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INTRODUCTION
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This book is an attempt to understand social memory. My focus is on the continued existence of social and symbolic violence in German culture after 1945 and its historical connection with Nazism and genocide. My research suggests that the German political imaginary is infused with a racialized violence that has persisted in a more or less unbroken trajectory from the Third Reich until today. In postwar West Germany, Nazism and the murder of Jews are contested and highly charged domains of cultural reproduction. The horror of the past inspires an intense fascination that generates both desire and repulsion: In a diversity of domains (everyday life, mass media, politics, and leftist protest), the past furnishes narrative material for the contemporary construction of identity and difference. Postwar West German perceptions of Nazism and victimhood entail both inversion and continuity, dissociation and invocation. But my work suggests that the National Socialist aesthetics of race, with its tropes of blood, body, and white skin, continue to organize German political thought to the present day. Contemporary Germans invest bodies and physicalities with meanings that derive significance from historical memory: of Nazi atrocities, the Holocaust, and the Judeocide. These events are implanted in social memory through a repertoire of images and symbols, which, by nature of the violence of representation, sustain and even reproduce the culture of the past. Such mimetic evocations, while often tangibly inscribed on bodies, remain below the level of conscious acknowledgment because they exist in disguised or highly aestheticized form (see frontispiece).

The essays in this volume are the product of a wide-ranging inquiry into postwar German culture. I examine the cult of the body through several thematic frames of image making and representation: white skin, nudity, blood, and violence. Although the essays focus on memory formations after 1945, my sources range from the Nazi literature on blood, body, and race to the most recent documentation of corporal images used by the West German Left; from the proposals of racial hygiene under the Third Reich to today’s media images of blood pollution by immigrants and refugees. Thus, side by side, the reader will find descriptions of Nazi pogroms, skinhead violence, and an analysis of the iconography of murder in leftist political protest. This juxtaposition is intended to reveal the pervasiveness and continuity of specific symbolic forms. While I acknowledge the important differences between symbolic violence, physical violence, and violent rhetoric, my contention is that the shifting terrains of practice and fantasy set into motion a normalizing process that reifies existing levels of brutality by inhibiting critical engagement. My focus on the violence of German memory proceeds by examination of a basic, organizing metaphor: the body. Traumatic history is housed in images of the human body, and these images are in turn connected to agency and corporal practice.



Mapping Modern Bodies

The historical conditions that shaped the modern German aesthetics of race did not emerge until the second half of the eighteenth century, and it was some time before such notions became part of a common framework of cultural perception. According to Michel Foucault (1973), it was only with the sociogenesis of European modernity that blood, body, and race were created as biological entities. With the birth of the clinic, a new body perception became commonplace. The material body was seized by a dissecting gaze that embraced not only the entire organism, not only its surfaces, but also its recesses, orifices, and hidden crevices. It penetrated inquisitively into bodies, relating living organs to gutted and eviscerated cadavers, to a visual image of a dead body: the corpse. The penetrating gaze of the physician was like a postmortem dissection; the sick patient was now treated in a way that once had been conceivable only with dead bodies. Foucault (1975) repeatedly points out that the impact of this new clinical discourse turned the body, and with it the patient who possessed it, into a discrete object. The modern medical examiner fabricated a biological body, which could be read and treated only through the grid of an anatomical atlas. The material reality of the patient’s body was a product of these clinical descriptions (and not vice versa); for what took hold was the belief that these medical descriptions truly grasped and reproduced a “natural” body. Assigned to the realms of nature and biology, the body was thus expelled from history.

As a result, contemporary histories of the human body examined cultural variations of the body’s manifestations and attributes: the history of sleep and food, of sexuality and disease, of age and death. But the vehicle of all this activity, the body itself, was always thought of as a physiologically stable entity. As Barbara Duden (1991) so eloquently put it, “To us the body is essentially an anatomico-physiological collection of organs. Its inner processes, its secretions, fluids, and excretions, its sexual patterning and ‘vital events’—birth and death, menstruation and menopause, nursing and ejaculation, procreation and pregnancy—are always thought of as physiological processes. This mental demarcation of a socially ‘raw’ corporeality has created barriers between historians and the body” (vii–viii). What people of a past age and culture thought about the inside of the body—the stomach, blood, and excrement—was virtually unknown and rarely looked at. But, as I have documented elsewhere (Linke 1999), the very notion of the body as a kind of text, although written for divine purposes, existed already as a construct in late medieval Christianity. After death, holy women’s bodies were “opened up” to be searched for anatomical evidence of their sainthood, and some women’s bodily interiors were minutely dissected and examined for the visible presence of Christ’s stigmata in heart, stomach, or blood (Rothman et al. 1995:3; Bynum 1987). Late medieval theorists imagined and described an osmotic or “magical” body and were fascinated by the ways in which the female body could serve as a vehicle for supernatural forces that worked unpredictable, and incredible, effects on female organs and functions.

