be dominated by the tyranny of fashion. Here
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we see a hitherto unnoticed and unsuspected side to Alexis’s charac-
ter, the rebel against convention—in strange contrast to his reserved
character.

The aim of my whole life was to achieve independence; but, of all the
tyrannies, T hate fashion the most. Nothing I encountered among my friends could
annoy me more than when they willingly did or did not do something, merely
because it has to be thus, because propriety, custom etc. demands it. . .. Thus I
am almost too great an enemy of outer glitter and luxury, if they are not associated
with art and comfort. To adorn oneself in a certain way, to wear certain clothes,
to acquire this or that furniture because it is the fashion, whether it is comfortable
and in good taste or not, is an intolerable idea to me.

Alexis suggests that he has not been able to make friends with
young women because his own nature impels him to express every
emotion ironically; this in turn has prevented him from gaining
popularity and has led to many misunderstandings. He craves
Laetitia’s indulgence and sympathy for this weakness and also
admits that he is moody and liable to fits of depression:

I am often troubled by anxious thoughts, but don’t worry too much about fits
of ill temper. In this respect, a writer is not an ordinary person. The smallest cir-
cumstance affects him, a happy occurrence can raise him to the skies, an unhappy
one smash him to the ground. If only the man’s soul is healthy, a tender-hearted,
loving wife knows how to restore calm in him.

Laetitia’s influence was destined to lessen the disharmony, irony
and pessimism in his character. Although there is no evidence that
she had a remarkable understanding for literature, she seems to have
brought a stability to the writer’s life which enabled him to concen-
trate his powers in the composition of some of his best historical
novels. He had warned her in his letter that what he could offer her
would compare unfavourably with her past affluence. Perhaps he
was influenced here by the legend of the ‘rich English” which seems
to have persisted among Germans who have not been abroad, even
to the present. After his marriage, Alexis travelled less and then,
whenever possible, accompanied by Lactitia. Gradually his largc
house in Berlin became in its turn the meeting-place of a literary
salon. Most of the visitors scem, however, to have been Alexis’s
contemporaries or older, Hitzig, Fouqué, Eichendorff, Tieck: only
Franz Kugler, poet, writer and art historian, was a member of the
new literary society in Berlin, Der Tunnel iiber der Spree (The Tunnel
over the River Spree), which existed under that name from 1840.
Other members were Fontane, Heyse, Strachwitz, Scherenberg,
Geibel and Louis Schneider.” Alexis never moved in this literary
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circle, which had originally been founded by his arch-enemy Saphir,
but he must have been acquainted with some of its members. It is
usually the young writer who is most conspicuous in such literary
groups and Alexis was now middle-aged.

The last traces of the influence of the Young Germans on Alexis’s
work are to be found in. the full-length novel, Zwélf Nichte (Twelve
Nights), published in 1838. Although somewhat better planned and
presented than Das Haus Diisterweg, the work is crammed with
fantastic developments in the plot and presents some of the characters
in a most unfavourable light. The plot is centred upon a dilapidated
building in which live most of the characters introduced. The
house is in imminent danger of collapse, and a mysterious contractor
has commissioned the construction of another building, apparently
to rehouse its inhabitants. He is constantly dismissing architects and
hiring new ones, so that the strange edifice grows up in a grotesque
mixture of different styles and is eventually completed, as the
contractor desires, in the twelve nights of Christmas. Although the
motivation is often obscure, the theme is frequently presented in a
manner which is both humorous and poetic. The most sympathetic-
ally portrayed characters belong to the working class, and Alexis
infuses some degree of life into figures like the washerwoman Frau
Martin and her daughter Marie, thus anticipating Theodor Fontane’s
characterization. of such people, e.g. in his Irrungen, Wirrungen
(Trials and Tribulations, 1888). The novel lacks the bitter and
despairing note of its predecessor, particularly towards the con-
clusion, when the hero Werner rises above thoughts of suicide and
finds, like his creator, personal happiness in marriage with the
woman he loves. Moreover, the unscrupulous and selfish characters
are punished and the good-hearted or innocent rewarded. In many
ways the work is a plea for tolerance and kindliness towards the
‘poor and defenceless; satirical observations concerning social condi-
tions are to be found but politics are kept in the background. On
one occasion the author attacks the prudery of the reading public,
a subject to which he later alludes in the original preface to Die
Hosen des Herrn von Bredow (The Breeches of Sir Gitz von Bredow,
1846).

In)_]une 1838 Alexis sent a copy of Zwdlf Nichte to Frederick
William III, together with a letter explaining that he has not ven-
tured to send copies of his other recent works (probably Wiener
Bilder and Das Haus Diisterweg) because they are ‘products of dismal
years and unhappy moods’ and ‘exhaled just what a writer has to
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say, but would not wish to obtrude on those he loves and respects—
complaints about the present!” He received a short letter of thenks
‘ in August.®

Alexis’s failure to treat contemporary problems with complete
success derives from his inability to vie with the popular writers of
the day, particularly the Young Germans, and from his ambition to
write for all epochs, not merely his own. He may well have believed
that such work could find its most worthy expression in a treatment
of historical themes and during these years he turned once more to
the past in composing two stories, Herr von Sacken (1837) and Hans
Preller von Lauﬁn (1839). Both of these tales, but more especially
the latter, show Alexis’s gifts as a humorist.

Herr von Sacken is one of the few Novellen by Alexis which attains
the literary merit of his patriotic historical novels in the cycle called
Vaterlindische Romane. It is concerned with events in the Duchy of
Courland between 1710 and 1740 when, after the death of the young
Duke Frederick William shortly after his marriage, his widow Anna
Joanowna raised to power her favourite Ernst Johann Biihren (or
Biron), a man of obscure origin. When Anna later became Empress
of Russia, Biron became the reigning Duke of Courland. The story
describes the relations with Biron, both before and after his rise to
power, of an obstinate, gruff but kind-hearted nobleman, Theo-
sophus von Sacken, who studied at Konigsberg at the same time as
) the man who was to become an empress’s favourite. When. Biron
is involved in a serious scrape and liable to arrest, Sacken helps him
to escape by allowing him to ride in his coach, but Biron makes
himself so objectionable by his arrogant and impudent behaviour
that Sacken stops the coach and requests him to walk. Shortly
afterwards Sacken grows anxious as to whether Biron is safe in the
wild district in which he has abandoned him and goes back to look
for him. His coachman tires of waiting and continues the journey,
later giving Biron another ride when he meets him on the road.
_ Sacken’s generous nature is soured by this experience, and a misan-
| thropic streak in his character develops when his fiancée becomes a
| lady-in-waiting at the court against his wishes and his nephew
desires to marry a commoner. Biron, now Duke of Courland,
supports the nephew’s marriage and has Sacken kidnapped. He is
i taken on a long journey to Siberia and back to Courland, during
J which time he is scarcely permitted to speak to another human
being and is once nearly devoured by ravenous wolves! He returns
unharmed, just in time to attend the christening of his nephew’s first

.




78 Willibald Alexis

child. In this way Biron repays Sacken for his former haughty
behaviour and cures him of his misanthropy. Sacken’s character and
reaction to his experiences, his kindheartedness beneath a gruff
exterior and his concern for his family’s nobility reveal him to be
the type of aristocrat later given more detailed treatment in the hero
of Isegrimm (1854). The original figure of the coachman, who has
his own ideas and is not afraid of practising them, bears a resemblance
to Lamprecht, likewise in Isegrimm. Alexis, like Gottfried Keller,
has often a preference for eccentrics and for a strongly didactic
flavour in his stories, although the cure for Sacken’s misanthropy
is not as drastic as the meeting with the lion which robs Pankraz of
sulkiness (Keller’s Pankraz der Schmoller or Pancras the Sulker, 1856).

The story is also of interest for the contrast in portrayal, in the
student scenes, of Poles and Germans. Alexis here touches on the
German-Slav problem, to which he later alludes with reference to
the Wends in his historical novels and which was taken up in
Freytag’s Soll und Haben (Debit and Credit, 1855), Fontane’s Vor dem
Sturm (Before the Storm, 1878), Wichert’s Heinrich von Plaven (1881)
and many other works. That Alexis was preoccupied with this subject
at the time is clear from his essay Das Slaventum in der Mark (The
Slay element in the March of Brandenburg) published in the periodical
Ost und West (1838). ‘

Hans Preller von Lauffen, as is stated in its epilogue, dates from
Alexis’s visit to Switzerland in 1833. A gentle satire against the
commercialization of Switzerland’s natural beauty by her inhabi-
tants, it purports to relate how the tourist trade developed there. A
brave but poverty-stricken knight is instructed by the spirit of the
Rhine as to how to extort money from passing travellers by showing
them the falls at Schaffhausen in return for a small fee. He has to
tise force to persuade his first victim, Peter der Holzschuher, a
merchant from Nuremberg, to enjoy the beauties of nature, but
after a short term of imprisonment, Peter’s obstinacy is broken and
he pays heavily in cash for his sightseeing tour and Hans Preller’s
hospitality. Incidentally, one of the meanings of ‘Preller’ is swindler
or cheat! Alexis has here found a theme suited to his ironical style.
The two Novellen discussed above are among the most readable of
his shorter works and deserve to be better known and more widely
read.?

From 1837 to 1846 Alexis published his reminiscences in Penelope,
an annual edited by his old friend Theodor Hell. There is a note of
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bitterness in his remarks about young writers whose literary ambi-
tions he has furthered but who have now turned against him or
forgotten him:

How many younger friends I have introduced into literature and described as
talented. They have become emancipated, they praise one another and prove to
me that I have no talent. [First published 1839.J1

Here Alexis is probably thinking of Young German writers like
Gutzkow, whose poems in the manner of Novalis’s ‘Hymnen an
die Nacht’ he accepted for publication in the Berliner Conversations-
blatt while Gutzkow was still at school, or Gustav Kiihne (1806-88)
who seems to have disappointed his hopes. '

In 1839 he published the translation of an English novel by Robert
Folkestone Williams, Shakespeare and his Friends; this crowded and
colourful novel, with its dialogue suitably tinged with archaisms,
exercised a greater influence over Alexis than any work by Scott
when he came to compose his next Prussian historical novel Der
Roland von Berlin (1840); the same may be said of Thomas Colley
Grattan’s The Heiress of Bruges (1831), a translation of which Alexis
had reviewed in the year it appeared.’t Other work of this period
includes his contributions to the Conversations-Lexikon der Gegenwart
from 1838 to 1841. Alexis wrote a large number of informative
articles on writers or aspects of life or literature, often on those of
which he had intimate first-hand knowledge, for two editions of
the Brockhaus Conversations-Lexikon and also for this publication,
in which one of the most interesting is his article on Berlin, ‘Berlin
in seiner neuen Gestaltung’.’? After reviewing the building of
Berlin in the past and the old structures which still remain, he turns
to the new buildings which have given the city an entirely different
appearance since the War of Liberation. He writes that a big part
has been played by the architect Schinkel'* with his new theatre
(Schauspielhaus) and museum, while Rauch has contributed statues
of Biilow, Scharnhorst and Bliicher. There are other new buildings
also which invite admiration. Alexis then considers changes of
which he disapproves, including the taming of the Tiergarten which
was formerly a wooded area, but has now become a decorative
kind of English park with ‘Keep off the grass’ notices and broad
gravel paths. The citizens of Berlin, he declares, seem to hate trees
which, they maintain, shut off the sun and make the walls of build-
ings damp; Alexis believes, however, that trees should be planted
where the streets are wide enough. His chief complaint is the lack




8o Willibald Alexis

of sanitation. There are no public lavatories and, as a result, stinking
gutters, much befouling of the streets and adjoining walls. Although
the public droshkies have improved in efficiency, there are no
omnibus services connecting the various parts of the city, and the
watering of streets during the dusty summer should not be left to
private initiative. This article brings home to the reader the primi-
tive conditions prevailing in Berlin at this time.

For writers the constant struggle with the censorship with which
they were faced in the 1830s still prevailed in 1840 and Alexis’s
request in January of that year to be allowed to found a new monthly
magazine to be entitled ‘Mirkische Provinzialblitter’ was refused
outright.* Nevertheless, he persevered with his bookselling and
now set up his publishing house in addition, first known as ‘Buch-
handlung des Berliner Lesekabinetts’, later, from 1846, as “W. Adolf
und Comp.’, a firm which survived till the 1870s, although Alexis
parted company with it after his heavy financial losses through
the 1848 revolution.

Meanwhile Alexis’s old circle of friends was breaking up. Varn-
hagen had withdrawn from social intercourse, Tieck and Fouqué
were growing older and less active, Chamisso died in 1838, Gaudy
in 1840, Ferrand in 1842.2% Whatever personal loss these circum-
stances may have been for Alexis, they can only be registered as a
gain from the literary point of-view, for there was now no opposition
to his interest in the historical novel and he was able to resume work
in the late 1830s on his cycle of works concerned with Prussian
history of which Cabanis had been the first. His review in 1838 of
volumes of documents relating to Berlin history and edited by
Fidicin'® was an important step towards the creation of novels
treating mediaeval Berlin, for in these volumes Alexis found the
sources, sparse as they were, which provided a suitable basis and
could be supplemented by his own invention. The language in
which these documents were written inspired him to re-create the
linguistic atmosphere of the period by using a chronicle style with
various archaic forms. The two ‘chronicle’ novels were Der Roland
von Berlin (1840) and Der falsche Woldemar (1842). Of these the first
is by far the finer work, though neither of them was concerned with
a period of history sufficiently familiar to the modern reader for it
to achieve great popularity. It is true that the 18405 was an un-
profitable time for those selling books and periodicals (Schiicking
asserts that even the most influential periodical, Cotta’s Morgenblatt,
had only 2,000 subscribers)!” but Brockhaus’s report to Alexis that
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only 550 copies of Der Roland von Berlin had been sold from August
1840 to December 184218 indicates that the sales of this work were
low, even for the years in which they were sold. For Der falsche
Woldemar and the next two novels of the cycle Alexis attempted
to increase the profit to himself by publishing them in his own
press, but there is no evidence that he succeeded.

The story Der Pritendent (The Pretender, 1841) exhibits the author’s
dislike of a sentimental or romantic interpretation of history in a
work of fiction. It may be regarded as Alexis’s proclamation that
he had abandoned Scott’s technique which he had described as out-
dated in an obituary some years before. Henceforth he shows
greater independence of his former model. In her story of Bonnie
Prince Charlie, the romantic young writer Clotilde is at first ready
to sacrifice the heroine’s brave but somewhat mundane admirer to
the interests of the gallant prince, but after she herself has been
imposed upon by a swindler who claims to be Don Carlos, heir to
the throne of Spain, she is able to view her own love affairs and
those treated in her story more rationally and objectively.

From March 1841, arrangements for the publication of Der neue
Pitaval have a prominent place in the Brockhaus-Alexis correspon-
dence. Alexis accepted an invitation from Hitzig to collaborate with
him in editing this series of true events, most of which provoked a
court action; they were presented as case history, not literature.!?
Hitzig was not an active partner in the editorship and died after a few
years of publication. Alexis undertook exhaustive rescarch into
material for the series which had extended to sixty volumes by 1890.
Before retiring from the editorship in 1860 Alexis edited twenty-
eight volumes. The cases he selects are drawn from the legal files
and annals of many different countries, and represent a major con-
tribution to social and legal history. The influence of the series on
literature is immeasurable, especially on the Kriminalroman or
detective story, e.g. Fontane’s Unterm Birnbaum (1885). We know
that Hebbel was fascinated by the volumes and read them eagerly,?
while Reuter refers to the series?! and Luise von Frangois?* even
mentions it as part of the material used for the pictures of famous
crimes which once drew crowds at fairs.

Constant attention to the series for many years undoubtedly
played its part in influencing Alexis’s literary writing. As a result
he tended to introduce abnormal, often criminal characters into his
novels like Grifin von Nordheim (Der falsche Woldemar), Kurfiirst
Joachim (Der Werwolf), Fiirstin Gargazin, Geheimritin Lupinus and
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Legationsrat von Wandel (Ruhe ist die erste Biirgerpflichf) or Kur-
fiirstin Dorothe (Dorothe). At the same time he developed towards
greater realism of portrayal under the influence of this non-literary
research and writing.?® Der neue Pitaval is probably Alexis’s most
lasting achievement, a valuable contribution to the creation and
popularization of the modern detective story.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

THE MATURE WRITER

IN 1841 the Breslau-born portrait painter Albert Korneck (1813~
1905), who was staying in a house owned by Alexis, made a drawing
of him which appeared, together with a note about the author by
Theodor Hell, in Penelope (1842). In a letter to Theodor Hell Alexis
expressed the view that the portrait (see the frontispiece) was a good
likeness. He is dressed in the loose coat and cravate which were then
fashionable and has a full moustache and a tiny beard below his
lower lip. His hair, brushed back at the sides and with the usual
curls over the forchead, is greying, but he looks young for his years.
This is the portrait of him which is justifiably the most popular
because it shows him in what was probably his best creative period,
the 1840s.

At this point we must take up once more the story of his contact
with the royal house of Prussia. In 1840 Frederick William IV
ascended the throne, and when Alexis sent him copies of Der Roland
von Berlin and Der falsche Woldemar as these works appeared, he
received a friendly note of thanks, at least for the second of these
novels.! These amicable, if somewhat formal, relations with the
ruling prince were finally and irrevocably destroyed in March 1843.

In his outlook Alexis was strongly and consciously Prussian and
Protestant,? a ready champion of his country’s past and present
greatness, with a fervent desire to see her as the leader-state in
Germany. Despite the letters of acknowledgment when he sent his
works to Frederick William IV and the medals received from
Frederick William III, he must have felt that official encouragement
for his patriotic endeavours was sadly lacking and that he had the
right to expect a much warmer reception for them in coutt circles.

Like other contemporary writers and poets, Alexis had suffered
in the recent past from the interference of the censors, and he greeted
with jubilation the alleviation of censorship restrictions by Frederick
William IV in the decree of December 24, 1841. As was to be
expected, an opposition press rapidly sprang into existence, but the
king seems not to have foreseen this development and expressed in
harsh terms his disappointment at what he chose to regard as abuses
of his concessions. When his relations with the political poet Georg
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Herwegh (1817-75) suddenly worsened, after a distorted account of
the interview he had granted to Herwegh in November 1842 was
published in the Leipziger Allgemeine Zeitung, he finally decided to
reimpose censorship;® the offending publication was banned on
December 28, 1842; the Rbheinische Zeitung and Arnold Ruge’s
Deutsche Jahrbiicher soon suffered the same fate. In 1842 the Vossische
Zeitung had begun to publish leading articles on topical political
themes, some of which Alexis agreed to compose. A series of
articles on the freedom of the press appeared from his pen in January
and February 1843. Alexis admits that there have been abuses of the
concessions granted.

The press has transgressed since it was able to breathe rather more freely, that
cannot be denied. We have heard foolishness, one-sided or exasperating views,
ugly invective, malicious insinuations, mendacious denunciations.

However, Alexis remarks, this development should not impel the
authorities to re-apply the muzzle; it should be remembered, on the
other hand, that not all opponents of a free press are villains and
persecutors, many of them being men of principle who fear the
effect of liberating the press from all restraint.

Alexis does not approve of the type of press freedom prevailing
in France, which gives freedom to parties but not to individuals.
In any case, he asserts, the Germans have already more spiritual
freedom than the French, and since they are (in his opinion) less
mendacious, conditions in the French press should not be taken as
a standard of comparison for the conditions which would prevailin a
German liberated press. In England, where there is the greatest
freedom of the press, lies and falsehood have the smallest effect.
Thus a liberation of the press would not bring lawlessness and
anarchy for, as in other countries like England, Sweden and Holland,
a new voluntary censorship of moral practice and adherence to the
comme il faut would replace the former restrictions. In Germany,
where censorship does not permit scandalous and immoral literature
to be brought into the open to its authors’ public shame, this type
of production is even more dangerous than in these other countries.
The restrictions imposed only embarrass the honest men and not the
rogues, for whom they are created.

Further articles in the series were senselessly mutilated by the
censor and did not appear in print. In one of them Alexis stresses
the necessity, in the national interest, for a free opposition press and
asserts that 2 monarchy as strong as that of the Hohenzollerns will
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have nothing to fear from it. The Prussian monarchy has become
strong because of the bond of family unity between prince and
people. In Prussia thereisno life and death struggle between opposing
factions, Alexis declares, and under the Hohenzollerns the nation
will progress steadily.

In the conflicts of the present some see the two principles in a life and death
struggle; they call them the old and the new and they think that one of them
must suffer defeat; therefore it is no wonder that each of them defends itself with
all its might. We cannot see such a conflict in Prussia. Since the Hohenzollerns
created the state of Prussia, our history has been a going forward towards free
intellectual development as it should be embodied in the idea of a perfect state.
Errors only arose from the fact that while some hurried forwards too quickly,
others, who had grown timid, took a step backwards. Where is a life and death
struggle to be found in this?

The whole gist of the article reflects Alexis’s loyalty to the Crown
and demonstrates the futility of the system of censorship then
enforced. Indignant at the mutilation of a further article, Alexis
wrote a letter to Frederick William IV (dated February 24 or 25)
giving details of the article and the passages erased by the censor.
He assumes that the king cannot have known of this abuse by the
censorship of its powers and observes that he is writing to the
country’s ruler not in his own but in the common interest. He
received a reply, dated March 26, 1843 and possibly drafted by a
government official, in which his complaint is rejected. The letter
then continues in the harshest terms:

I was disgusted to find a man of your education and literary reputation associ-
ating himself, by writing the article in question, with a class which makes a business
of d.lsparagmg the administration of the country to a large number of people, who
are mostly without judgment of their own, by 3 hollow criticism of its actions
and by making rash insinuations about the spirit in which it acts—something not
umderstood by them—and thus wilfully making its heavy task even more difficult.
I had expected something different from your intelligence and talent, and am sorry
that I have been disappointed.

As a result of his protest against the censorship Alexis was listed
- as politically unreliable. The king’s letter was published in the
Hamburger Correspondent and the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung, but
it is unlikely that Alexis was responsible. The incident evoked some
interest at the time; Varnhagen mentions it in his diary for March 29,
1843, Heine writes in his poem Die verkehrte Welt (The World
Upside Down) ‘Der Hiring wird ein Sanskiilott’ (‘Haering’s becom-
ing a sans-culotte’) and Herwegh composed his famous epigram,
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published in the second volume of Gedichte eines Lebendigen (Poems
of a Living Man, 1844):

Unser gnidigster Herr, seht, welch ein Freund des Pikanten, Mit Hchsteigener
Hand salzt er die Hiringe ein.

(What a friend of a piquant dish our gracious lord is; with his own royal hand he
pickles the herrings.)

It is a sign of Alexis’s strength of character and of his steadfast
loyalty to the Crown that he was not deterred from continuing work
at his series of historical novels. He made no public reference to this
cruel rebuff, although a reply to the letter, which he drafted but
never sent, indicates the writer’s pain and distress. The draft begins:
‘With the pain which only a Prussian can feel whose hereditary
affection for his royal house is something different and much more
alive than mere servility, the undersigned received the ungracious
communication from Your Majesty.”® The significance of the inci~
dent for Alexis is shown by the fact that he kept a file containing all
the documents of the case. He felt that he had been treated with
ingratitude by the king and expressed this conviction in guarded
terms in. the preface to the first edition of Die Hosen des Herrn von
Bredow (1846), where he refers to difficulties which confronted him
as an historical novelist.

I have much to contend with, the coy reserve of the better reader, which is
more discouraging than the inflexible, crude subject-matter, and scarcely a word
of encouragement or thanks, even from the quarter which, in other lands, so richly
showers with honours poets who are called patriotic (p. xii).6

As a result of Alexis’s favourable review of Hebbel's poems,’
Hebbel wrote to Alexis to thank him, but Alexis’s reply only came
carly in 1844 and the relationship between the two writers did not
ripen into friendship, although Hebbel visited Alexis in Berlin in
1847 and had a genuine interest in some of his work, notably Der
falsche Woldemar, which he read in Copenhagen, and volumes of
Der neue Pitaval. Tt is possible to trace certain points of similarity
between the two writers in their approach to creative writing. They
seem to have remained well disposed towards one another, but lost
contact.

On May s, 1843 Alexis’s mother died from heart failure in her
eighty-second year. Henriette, who had watched over her son’s
education and early development with such care and devotion, had
been now for some time little more than a relic of a past age,
although still sound in mind. Alexis’s respect and affection for her
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finds expression in the obituary notice, published in the Vossische
Zeitung on May 7, which he wrote on behalf of himself, his step-
sister Florentine and his wife. He writes of his mother as ‘exemplary
in her pious trust in God and meek humility, yet full of charity, love
and benevolence towards every man, even those with views different
from her owri’.# Alexis was a loyal family man who lived with his
relatives and cared for them when they were too old or infirm to
maintain their independence.

The same year he published another historical novel, Urban
Grandier, the tale of a priest of the age of Louis XIII who was accused
of having caused devils to enter various women so that they became
possessed; Grandier was convicted and, after undergoing the
cruellest tortures, burnt at the stake in Loudun in 1634. The theme
had already been treated in French by Hippolyte Bonnelier (Urbain
Grandier, Paris, 1825), but the modern reader will be more interested
in a version by Mr. Aldous Huxley, The Devils of Loudun (London,
1952). Mr. Huxley’s book shares the disadvantage of Alexis’s for
the average reader in treating a gruesome and terrifying theme, but
both books press home their message effectively. The similarity in
approach and conclusion must derive from a utilization of common
sources or from intelligent reasoning by both writers. In his preface
Alexis remarks that for some time he has planned to write a novel
concerned with the Reformation in Mark Brandenburg, but that he
is awaiting a more tranquil period in order to develop his theme and
prepare the work for publication. Urban Grandier, on whose theme
he chanced during his researches for Der neue Pitaval (for which
series it was later written up) is a tale of delusion (Wahn) according
to Alexis’s statement in the preface; as such it may have suited his
mood of bewilderment at the way he had been treated by the
Prussian king. In his unhappier moods Alexis was more closely
#ware of human ignorance, cruelty and irrational behaviour, particu-
larly at times when he felt himself to be wronged either by the
Young German writers in the mid-1830s or by the Prussian king
in the carly 1840s. Brunold® maintains that Alexis’s belief in the
uncertainty of human values, as compared with eternal values, is
epitomized in a poem which ends: Driiben ist das Land der Wahr-
heit/ Hier ist nur der Dimmrung Reich. (Yonder lies the land of
tristh, here is only the realm of twilight.) :

In his preface Alexis denies that Urban Grandier is a novel; on the
contrary, he protests, it is a true account of an event, based on the
evidence of history, legal archives and innumerable manuscripts.
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The whole persecution of Grandier is probably the result of silly
tricks by some young girls in a nunnery who pretend that they see
apparitions; this so scares some of the nuns that their nerves are
excited and they fall into fits of cramp or epilepsy. Grandier’s
enemies, who are jealous of his popularity and good looks and
angered by his arrogance, make use of the nuns’ condition and
spread the rumour that he has introduced devils into them. One
example of the sickness calls up another by auto-suggestion, and the
plotters against Grandier have the nuns dosed with medicines which
stimulate rather than calm their fantasies. This is the way in which
Alexis attempts to explain the situation which is presented within
the framework of the historical period, necessitating the introduction
of characters like Cinq Mars, Hugo Grotius, Madame de Lafayette,
the queen and the enigmatic Pére Joseph (‘Eminence Grise’). The
historical episodes, although of subsidiary interest here, are among
the best features of the book; it belongs to the period of publication
which witnessed a sudden flaring of interest in witchcraft and
demonology.” Thus Joseph Gorres (1776-1848) had published his
four volumes of Christliche Mystik by 1842 and Frederick William IV
insisted on the publication in 1843 of Maria Schweidler die Bernstein-
hexe which was thought to be a newly-discovered text from the
seventeenth century but was actually written in an archaic style by
Wilhelm Meinhold (1797-1851).

Laetitia’s health seems never to have been robust, and in 1843 she
was so seriously ill that a course of treatment was considered im~
perative. Hence Alexis accompanied her to Kreuznach, where they
remained seven months while Laetitia underwent the treatment
prescribed. Herg, away from the business entanglements and dis-
tractions of Berlin, Alexis began writing Die Hosen des Herrn von
Bredow.1® They returned home in September, breaking their journey
for two short visits to Ferdinand Freiligrath (1810-76) at Rolandseck
and Geibel at St. Goar.*

At the time when Alexis visited Freiligrath, this fashionable poet
was an unhappy man because of a pension of 300 Talers a year
which he had been receiving from Frederick William IV since 1841.
This pension, though small, had given him security but had also
provoked attacks from political poets who felt that he had sold
himself to the forces of reaction. At the end of 1843 he gave up his
pension and joined the ranks of the political poets. Alexis sensed his
unhappiness during the visit: ‘Something oppressed him; he could
not compose in freedom, he was translating. The pressure on him

e
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was too hard, he could no longer endure the ill-humour and scorn
which was voiced aloud.” Alexis wrote thus in a collective review of
poetry published in 184712 Here he writes frankly of Freiligrath
as one preaching destruction and revolution who is driven from
country to country by his political beliefs but has now found a home
in London, where he has won new friends by his serene, friendly
personality. Chamisso, Alexis reveals, had in his last years enthused
over Freiligrath’s carly poetry and been indignant that the public
had not recognized its qualities more readily. Alexis approves of
Freiligrath earning a living as a clerk, for a poet, he declares, needs
an occupation as long as it does not prevent him from expressing
his genius. Interruption in regular composition may even be
beneficial for a lyric poet. ‘A poem is the child of the moment, the
magic magnet which suddenly concentrates and crystallizes the fluid
of the emotions; it is true that the filing process in a poem requires
days, weeks, months perhaps, but one should not chew the pen over
it from morning to night.” Every lyric poet, Alexis declares, has a
spongy nature and must imbibe and absorb the fluid of emotions
around him; this partly explains Freiligrath’s change to political
poetry of which Alexis obviously does not approve, although he
acknowledges the poet’s sincerity.

In a number of the Jahrbiicher der Literatur (Vienna) for 1843 there
appeared a long review® by Alexis "of folksongs from Brittany,
which, like his earlier essay on ‘Balladenpoesic’ (1824), reflects his
extensive knowledge of the whole field; there are references to the
folk poetry of several countries and a short account of the Bretons
themselves from whom Alexis thought himself to be descended.
The review must have been prepared for by a period of study.
These were the years when Celtic studies were beginning to develop
in German-speaking lands (in the same volume of Jahrbiicher der
Literatur there is the first part of Karl Meyer’s article ‘Celtische
Sprachen’) and Alexis’s review is partly a contribution to this new
branch of learning.

On March 9, 1844 Alexis delivered a lecture on the subject of
Warren Hastings to a society (Wissenschaftlicher Verein) in Berlin ¢
It is true, as Richter'® has shown, that this lecture is largely a transla-
.. tion of Macaulay’s famous essay*® on the subject, but it is harsh to
accuse him of plagiarism and deliberately withholding details of his
source, since he acknowledges his debt in an article on Warren
Hastings published in the same year in Der neue Pitaval. In his speech
Alexis appears to have summarized Macaulay’s account, written his
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own introduction and finally tabulated the achievements of Hastings
and the most significant traits in his character. The work reveals
that Alexis was still well informed concerning contemporary
English publications and that he probably had a good reading
knowledge of English, perhaps supplemented by Laetitia’s perfect
command of the language !

In August of the same year Alexis and his wife took a long holiday
in the eastern provinces of Prussia, staying at a Forsthaus near Biitow
for several weeks (an area which formed a rough linguistic boundary
for German and Polish) and then visiting Danzig, Kénigsberg and
a number of the resorts on the coast in East and West Prussia. His
impressions were published in the Vossische Zeitung, 18444538 The
trip took some time and, since Alexis was also occupied with the
composition of Die Hosen des Herm von Bredow in these years, it is
not surprising that his only other major publications in 1844 and 1845
were reviews and articles for the Blitter fiir literarische Unterhaltung,
the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung, one article in the Hannoversche
Morgenzeitung,'® the years’ volumes of Der neue Pitaval and some
contributions to Penelope.

From at least 1831 Alexis had known Varnhagen von Ense (1785~
1858) and Frels? has recorded fifteen letters from Alexis to Varn-
hagen in the years 1831 to 1847. As has been noted, Alexis is also
mentioned in Varnhagen’s famous diary and his entry for June 15,
1845 suggests that the author was still regarded with suspicion by
the authorities and was possibly in danger of being expelled from
Berlin for his protests against censorship. In January 1846 Alexis
gavea public lecture on C. P. Moritz’s novel Anfon Reiser (1785—90)
and was probably the first literary critic of the century to appreciate
the significance of the work, which he discusses skilfully and
knowledgeably, occasionally introducing references to less well-
known aspects of Moritz; in remarking upon Moritz’s interest in
the dialect of Mark Brandenburg, he mentions the tendency for the
Berliners to confuse the dative and accusative personal pronouns
‘mir’ and ‘mich’, a tendency for which Alexis himself had been
castigated by Gutzkow in his review of Cabanis.

In the summer of 1846 Alexis visited Bolzano in the Tyrol and
made a number of excursions on foot into the surrounding moun-
tains. He describes this experience in a letter to Laetitia dated
August 7-8,2 in which he describes the people he meets, including
a friendly Catholic priest who had read his work. Alexis delighted

in rambles of this kind, but Laetitia, who in any case did not enjoy
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physical health and strength, did not share his taste. It was on the
return journey that Holtei met Alexis at Graz?® ‘his head full of
plans for welcome new books, his satchel full of papers and material
for future use’. With Alexis and other companions Holtei climbed,
walked and talked of art and life. This kind of holiday gave Alexis
the relaxation he nceded from the journalistic bustle of Berlin. In
September Die Hosen des Herrn von Bredow was published. Varn-
hagen was disappointed by it and, after having read a few pages, he
felt that his earlier views were confirmed, namely, that ‘it is abso-
lutely amazing and most annoying that one with so much talent
achieves so little’.?# This is perhaps an unfair criticism of Alexis’s
masterpiece, which will always retain its place not only as one of
the greatest humorous works in German literature but also as one
of its very few historical novels of lasting significance. The criticism
can, however, be directed against Alexis’'s work in general; un-
doubtedly he does not fulfil in his total achievement those expecta-
tions which his vast knowledge and the outstanding talent evinced
in isolated passages might suggest; in his struggles to gain a living
by his pen and to win early literary recognition, he wrote too much
and had too large a number of varied interests for sustained concen-
tration on style and formal perfection.

It has been suggested that Alexis may have composed the novel
Die Blume der Aischach (The Flower of Aischach), which was published
anonymously by his firm, the Berliner Lesekabinett, in 1846. The
unusual perfection of form of Die Hosen des Herrn von Bredow would
suggest that Alexis devoted much of his time in 1844 and 1845 to
its composition and it seems unlikely that, in view of his other
commitments, he would have been able to write a further novel in
three volumes during these years. Moreover, the work is written in
an, extravagantly sentimental vein, in that very style at which Alexis
had poked fun in Der Pritendent. The plot is incredibly naive and
this is not one of Alexis’s weaknesses. From a comparison of the
novel with Alexis’s work, the difference in style, content and literary
method is at once apparent. Die Blume der Aischach shows an
immaturity which would suggest that it was composed by some
young novelist, possibly a woman, whom Alexis was assisting by
_1ts publication. Alexis had often shown a readiness to help young
and comparatively unknown writers and to publish their works in
his press or introduce them to publishers of influence like Brockhaus.
As late as 1860 he wrote a preface to a collection of poems by th
obscure writer Clara Ernst.?s :
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In a letter to Theodor Hell dated February 13, 18472¢ Alexis
declined an invitation to send further reminiscences to Penelope on
the grounds that he is preoccupied with ‘serious and urgent historical
studies and business affairs’. Hasselberg has pointed out that these
would include the consultation of historical sources for Der Werwolf,
published in 1848, the sequel to Die Hosen des Herrn von Bredow.
The business affairs would be domestic problems and contributions
to Brockhaus’s Blitter fiir literarische Unterhaltung which for 1847
included reviews of Gottfried Keller’s poems?” and of a German

edition of Hans Andersen’s works.?8
Alexis reviewed Keller’s Zeitgedichte (Poems of the Age, 1846) in a
survey of eleven volumes of poetry, mainly political. He considered
that the majority of the poems would survive their time, for they
have a ‘full, fresh ring’ about them; despite the expression of hate
and bitterness in some of them, the main impression is one of
affection and enthusiasm and the driving force behind the com-
position is creative rather than destructive, only aggressive against
established resistance like that of Jesuits, Philistines, Pietists, truly
patriotic, recalling the best of Anastasius Griin as political poetry
and the work of Schiller for clarity of thought and expression. In
H particular he admires ‘An die Natur’ and ‘Feueridylle’ and quotes at

length from ‘Ein Apfelbaum in voller Bliite . ...

Hans Christian Andersen (1805—75s) visited Berlin for the first time
in 1831 and in his autobiography he mentions Alexis as one of the
literary circle in which he moved;?*® his other friends included Tieck,
Brockhaus and, for Berlin, Chamisso. He came to Berlin again in
1844, but Alexis does not seem to have met him on this occasion.
In reviewing his work Alexis expresses admiration for his biography
and is non~committal about his other work; his conclusions are that
Andersen’s work is too cold in tone and that the author should have
been able to achieve more with his talent.

In August 1847, while Laetitia was taking a cure at Bad Lieben-
stein, Alexis was visited in Berlin by the poet Anastasius Griin; this
period was not a happy one, for our author did not enjoy being
a grass widower, separated from his beloved wife, and an undated
letter®® to her reveals him in an irritated mood, tormented by a
heat-wave, business difficultics and domestic problems, e.g. an
opportunity to sell his villa at Heringsdorf has not materialized and
he has had to call in workmen to repair the smoking kitchen stove

4 ——
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of one of his tenants. However, he is cheered by the prospect,
looming ever larger, of a trip to Italy so that Laetitia can continue to
convalesce and he can realize a cherished dream.
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CHAPTER NINE

ITALY AND THE REVOLUTION

ALEXIS had long desired to visit Italy. His genuine interest in
Italian history and culture had made it possible for him to evoke
the atmosphere of the Italian Renaissance in Venus in Rom (1828) with
such success that his friend Ludwig Halirsch, who knew Italy well,
had praised it. In 1832 Alexis, on a visit to Vienna, left a note for
Deinhardstein, who was away when he called at his home, together
with a book, probably on Ttaly. Deinhardstein had also visited Italy
and Alexis obviously regretted that he had not had this experience,
for the note read: ‘Knowst thou the land, where. .. [a quotation
from Goethe’s poem] A souvenir for a connoisseur who knows
what blooms between, with and under the lemon-trees, from one
who has not yet seen St. Peter’s by lamplight.”* In 1834 Brockhaus
visited Italy and recorded his enthusiasm in a letter to Alexis on his
return: the same year Alexis composed a series of essays on Venice
which appeared to have been composed by a visitor watching from
the ‘Café Nuove’: these, published in the magazine Kosmorama,
edited by Louis Hanewald, Quedlinburg, are incredibly graphic and
accurate. Not until 1847 was Alexis able to fulfil his long-cherished
ambition.” A pass, written in French and dated October 4, 1847, was
exhibited at an Alexis exhibition in 19122 here Alexis is referred to
as ‘vice député de la municipalité de Berlin’ (the only reference we
possess to any participation in municipal government by Alexis, who
only secured the ‘Biirgerbrief” or full rights of Berlin citizenship in
1835). Alexis was accompanied by his wife and the route stated on
the pass lay through the states of the German Confederation
(Deutscher Bund) to Frankfurt-on-Main, then to Milan and via
Turin, Florence and Rome to Naples, returning via Vienna to
Berlin. Before leaving Berlin Alexis had cleared off all arrears of
work for Brockhaus and made arrangements to send from Italy
articles apout that country, both for the Augsburger Allgemeine
Zeitung and for Cotta’s Morgenblatt in which the best accounts are to
be found® The sending of reports to the Brockhaus periodical
necessitated correspondence with the editor, Gustav Kolb.
Alexis’s friends were doubtful about the advisability of travelling

at that particular time because of civil war in Switzerland, but
96
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Alexis and his wife, nevertheless, had no difficulties. They took the
stage-coach to Luzern, then from Rapperswil they went by mail-
coach through Weesen, Ragatz, Kloster Pfiffers and Chur, emerging
from the vehicle for a short rest and a little sightseeing at Felsberg.
They noted the floods around the village of Spliigel, and immedi-
ately they crossed the frontier into Italy they were pestered by
children begging. Nevertheless, Alexis’s sincere joy at entering Italy
is fully expressed in the account of his travels. They stayed for at
least a week on Lake Como and then explored the area. By Novem-
ber 2 they were in Varenna, they visited Milan, Turin (where,
Alexis writes, they would like to have stayed longer but had no
letters of recommendation to make interesting acquaintances),
Genoa, where they lived both in the Hotel Feder and in the house
where the Irish patriot Daniel O’Connell (1775-1847) died, and
Florence. However, Alexis’s greatest desire was to reach Rome, so
that they did not spend a long period of time at any of the many
interesting places en route. They arrived in Rome late on Christmas
Day and immediately had trouble with two prospective guides who
were fighting for the honour of serving them: later, Alexis records,
the guide he chose died and his master was saddled with his family
and Ius debts. The Romans are described in far from flattering
terms as dirty and thieving. Alexis was distressed to discover how
much destruction to ancient monuments had been caused by the
followers of Garibaldi and Mazzini and, in reporting the unrest in
Italy at the time, the violent tone of public speakers, the fickleness
of the crowd, is not able to hide his disappointment at the turn of
events, through which demagogy rather than democracy or any
liberal form of government seemed to prevail. Alexis saw the Pope
in St. Peter’s and made an extensive sightseeing tour; he also visited
the ‘Café Greco’ where many German and foreign artists fore-
gathered. Gradually he and his wife became the centre of a pleasant
circle of German men of letters. Friedrich Bodenstedt (1819-92),
whom they had accidentally encountered while staying at the ‘Hotel
Reichmann’ in Milan, joined them in Rome in January 1848 and
in the middle of February they met the writer Gustav zu Putlitz
(1821-90) there also. Other members of the group were the newly-
married Levin Schiicking (1814~83) and his wife, formerly Luise von
Gall, Julius von Unger and Hauptmann von Seydlitz and his wife
(sister of the historian Heinrich von Sybel, 1817-95).

Alexis had met Bodenstedt earlier in Munich for a short time,
but now the two writers had an opportunity to become better
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acquainted. In his reminiscences* Bodenstedt gives a detailed,
graphic account of Alexis’s character, appearance and behaviour at
this time:

He was of a profound and ruminative disposition, open to impressions and
with a keen power of observation, yet more inclined to reproduce his reactions
and observations on paper than through the spoken word. Thus in a larger social
gathering his silence usually attracted attention and even amidst a smaller circle he
preferred to hear others speak rather than himself, yet his silence was by no means
to be always taken for assent. Anyone who knew him intimately could read in
his eyes what he was thinking; his face reflected faithfully his innermost being
which was absolutely sincere. But his build, thick-set, powerful, spreading rather
than rising, was in striking contrast to the gentle spirit which inhabited it: from
behind, he looked as though, with his broad shoulders and massive head, he could
put the world out of joint, while his intellectual facial expression revealed the most
pacific nature, and this had a mellowing effect upon his whole appearance.

Bodenstedt continues by observing that the youthful enthusiasm
in Alexis’s nature which had made him volunteer for service against
Napoleon still remained and was reflected in his interest in the
political revival in Italy. Laetitia is described as still possessing
youthful beauty of the English type and as one whose opinion her
husband valued highly. The approach of Alexis and his wife to any
given problem was however, very different; Bodenstedt declares:

She just let ideas influence her without allowing conventional judgments to
sway her, while he made such thorough preliminary studies and thereby became so
much identified with the views of others that he found it more difficult to observe
things impartially.

In the course of a discussion, Bodenstedt relates, Laetitia usually
succeeded in converting her husband to her own point of view.

During February and March of that year Alexis visited the
Campagna and also the catacombs. Revolution broke out in
February, and many foreign visitors felt that it might not be safe
to leave Rome at the time, but Putlitz, Alexis and Laetitia were
determined to see Naples; they moved on to Naples, probably late
in February, where they became guests of the German colony there.
In March the revolution broke out in Germany and the tourists were
worried by the lack of definite news from home and by exaggerated
rumours; The unrest spread to Naples by April. The people there
seemed to have no clear idea what their political aims were and

- behaved like children during public gatherings; they were noisy but

good-humoured. Meanwhile Alexis, Laetitia and Pautlitz felt that
they had seen enough museums and ancient monuments; above all
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they desired quiet amidst natural beauty. They therefore decided to
withdraw to the tranquillity of Sorrento to await news from home.
In Sorrento the company consisted of two rich spinsters who owned
estates in Magdeburg, the novelist Countess Ida Hahn-Hahn (1805~
80) and her companion, a Herr von Bistram. At this time Countess
Hahn-Hahn had not yet been converted to Roman Catholicism.
Although remarkably ugly, she was a very intelligent conversation-
alist and Putlitz® writes with approval of the discussions among the
group on politics, art and literature.

In these months we find Alexis and his wife enjoying the society
of members of the nobility of whom Putlitz was one; they quickly
felt at home in such company and, as Alexis’s political views
hardened against revolution after the excesses of these years, they
were soon able to understand the viewpoint of the aristocrat. The
weeks spent at Sorrento must have been a strange experience for
this group of literary-minded tourists whose future was made so
insecure by political events in their homeland. Thrown together
partly by accident, Putlitz and Alexis formed a friendship which
endured until Alexis’s death. Putlitz has described how members
of the group chose separate quarters not too far from one another,
worked, read or took solitary walks in the morning, met for lunch
and then arranged some kind of excursion, by carriage, horse or
boat, for the afternoon. In this way they visited Amalfi, Salerno,
Paestum, Capri and Pompeii. Alexis was working hard on a strange
work inspired by his immediate experience, Der Zauberer Virgilius
(Virgil the Magician), sub-titled ‘a fairy-tale of the present’. In the
evenings there were often readings, and Putlitz, partly because he
was home-sick, read from his unpublished story Was sich der Wald
erzihlt (What the Forest tells itself) in a room from whose windows
Vesuvius could be seen.

Alexis and his wife were later to regard their stay in Italy as the
happiest period in their married life. They found congenial com-
pany, made new friends, gained much spiritual refreshment from
their experiences. Yet their happiness must sometimes have been
marred by the uncertainty about conditions in Germany. When
they set out for home, probably late in April 1848, they were
accompanied by their new friend Gustav zu Putlitz, then barely
twenty-seven years old and unknown as a writer. His Was sich der
Wald erzéhlt (1851), a lyrical prose work in the style of the fairy-
tale, was to be very popular for a limited period. Putlitz describes
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Alexis and his wife as follows, shortly after meeting them for the
first time:

- Hiring is thoroughly honest and German by nature, sincere and capable of deep
feeling, perhaps too much of an optimist for the political movement of the present
time, perhaps too much the Romantic in his approach to art, rather too German
for this life in Italy. He can never achieve the serenity which is required to under-
stand life here, which one must have to excuse many things. ... His wife, a
beautiful and amiable Englishwoman . . . has become German, even to the extent
that she has scarcely a trace of accent. She is intelligent, with a precise, natural
insight and a cultured, receptive mind, and she was very pleasant company on my
tour of the galleries.®

Julius von Unger offers in his reminiscences’ an amusing and
graphic description of an evening spent in Rome and a visit to
Tivoli, when he was accompanied (among others) by Alexis; ‘this
stout little middle-aged man, looking like a plain-spoken gentleman-
farmer, bespectacled and with hair which seriously reminds one of
a wig, . . . who could tell such delightful stories’.

Levin Schiicking’s portrait of Alexis® is of interest as originating
from a younger literary contemporary (he was then thirty-four):

Dr. Hiring was more sharply analytic by nature [than Putlitz], a quiet man who
did not believe that speech was only given to famous men to prevent others
saying anything. He was of medium height and strongly built. For all his works
he followed the maxim “Think before you act’. It was remarkable how slowly he
put the final touches to those buildings of his, the novels; whether the planning
and erection of the scaffolding went along more quickly, I do not know. In any
case by his'method of work he created those excellent historical novels which took
so long to conquer territory beyond the Elbe and the Oder.

All these accounts of Alexis at this time, when taken together,
give us a reasonably complete and coherent impression of his
character and appearance at a period when his masterpiece had
recently been published, i.e. at the height of his literary powers and
pethaps at the climax of his career.

Alexis and his wife were naturally anxious to reach Berlin as soon
as possible, for they were worried about the damage to their property
which might have occurred during the revolution; they probably
set out from Italy when they thought that it would be safe and
sensible to travel. Before the laying of a network of railways
travelling was slow and uncertain, and the total journey to Berlin
must have taken a long time. In Frankfurt-on-Main Alexis was
able to attend a sitting of the ill-starred Frankfurt Parliament in St.
* Paul’s Church. The president, Heinrich von Gagern, who curbed
by his strength of character the more undisciplined elements in the
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assembly, won Alexis’s confidence and approval, but the petty
squabbles of the numerous different factions and the discouraging
unpopularity of the Prussian king must have depressed him.

Instead of going straight to Berlin, Alexis and his wife, because
of unrest in the capital, spent some time with Putlitz on the estate
of his parents at Retzin. During this visit Alexis and Putlitz collabor-
ated in the composition of two farces which were intended to
castigate certain features of the political situation in Germany: these
were Excellenz (His Excellency) and Der Salzdirektor (The Director of
the Salt Works). Neither scored a hit, although they were both
conscientious efforts. The first was never performed, the second
presented only in isolated performances which attracted little
attention. Alexis and his wife also paid a short visit to their brother-
in-law Scheffler at Lehnin, a forestry official who had married
Laetitia’s sister. He urged them to stay longer rather than return to
Berlin where street fighting was still in progress and a republic had
been proclaimed by revolutionaries. However, Alexis must have
been anxious about the safety of his various possessions in Berlin
and concerned to know the extent of any financial losses. Hence he
and Laetitia soon left for the Prussian capital, reporting their safe
arrival on June 17, shortly after the storming of the arsenal and while
anarchy still reigned;? in this letter he describes the chaos in the city
and laments that he has suffered heavy financial losses as the result
of the revolution and is once more entirely dependent on his pen
to support Laetitia and himself. He faces up bravely to these mis-
fortunes, unselfishly observing that they have also befallen many
other people and expressing his gratitude that he had been able to
visit Italy before his financial resources were so drastically reduced.
A letter to Levin Schiicking dated June 23 has much the same tone;
Alexis mentions that he is sending, at Schiicking’s invitation, an
article on Berlin for the Kélnische Zeitung for which Schiicking was
working as political correspondent in Italy. '

Varnhagen von Ense recorded in his diary!* that Alexis came to
see him on July 20 and seemed in his opinion to be trying to steer a
middle course in politics:

As far as German affairs are concerned, he shows good intentions, but doesn’t
venture on to the high seas of freedom in his little boat, only making trips along
the coast—he believes that there is more safety in a position which is actually more
dangerous. Finally I opposed him in vigorously defending the Democratic Club
against the arrogance of a municipal authority which wanted to put the Volunteer
Civic Guard under arrest.
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Alexis had intended to pay a further visit to Retzin in October,
but Putlitz wrote mentioning a serious illness in his family and
Alexis answered the letter from Lehnin, where he was staying in
November. His experiences during the revolution dispelled the last
traces of sympathy for radical liberalism; henceforth he was more
attached to the Crown than to any single political party. In January
1849, however, he entered the political arena by undertaking the
duties of political editor for the Vossische Zeitung. After some
months he resigned this post but continued work for the newspaper
by writing about sixteen articles which were published from
January 24 to December 30, 1849.22 The Vossische Zeitung at this
time reflected the views of the conservatives and Alexis soon came
into conflict with another editor, his cousin Ludwig Rellstab,
because of his assertion that the time had now come for the Hohen-
zollerns to take the lead in Germany. All other political interests
disappeared behind his overwhelming desire to see a single German
state united under the Prussian king, who would become its heredi-
tary emperor. Alexis’s reactions to events in the early months of
1849 are clearly reflected in his letters to Putlitz.'® On February 21,
1849 he expresses his disappointment at the lack of progress towards
the national unity for which he longs and observes that Gagern

appears to be weakening and yielding to the Austrian diplomat
Schmerling:

Once again the clouds are heavy and gloomy, especially in Frankfurt and soon in
Vienna. Have you seen in your paper dying Germany portrayed as Gretchen
lying in prison, Faust is Heinrich von Gagern, Schmerling is Mephisto and
Gretchen cries, ‘Heinrich, I shudder at your sight’. [Reference to Goethe’s Faust.]

The following day he reports with much bitterness a senseless
attack by a mob of revolutionaries on the home of his brother-in-
law, SchefHer:

My poor brother-in-law has had his house burnt down. Some scoundrel threw
a fire-brand on to the thatched roof of the barn, all his provisions, buildings and
some of the cattle were burnt and none of it is insured. His own life is in danger.
And what a gang of rascals, acting from revenge, desire for gain, communism,
after they had been scared away by resolution and threats. ‘Schnaps, schnaps,
brother Scheffler, we are all equal’, they argued. The state must rebuild the
buildings, that makes work, bravo, so only a fool would interfere with the fire.

A letter dated April 19 reveals his difficulties as editor of the
Vossische Zeitung. He desperately needs the remuneration which the
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work brings but finds the task so exhausting as to be almost intoler-
able. He laments that he, who has always championed Prussianism,
must now combat its reactionary tendencies and be misunderstood:

Since the German question has become a serious and sacred one, I am on the
point of being decried as a red republican and in my own paper I am on such
terms with my cousin Rellstab that we are like hostile brothers. . . . What a strange
combination of circumstances that I, who hitherto have lived as a poet fully con-
vinced with all my being of the idea of Prussianism, of the mission of the Hohen-
zollerns, feel myself impelled to combat this specific Prussianism with all the
strength I still possess. Politics ate moving at a snail’s pace, while the world storms
forward.

Putlitz’s reply throws light on the relationship between Alexis and
his much younger friend. Putlitz understands that Alexis has been
forced to devote himself to political journalism at this time, but
laments the loss that literature has suffered as a result:

You have gone completely over to politics, you write, because of an inner need.
I was almost pained to hear that, for what we are losing in the creative writer
cannot for me (with my firm beliefin the prlvﬂcgc of poetry) now be compensated
for in the politician.

Alexis’s disappointment at the turn of events in Germany, after
the refusal of Frederick William IV to accept the crown offered him
by the Frankfurt Parliament on April 3, 1849, finds poignant
expression in his political articles.* The king of Prussia had refused
to accept the imperial crown because it had been offered him by the
people, but his actual reply was phrased in vague terms to the effect
that he could not accept responsibility before the ‘King of Kings’
for making a decision without being assured of the consent of the
imperial princes. After this reply from Frederick William which
was tantamount to a refusal, an article reflecting Alexis’s indignation
appeared from his pen in the next issue of the Vossische Zeitung.

With reference to the wording of the king’s answer, Alexis writes
that the King of Kings can destroy temporal princes and the most
sacred oil of annointment cannot protect them from His wrath.
The spirit of the King of Kings is to be found, not in those rulers
who jealously preserve old customs, but in those who recognize the
needs of their age and provide the necessary protection against
excesses, bringing order to chaos. These rulers bring salvation to
the whole people, and this is a far more significant achievement than
the preservation of ancestral rights. Later, when the majority of the
second chamber of the Prussian Assembly wished to recognize the
validity of the new imperial constitution as the expression of public
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opinion and the Prime Minister, Graf von Brandenburg, opposed
the proposal in the king’s name with his famous ‘Niemals!
(‘Never '), Alexis voices the protest of many a patriot and warns
the king that this attitude represents a betrayal, not of the hopes of
revolutionaries but of those who would have helped to stem the
tide of rebellion against authority.

After this outburst of anger and disillusionment, published on
April 24, further articles are couched in less outspoken language, but
the tone is one of resigned bitterness rather than acquiescence. The
words in his last contribution to the series, published on December
30, ‘dass nur ciserner Wille und kriftige Tat Deutschland aus seiner
Fiulnis und Erstarrung reissen kénne” (‘that only an iron will and
a mighty deed can tear Germany from her corruption and torpor’),
foreshadow a later acceptance of Bismarck and his policy. Soon
afterwards Alexis withdrew from political journalism, upon which
he had embarked, partly because of financial difficulties, partly also
from a sense of duty. He must have known that he was unsuited
by nature for topical journalism, not only because he could not
produce copy promptly and easily enough, but also because he was
too easily provoked and vexed by the attacks or innuendoes of rival

journalists.
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CHAPTER TEN

INFIRMITY AND OLD AGE
ALEXIS was now faced with the task of rebuilding his career

and fortune in advanced middle age and in a political climate
which was distasteful to him. It is clear that he no longer felt at
home in Berlin which was growing rapidly into a jumble of ill-
connected and somewhat commonplace urban districts, sprawling
and unhealthy until the outbreak of cholera in 1866 resulted in
drastic sanitary improvements.! Even more important to our
author was his lack of sympathetic literary friends in the capital; he
lost contact with younger writers and returned to his historical
studies for his next, rather unwieldy novel, Ruhe ist die erste Biirger-
pflicht (1852). The treatment in this story of a period of decadence
in the recent past culminating in the defeat at Jena (1806) reflects the
mood of many Prussian patriots during the years of reaction in
which it was composed—disappointment at political developments
and humiliation at the Treaty of Olmiitz (1850) in which Prussia
suffered a diplomatic defeat at the hands of Austria. In his diary for
1850% Varnhagen makes two brief references to Alexis’s articles in
the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung, one of which, he claims, might
casily have offended the Prussian king because it gives ‘a well-
written, energetic review of Prussia’s miserable condition’. Alexis
had difficulties with the Prussian authorities and with other journal-
ists at this time. His correspondence with the editor of the Augsburger
Allgemeine Zeitung, Gustav Kolb, shows that late in 18522 the latter
was in trouble about one of Alexis’s unsigned articles, while Alexis
himself was the plaintiff in legal action for libel against the editor of
the Neue Preussische Zeitung in 1850 and 1851.4 A letter to Gutzkow
dated January 12, 1851 shows Alexis’s unhappiness concerning the
political situation, which he compares unfavourably with the years
of Haugwitz’s rule, observing that Haugwitz seems a great person-
ality beside some contemporary politicians.> These were gloomy
years for the author; his hopes for Prussia had not materialized, his
income had shrunk, his popularity, never great, was now waning,
years of unremitting toil were soon to take their toll of his health.
One of the most interesting reviews of these years was devoted
to Georg Biichner’s work in an edition published by Guizkow in

106
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1850.% Alexis claims that nobody can read Gutzkow’s introductory
biography without emotion and nobody can put the book aside
without feeling the sincerest sympathy for the youthful Biichner
who devoted his whole life to an idea, even if the idea was not
acceptable to the reader. Alexis makes it clear that he disagrees with
Biichner’s political views, he sees him as an ultra-democrat, even a
socialist, but also as a man of the most lucid intellect, far from being
a Utopian.

Der Zauberer Virgilius, sub-titled ‘a fairy-tale of the present’ and
published in 1851, is 2 memorial to the happy months spent in Italy.
The whole action is woven into a fantastic and romantic journey, of
which the author dreams. Virgil acts as his guide in viewing the
sights around Naples, just as he had once conducted Dante through
Hell. There are references to political questions of the day and also
to the literary scene, but the prevailing tone is one of optimism.
Virgil, it is implied, has acted as guide to many a literary figure,
including Hans Christian Andersen, Countess Hahn, Fanny Lewald,
Adolf Stahr; the English, recognizable from the red Murray guide-
books they carry, have also availed themselves of his services.

By 1851 Alexis had sold his house in Heringsdorf and was secking
a holiday from the political atmosphere, bustle and noise of Berlin.
Quite by chance he selected Arnstadt in Thuringia and published
his impressions in a series of articles in Morgenblatt for September
1851.7 When he arrived in Arnstadt from Berlin, he was delighted
to discover that the capital’s newspapers were available there and
that, -although tourists visited the town from Berlin and Leipzig, it
was not overrun. Alexis’s account of Arnstadt reflects his particular
interest in historical and cultural aspects of the locality. He describes
a visit to the aged but influential Princess of Schwarzburg-Sonder-
hausen who maintains her preoccupation with history by reading
biographies of Fretherr vom Stein and General Yorck. Alexis
accepts the type of industrial development which must necessarily
encroach upon history and antiquity, but condemns ‘radical, head-
strong industry which has recently not been content with the view
that the distant past and its rights are obsolete, but, in a philistine con-
cern for triviality, desires also to wipe out all memory of what has
been in order to begin history with itself’. Alexis found the town
picturesque and hoped that the plan to develop it as a spa would not
spoil its naturalness. Thinking that Amstadt would be an ideal place
for summer holidays and for the rest and recuperation from busy
Berlin which Laetitia and he increasingly needed, he tried to buy a
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piece of ground in the Lindenallee on the banks of the River Gera.
The town authorities were delighted to sell him the land at half price,
for they thought of him as a tourist attraction! Shortly afterwards
Emil Palleske (1823-80) was urging Gottfried Keller to settle in the
area, where he could find company in a circle of writers, including
Alexis.® On his land Alexis built Haus Lindeneck, in which he lived
from 1853, although the house was only completed in 1854. In 1937
the house, which had been altered and added to since Alexis’s time,
was being used as a hotel and Kurhaus.? Alexis’s study upstairs had a
view of some old linden trees, while the house itself, a photograph
of which appeared in Die Gartenlaube in 1876 (p. 539), was shaded
by chestnuts. At first Alexis and Laetitia intended only to spend the
summer months at Arnstadt; they felt a little isolated, particularly
Laetitia, who missed the society of Berlin. They found, however,
that the country air suited them better, especially when they began
to suffer from ill-health.

Apart from commuting between Berlin and Arnstadt, the
Haerings did not often venture far afield in the 18s50s. Alexis’s
last trip to his friends in the south, including visits to Justinus Kerner
and Gustav Riimelin, seems to have been made in the autumn of
1850.10

Late in 1852 Heinrich Prohle appears to have asked Alexis for an
article for a periodical. In his reply dated January 2, 1853, Alexis
excused himself from the task on the grounds that he was already at
work on the sequel to Ruhe ist die erste Biirgerpflicht, which appeared
with the title Isegrimm in 1854 ;' he refers to the effort which creative
composition now cost him:

... The youthful effervescent power which spurts from the pen is now also 2

thing of the past, one has to hold one’s powers together for shaping the work, in
his field shavings fall off no longer.

In other words, he no longer has an excess of material which
requires pruning. His interest in criminal cases induced him to be a
witness at the execution of the murderer Schall in February 1853;
he was much disturbed by what he saw, as he declares in a letter to
Gustav Kolb.1?

From 1854 to 1857 Alexis edited the Volkskalendar in which he
published a number of monographs and short essays written by
himself as tributes to great patriots like Joachim Nettelbeck, Ober-
prisident Vincke and Friedrich Perthes or his literary master Ludwig
Tieck. Fontane has quoted the view of a friend of Alexis in his later
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years, Dr. Vollert, who succeeded him as editor of Der neue Pitaval,
that Alexis was far from being an orthodox Christian and did not
flaunt his religious beliefs in public; in his later years he grew more
concerned with religious problems, often took Holy Communion
or read the Bible.’® Alexis’s impression of Vincke’s outlook™ quite
possibly reflects his own:

He [Vincke] certainly never inclined towards the mysticism confessed by his
otherwise excellent teacher and friend Jung-Stilling and he studied Kant’s philo-
sophy eagerly, as we have seen, but he always returned to the view that revealed
religion was the simplest and surest support for 2 man in his personal life and in
the state, and that the Bible was the best finger-post to a life pleasing to God. Yet
he did not, as one says, smear God on his daily bread, he was a Christian in his
works rather than in his words. . ..

Alexis’s concern at the growth of materialism and the decline in
moral standards is expressed in a passage from a review which
appeared in Blitter fiir literarische Unterhaltung for 1855:1

. . . No constitutions, maxims, formulae, whether they be biblical or liberal and
promoting human happiness, will save a dying nation and lead it to freedom, if
it has not already known a rebirth of morality and fair-mindedness. A people
blasé about morals has, in spite of all desire for freedom and no matter how high
the flames of freedom flicker, fallen victim to servility and is ripe for the knout.

In the same volume!® Eduard Schmidt-Weissenfels gives an
account of literary conditions in Berlin at the time. There is, he
declares, no literary school in the capital and no general idea behind
the writings of Berlin poets and novelists. Some try to be original,
others follow the accepted principles of composition in both form
and technique. Alexis is included in the second category and given
first place in order of merit among Berlin writers:

The famous novelist [Alexis], by preserving and purifying all the strict forms
and rules of the classical school from both the national and the historical point of
view simultaneously has filled a gap in literary administration in a way which
must be gratefully recognized. Yet at the same time, this man appears to be
- isolated and, though imitated, copied and recognized as an authority and celebrity
* by the whole reading public, he is nevertheless without pupils, without disciples
into whom he could instil his art.

Alexis was to forfeit most of his stature with the reading public
when he left Berlin for good and sank into the comparative obscurity
and ill-health of his final years in Arnstadt. Schmidt-Weissenfels
remarks that Alexis had founded the Volkskalender in the hope that
this type of publication might help young writers to introduce their
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ﬁvork to the public, an interest which remained close to Alexis’s
eart.

Towards the end of 1854 Alexis and his wife, who had no children
of their own, had taken into their home the twelve-year-old
daughter of Laetitia’s sister-in-law, who lived in Budapest and found
it difficult to support her family. Alexis and his wife never regretted
their decision and the young girl, Letty by name, brought them
much happiness. Letty Perceval later became Frau von Petersdorff
and was present when the “Willibald-Alexis-Bund’ was founded in
Berlin in 1925. She died a few years later.

In the autumn of 1854 the Haerings had made a trip to Gera
where they met a Dr. Viletti. One letter to Viletti from the author
has been preserved.l” Alexis writes that the summer before he had
bought a she-ass for his wife so that she could make excursions
(Laetitia was not a good walker nor was she fond of walking).
Unfortunately it soon became obvious that the she-ass was carrying
a foal and could not be used for riding. Alexis offers the animal
to the doctor in the hope that he will find its milk valuable for his
patients.

The winter of 1855—6 brought all kinds of sickness and depression
to both Alexis and his wife, as letters to Gutzkow and Putlitz show.!8
Alexis had become a friend of Gutzkow’s since they had reviewed
one another’s novels in 1851-2.1 In December 1855 he sent Gutz-
kow a new and shortened edition of Cabanis and complained of the
times:2°

The atmosphere is too discouraging, and for three years I have groaned in toil
at the Prussian historical novel (which will probably be the last) in order not to
let the silver views of memory be changed immediately into leaden grey by the
acid in the air of the present. Why all that, I ask myself, if a Soll und Haben [Debit
and Credit by Gustav Freytag], however full of talent, can delight the Germans
#nd—satisfy them! One is driven to egoism with lashes from the knout.

Early in 1856 Alexis suffered a stroke, from which he never fully
recovered. His letter to Gutzkow of April 13, 1856 indicates that
he is gradually recovering, but he declares that he will not return to
the subject of Prussian humiliation again in his writings, for he is
tired of it (and obviously discouraged):?

Not that I regret what I have done, not that my love for the genesis of the old
Hohenzollerns is extinguished, not that I have given up hope that Hohenzollerns
could be born in the future (or a somewhat modified breed) but 1, and we, shall
not live to see it, and I feel sick of the effort too: 25 years, living fairly well admit-
tedly, but always like an importunate alien—what’s the use!
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In a further passage he writes that the final Prussian novel in his
series, Dorothe (1856), has ruined his health (‘hat mich umgebracht’)
and announces bitterly an intention to write in the future only what
the public wants to read, for he and his contemporaries have for-
gotten the moral ‘mundus vult decipi’. At the end of October
1856 the Haerings took a holiday in “Saxon Switzerland’. Putlitz
wrote on December 3 from Retzin,?® mentioning that he had been
studying the character of Frederick II, successor to the Great Elector
whom Alexis had described in Dorothe; he declared that Alexis’s
work had led him to his material and described how he and his wife
had read Dorothe together for the second time ‘with almost greater
pleasure’ (‘mit fast erhohter Freude’). Thus even Alexis’s weakest
historical novel seems to have had its champions among his literary
friends. A

T'wo of Alexis’s letters to his old friend Karl von Holtei have been
preserved? (dated March 24 and December 29). Both show the
effects on Alexis of the stroke from which he suffered; the train of
thought sometimes becomes incoherent or the handwriting illegible
in the letters of these later years. Of particular interest is the article
by Robert Gisecke (1827-90), hitherto overlooked by Alexis re-
searchers, perhaps because it was published anonymously.? This is
accompanied by a full-face portrait of the author in which he sports
a beard and side-whiskers with no sign of greyness and looks well
fed and contented. Gisecke describes how he visited Alexis in
Arnstadt in order to assure himself of his recovery from illness:

In a bright large room on the first floor of his house with broad windows and
a balcony looking out over the Ilmenau valley, Herr Haering came towards me
with the appearance of perfect health. The man, who is well on in his fifties . . .
could pass for someone of forty; his hair is far from being completely grey, his
complexion fresh and blooming. He recognized me after our first few words,
although he had only met me briefly some years before, and led me into his study.
I was moved when he, who showed no sign of illness, began the conversation by
confessing that he was still not quite recovered and that he often found speaking
difficult.

Gisecke went on to describe how Alexis found difficulty with
everyday words, which he could not remember, although he had
suddenly recalled whole monologues of Ajax in the original Greek—
a language which he had not studied for forty years! They talked
of Alexis’s work, which Gisecke also surveys intelligently in his
article. When Gisecke praised the comfort and elegance of Alexis’s
home in Arnstadt, Alexis replied that he had built the house in order
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to spend his last years there. He had it constructed according to his
own specifications, but he now had second thoughts and would have
arranged it differently—just as he now wished he had arranged his
life differently and become a farmer. Gisecke concludes with the
observation that Alexis can be pardoned for his dissatisfaction, since
he has received no recognition from either the critics or the state.2s

By the end of 1857 Alexis and his wife had decided to leave Berlin
for good and settle in Arnstadt. Putlitz refers to this resolve in a
letter to Alexis dated January 3, 1858.28 The decision, he declares,
will mark the end of an epoch in the life of Alexis and his friends,
for Alexis, by virtue of his achievements in the field of the Prussian
historical novel, belongs to Berlin, the centre of social life in the
Mark. He then speaks of his friend’s great creative talent in terms
which must have cheered the sick novelist during years of infirmity
and decline:

To produce and feel oneself productive is a wonderful divine gift and I know
nothing more beautiful than to care for in secret the seeds which grow in one’s
heart, which one’s own imagination unfolds, until, often years later, they come
to light. You have been accorded this divine gift in richest measure, for I
scarcely know of a poet in whom the poetic gift of divination is so clearly seen as
in you. You have lived centuries ago and seen in your creative mind men, circum-~
stances and nature of the past, as we see the present. Few have this second sight,
and none like you for nature.

In these years Alexis wrote very little, a few reviews or cases for
the series Der neue Pitaval. He had taken to snuff in middle age and
he wrote in January 1859 to his friend Gustav Kolb in Augsburg,
asking him to send to him s Ibs of a favourite brand not obtainable
in Berlin or Arnstadt.2? In October of this year he and his wife paid
what was probably their last visit to Putlitz’s home at Retzin.
Elizabeth zu Putlitz recounts that only Laetitia’s letters later kept
them in touch with the Haerings. Putlitz wrote to Geibel in Novem-
ber that Alexis was almost incapable of carrying on a coherent
conversation and now belonged to the kind of person whom one
tolerates because one is fond of him.28 Alexis and Lactitia stayed a
few days at Retzin and then a short time in Berlin. They found the
capital too noisy and Laetitia was not able to get the medical treat-
ment which she sought. After staying with relatives at Lehnin, they
hurried home to the death-bed of Alexis’s aged stepsister Florentine,
who died at Amstadt on December 1, 1859.

The year 1859 was remarkable in particular for two features in the
story of Alexis’s life. The first was the negotiations with Otto Janke
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(one letter dated November 8 has been preserved??) which led up
to the publication by this firm of Alexis’s collected ‘Novels of the
Fatherland’ from 1861 onwards. Alexis had hoped that Barthol, the
publisher of Ruhe ist die erste Biirgerpflicht, Isegrimm and Dorothe,
would bring out the collected works and signed a contract with him
to that end, but the firm had gone bankrupt and Alexis, who was
also financially implicated, had sought advice from Heinrich
Brockhaus®® who, however, had not been able to help. Alexis’s
letter to Janke indicates that the author was still able to manage his
own business affairs adequately.

The other feature of interest for 1859 was the publication of
Alexis’s essay on literary developments during his lifetime to which
reference has already been made.® His impressions of the Romantic
poet Achim von Arnim deserve to be quoted at length, particularly
as Tieck’s judgment must have prevented him from regarding
Arnim or his work in any idealized way:

I only got to know him in his later years. He had anything but the eccentric
appearance which one always expected of the Romantic. His physiognomy,
bearing and speech bore the stamp of gentle humanity, so that there was nothing
provoking, conceited or peculiar about him. He did not talk about his works but
he liked to listen to and read himself works that others had published and which
had impressed him. Each of us can judge [Arnim’s] work for himself. Rather
confused in conception, but with a fresh warmth and humour, it was nevertheless
inferior to that of his brother-in-law Clemens Brentano with his freer creativeness.
It has already been noted elsewhere that the Romantics, even if they were not
hostile to one another, were generally very critical of one another. Tieck said,
when Arnim’s talents were mentioned and the fact that, if conditions had allowed,

the poet might have become something more, ‘Yes, a good nobleman of the
Mark’.

In March 1860 a last memory of the happy months in Italy was
published in the story Ja in Neapel (Yes in Naples); this was all that
was completed of a novel planned to depict contemporary Berlin
as its main theme. Alexis notes in his preface that the idyllic atmo-
sphere of his story is not to be taken as typical of the novel of which
it was to form a part, a novel on which he had been working
spasmodically since 1856. The story is concerned with two lovers
who are both wealthy but appear poor to one another—in this
situation Alexis may have borrowed features from Georg Biichner’s
comedy Leonce und Lena (written 1836). :

The same year Alexis suffered a second stroke which resulted in
a partial loss of memory and left him a permanent invalid, paralysed
on one side of his body. It was a strange trick of fate that he should
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have suffered from the same disease as Frederick William IV at about
the same time. By June his health was so poor that Laetitia had to
write his letters for him. Later he was able to sign his name once
more, but he realized that he could not continue with his work as
editor of Der neue Pitaval—now his only lasting link with the
Brockhaus firm. After some discussion as to where a new editor
with the necessary experience and knowledge of both law and
literature might be found,?? Brockhaus accepted Alexis’s suggestion
that ‘Appellationsgerichtsrat’ Vollert of Arnstadt, a close friend of
the author in his later years, should take over the active editorship in
1861, although Alexis’s name should still be used for a time.

In September Putlitz wrote to both Marianne Immermann and
Geibel of his visit to Alexis. He mentioned to Geibel that Laetitia
had asked him to pay the visit and continued:

I certainly found the saddest possible situation. Another stroke has almost
paralysed him completely, and his inability to find the right words to express his
thoughts has increased to complete incomprehensibility. God preserve us from
such an affliction 1%

The last recorded letter of the Brockhaus firm to Alexis personally
is dated December 1861 ; two later letters are addressed to his widow,
one to express sympathy on the occasion of his death. In his last
ten or eleven years of life the author was compelled by his sickness
to live quietly in retirement and was nursed devotedly by Lactitia.®
In a letter to Holtei dated January 31, 1862, only parts of which are
legible or coherent,?® he mentions that he has only written three
letters, including this one, in the last three years! Here are some of
the more comprehensible remarks:

My dear old friend, I can neither write a letter nor anything similar which an
intelligent person will accept as such, but you must be content and patient with
it. ... Your kind letter has given us much pleasure. [You write that] you are
physically well, but only physically! May you be able to control the monster of
depression. You have a dear daughter, plenty of children and a son who is like
a father to you. How much I would like to fly away with you, but that is scarcely
possible. At the most this summer and to the summer-towns Gotha and Weimar.

1 am paralysed in the arm and the foot, and now can scarcely walk . . . only
ride in my wheelchair in fine weather. Writing is now difficult for me, you can
see yourself what I can do with my hand. But even more difficult is it for me to
read the printed word. I must read through something in a newspaper at least
twice in order to understand, but then I understand almost all of it. Yes, dear
friend, I am at last learning everything, but it helps little in contact with friends.
At the same time I look so physically fit to others that they think I don’t need
more health. . . . For a fortnight I have had an aching foot which prevents me
going out in the garden and suggests I have gout. ...
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You are satisfied with life. I wish you luck with all my heart. You can even
write so that the public are pleased. Good luck. I was not so very content, but
now I am content. It seems that the critics now show an attitude which should
please me; and as far as a livelihood is concerned, there is probably enough there
to last out till the death of myself and my dear wife. For we shall probably not
live very long. Iam hoping, it is true, that one day my strength will grow again
and then my power to write would increase and soar joyfully. . ..

Alexis’s letter continues with a tribute to his wife who cares for
him; later he expresses delight at the blooms in their garden and
hopes that Holtei will come to see them and their garden. He ends
with the melancholy reflection that so few of his friends remain in
Berlin, only Raumer, now eighty years old, keeps his health and his
convictions.

In 1867 Alexis was awarded a modest decoration, the ‘Hohen-
zollernsche Hausorden’, by the Prussian king. He is reported to
have shown great enthusiasm on hearing news of the Prussian
victories in 1870.38 His death took place on December 16, 1871. A
service was held around his coffin and ‘Propst’ Drenckmann, a friend
of his later years, delivered the funeral oration. His writings had
already become dissociated from the forgotten cripple of Arnstadt,
despite the fact that obituaries were published in several newspapers
or periodicals, two of them written by Gustav Freytag and Karl
Gutzkow respectively.3? Laetitia, whose health had been poor in
Alexis’s last years, died on May 9, 1874 and his business associate of
so many years, Heinrich Brockhaus, on November 15, 1874.

Alexis’s affection for Putlitz was reflected in his legacy to the
younger writer of some oil-paintings which Putlitz piously kept in
memory of his friend. Although Alexis seems to have left some of
his papers to Putlitz, neither the author nor his correspondents made
any serious attempt to safeguard letters or manuscripts, and what
remains is probably a small proportion of what once existed. It is
clear that Alexis believed that he had said what he wished to say in
his historical novels whose reception by the public had proved a
disappointment to him. Material which reflects the character and
habits of Alexis himself is scanty, though an attempt has been made
to present the author’s personality from as many points of view as
possible. A wartime child, a boy new to his Berlin environment
watched over anxiously by his mother, a hardened young soldier
and unusually mature student, an energetic and gifted young lawyer,
a free-lance writer and critic with a flare for contemporary interests,
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a patriotic novelist with a devotion to Prussia and the Hohenzollern
dynasty, a speculator in various financial concerns, a criminologist
with the widest possible interest in legal cases, a political journalist,
an ageing, infirm and forgotten literary figure, Alexis was all of
these, and not necessarily at different times. A number of aphorisms
found among his literary remains show that he was keenly aware
of transience in life and continuing change in conditions:28

Whatever appertains to the stream of Time is to-day borne along by it on the
foam of its waves, so that it bespatters the clouds but to-morrow sinks into
the abyss. The tragic vein we admire to-day we smile at to-morrow. Thus the
tragedy of yesterday always provides material for to-morrow’s comedy.

In another aphorism Alexis recognizes that, with the sudden
improvement in communications which he had witnessed during his
lifetime, some great event has a much more rapid effect in far-off
lands than had previously been the case. In others he urges the need
for action which may not gain universal approval, denies that
authority can have complete integrity and suggests that we should
be glad to achieve something, even if it is not our original objective:

If the Creator before decreeing the creation had asked the opinion of clever
people, they would have said that the whole idea of the world was a chimera.

Authority seldom misses the opportunity to punish those who deserve it and to
draw into its toils those it bates or finds inconvenient.

The man who digs for treasure and is pleased when he finds worms is a fool ;
but the man who digs for precious metal in sun-scorched mountains and is not
pleased when he finds a fresh spring which will still the thirst, such a man is not
human. (Cf. Goethe’s Faust I, II. 602-4.)

Perhaps most personal of all the aphorisms published is this protest
against forms and fashions:

I am assailed by a complete and violent disgust at the idea of relying on forms,
ever since I have seen for myself that under its aegis every infamous act succeeds,
that the most noble impulse and the simplest truth are disowned unless they assume
this drapery.

The following suggests the existence of a guiding Providence, but
also the belief that Man’s sense of values concerning his achievements
is defective:

We strive in many ways. Much succeeds and much seems failure, but the world
guides gently and surely all our endeavour. What we thought least of is eventually
named after us, while what seems the best has been merely lost effort.

Almost all descriptions of Alexis by his contemporaries are distin-
guished by a sympathy and sometimes by a warmth of feeling which
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would suggest that he made many friends or possessed many well-
wishers, despite his reserved character and frankness as a critic. His
only lasting adversary was Ludwig Borne, whom he had attacked
for what he regarded as a betrayal of Germany.

It is to Holtei’s reminiscences that we must turn for the most
amusing anecdote concerning Alexis:?®

Haering often declared that he could not stand roast mutton and that he was
always ill if he was so rash as to partake of it. My wife said that this was mere
imagination. In order to convince him of this, a specially prepared leg of mutton
was ennobled by the cook’s artistry and placed before him at a pleasant repast.
He enjoyed it very much as a leg of venison. . .. A week later we told him the
truth: Then it occurred to him that he had actually felt unwell after partaking of
this pleasure forbidden to him ... we made dreadful fun of him.

The most complete characterization of Alexis is contained in
Fontane’s essay already quoted. Fontane®® reproduces accounts of
Alexis by Dr. Vollert and also by an anonymous person, possibly
Hermann Kletke who was acquainted with both writers. Kletke
(1813-86), a Silesian, came to Berlin in 1837 and was introduced
into the Mittwochgesellschaft; he began working for the Vossische
Zeitung in 1838, was an editor from 1849 and chief editor from 1867
to 1880. Kletke knew Rellstab and Fontane well and must certainly
have met Alexis, who chose to review Deutsche Geschichte in Liedern
(German History in Song), collected by Kletke, in 1846.' In Fon-
tane’s essay Alexis’s love of nature, which endeared long walks to
him and which is reflected in his masterly descriptions of landscape,
his passion for stories of crime and his preference for furniture in
good taste are all confirmed. We are told, however, that despite his
sense of beauty, his own needs were simple and easily satisfied. His
diligence and modesty, the strange mixture of faith, mockery and
doubt in his nature which finds expression in irony, all these are
likewise stressed. Vollert remarks that Alexis was not easily under-
stood, he was ‘a mixture of a sly fellow and a powerful, rugged man,
but with a mind genuinely childlike’#?; he was never sentimental,
we are told, yet possessed depth of feeling, idealism and a healthy
sense of humour. On the whole this is an accurate summing up of
some of the more important traits in his character. Yet perhaps his
most attractive quality as compared with most of his contemporaries
was his tolerance of an opinion or outlook which differed widely
from his own. His innate honesty induced him to engage in literary
and political argument with his cousin Ludwig Rellstab, but he
never allowed this to affect their personal friendship. Moreover,
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Alexis was one of the few writers of the second quarter of the
nineteenth century who did not descend to personalities in litera
criticism. The streak of irony in his nature enabled him to see bozz
sides of every question®® and he was fortunate in being able to
applaud the success of a rival without envy. These qualities com-~
mend him to the reader and find their expression in his main creative
work.

Rightly or wrongly, Alexis is remembered to-day almost exclu~
sively as a historical novelist.# His most talented successors in the
genre were Gustav Freytag (1816-95) and Theodor Fontane (1819
98). In an unfavourable review of Der Zauberer Virgilius (1851)
Freytag seized the opportunity to criticize Alexis’s historical novels
and to deplore what he regarded as the contrasts in his work : Alexis,
he insinuates, recognizes the need for a new and realistic approach
to historical presentation (such as Freytag thought himself to be
championing!) but is frequently guilty of the false, self-satisfied and
destructive outlook of the Romantics. The concluding remark, that
the Germans will never forget their debt to him as an innovator in
his novels, is somewhat patronizing. The final impression of his
review of Isegrimm (1854) is of disapproval.4s

Theodor Fontane was Alexis’s natural successor, and it is hoped
to examine at a later date the precise nature of his indebtedness to
the older writer. Like Alexis he began as a writer of ballads and
travel books before proceeding to the novel. Fontane, while still in
his teens, once met the author of Cabanis in Heringsdorf. He later
wrote a study of Alexis, first published in 1873 and later revised,
the last known version appearing in his literary remains. His early
historical novel Vor dem Sturm (1878) has much in common with
his favourite Alexis novel Isegrimm. Grete Minde (1880) was probably
inspired linguistically by Alexis’s ‘chronicle’ novels. Schach von
Wautenow (1883) contains striking parallels with some episodes in
Ruhe ist die erste Biirgerpflicht and covers almost the same historical
period, but Fontane is already turning here towards his real forte,
the novels of contemporary Berlin. That his interest in the historical
novel persisted is clear from the unfinished work Die Likedeeler.t

Karl Bleibtreu (1859-1928) proved himself a stout champion of
Alexis in his critical work Revolution der Literatur (1886). Alexis, he
maintains, is 2 much more talented artist ‘in the higher sense’ than
Freytag and the only writer of the age comparable with Scott who
is in Bleibtreu’s eyes a genius. Alexis’s talent, he considers, has been
shamefully neglected and overlooked, he excels Scott in his sense of
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history and his grasp of historical detail, and he is probably the only

novelist in Europe to have written great historical novels staged in
the nineteenth century (Ruhe ist die erste Biirgerpflicht and Isegrimm).

To commemorate the centenary of Alexis’s birth in 1898 a sub-
scription for a memorial was raised and the project was sponsored
by more than eighty dignitaries, among them writers like Bleibtreu,
Dahn, Ebers, Fontane, Gerhart Hauptmann, Heinrich Hart, Heyse,
Detlev von Liliencron, Raabe, Rodenberg, Rosegger, Heinrich
Seidel, Spielhagen and Emst von Wildenbruch, a representative list.
At this point his reputation was at its zenith.

From the 1920s up to shortly before the outbreak of the last
war there was a revival of interest in Alexis’s work, led by the
Willibald-Alexis-Bund (later the Alexis-Fontane-Gesellschaft),
founded in Berlin. The war destroyed much of the effects of this
revival, besides Prussia as a political entity and the Alexis material
collected by members of the literary society. Since the war Alker,
Koch and Majut have examined Alexis’s works within the frame-
work of nineteenth—century literature and assured him of a place
among the writers of minor classics. The most recent publishers of
his works, Riitten und Loening, Potsdam, have continued to re-issue
the historical novels during the 1950s.4? It is impossible to assess
accurately his popularity among literary circles in Germany or
abroad. Only one of the Prussian historical novels was translated into
English, Der Roland von Berlin;*® this was favourably reviewed by
several critics, including Thackeray.** Keller mentions Alexis by
name in his correspondence. Storm wrote to his wife that he read
Die Hosen des Herrn von Bredow to his children.5® The novels, some-
times in abridged form, were read in many schools and libraries
until the end of the last war, by which time about sixty editions and
reprints of Die Hosen des Herrn von Bredow and over twenty of
Cabanis, Der Werwolf and Der Roland von Berlin had appeared.®*

It is probable that more people know the amusing title of Die
Hosen des Herrn von Bredow than have read the book itself,?? and the
same may be said of Rubhe ist die erste Biirgerpflicht, which is occasion-
ally heard as a saying among older people. Ernst Barlach thought
more highly of Alexis’s works and ordered some for reading during
a period of convalescence.®®

However, Alexis has never been a popular historical novelist and
probably never will be one, not only because his work is always
associated with ‘Prussianism’ which is regarded with some dis-
favour and now belongs to the past, but also because he is a bad
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story~teller in the sense that his works are too lengthy and unwieldy
to attract the modern reader, who has not the patience to seek out
the finer passages of description, portrayal or dialogue in his novels
or to re-read his work carefully and revise a first unfavourable
impression.
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