After all, the body of woman was itself a source of power. Women’s bodies housed the forces and substances that could produce good as well as evil: blood, the periodic flow, the afterbirth, the amniotic fluid, and finally the “mother” womb (Gebärmutter), which, like an oven, could bring forth or take life (Duden 1991:8). This power and task of infusing life and destroying it was embodied in woman. But in the wake of the European Counter Reformation, beginning in the seventeenth century, we observe an attempt to shift the source of power from the female body and the utterances of women to the institution of the church and its written word (Delumeau 1978; O’Neill 1984). Priests demanded for the church the power to bestow the life that really mattered to ensure salvation from eternal death (Accati 1979). Thus the magical renderings of female bodies, including the “power over thunderstorms, which old women had long been able to command…by baring their buttocks, and the power of a virgin to influence weather by opening her bleeding vulva toward heaven were no longer simply accepted as strange and mysterious powers” (Duden 1991:8). Regarded as threats to the institutional power of religion, such sanguine abilities were denigrated and negated. According to Robert Muchembled (1983), what took place was a “persistent devaluation of the magic of the body,” which was the medium of popular culture (151). From the seventeenth century on, the new bureaucratic power of the church worked to destroy this cosmic anchoring of popular culture: official dogma began to describe the female body and its ambiguous power as a demonic threat, and to explain its very essence as “natural” weakness.

During this same period (between the sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries), when the power of the modern state was being established, the anatomical makeup of bodies gained additional strategic importance. A new system of legal justice imprinted its gaze upon the bodies of its subjects. The public butchering and disemboweling of the executed or condemned person transformed the “opening” of the body into a strategy of political power (Foucault 1979). The eviscerated body of the witch, heretic, or Jew allowed the acts of justice to become visible to all, “for the people crowd[ed] to the executions as onlookers” (Muchembled 1985:248). These public executions were often stretched out over several days: A few hours each day, on a stage, the body was “opened” in full view of the public (Camporesi 1984:16–18). What took place was the dissecting of a living body, in which the act of justice was rendered visible first by dislocating the body on the scaffold, then by burning its skin, and finally by penetrating inside the body and drawing out the intestines. It would seem (from the perspective of the modern state) that the infliction of pain was secondary to the solemn act of taking control by means of the anatomy of the condemned (Duden 1991:9). The symbolism of punishment was conveyed by “opening” or exposing the innermost flesh. Indeed, anatomy was at this time still a public ritual that linked the penal process to an exhibition of the structure of the human body.

Gradually, in the course of the eighteenth century, the method of dissection changed: the judicial exposure of the inside of a human being gave way to a procedure in which doctors acquired professional knowledge in a closed dissection chamber (Temkin 1977; Ackerknecht 1971; Mann 1984). This shift in dissecting practices did not, however, release the body from the hold of the state. To the contrary, the political meanings behind the anatomizing, the “dissecting,” inflicted on bodies persisted and were reflected in a deep-rooted and tenacious aversion felt by ordinary people at losing their bodies to the court anatomists: peasants near Jena as well as London began to protect their corpses in order to escape this further intrusion of the state’s power after death (Haeser 1971:280; Linebaugh 1975). Compounded by religious ideas about resurrection, these feelings of horror at being physically fragmented and dismembered were expressed in a series of revolts against municipal authorities.

A comparison of these acts of undisguised violence (witch persecutions, the scaffold, and anatomy) suggests not only the strategic significance of the body but also the symbolic value of its integrity. According to Duden (1991), during the two centuries, when the modern state rose to power, great importance was attached to two interrelated developments: In scientific work and in corporal punishment, the inside of the body was “opened up” and examined.


In this way, the connections, deeply rooted in popular culture, between this (invisible) interior and the macrocosm were eradicated. [Around 1700], the act of dissection, which exposed things, and the reduction of the body merged into one process. The “state” was able to gain power from this opening and isolating of the body because the “biological” body and the “social” body were connected, had a correlation in the culture’s consciousness; whatever was done to the former was never done only to a “private body.” (10)



A violent process began in the seventeenth century, in which the body as the embodiment of localized social vitality was symbolically broken; demonized, atomized, and displayed, the body was deprived of its meaningful opacity.

The sociogenesis of European modernity was thus clearly implicated in an ever-increasing objectification of blood and skin. Cultural historians, as I have briefly noted, insisted that what took place was a political devaluation of the magic of the body. In Duden’s words, “before the body could be constituted as the object of descriptive observation, it first had to be devalued as a vehicle of symbolic meaning” (1991:10). Yet paradoxically, it was precisely this symbolic valuation of flesh and blood that persisted in European and German popular culture. Despite the emergence of a biological model of the body in late-eighteenth-century medicine, at least some parts of the body retained their magical value: the skin, fat, tissues, bones, organs, and blood continued to exert an intense magical attraction in the imagination and ritual practices of common people. Consequently, our understanding of the modern body requires some revision. Convential histories of modern medicine have failed to accomodate the possibility that “some untidy bits of human experience might conceivably elude the deadly dominion exercised by the power of [the medical gaze] or, for that matter, the discourse of power” (Anderson 1993:3). Even under modernity, the body retained its magical significance.

Thus in the historical archives of modern jurisprudence we find many recorded cases that describe how ordinary people insisted on the dissection and gutting of human bodies for healing purposes. For example, we learn that in 1822, “(based upon a case authenticated by documents), there lived in Napels an old doctor; he had [begotten], by several women, children, whom he inhumanly slaughtered amid special preparations and solemnities; he cut open their breasts, took out their hearts, and prepared from the heart’s blood precious drops that afforded resistance to any disease” (Strack 1909:92). There appeared in 1890, “before the court at Hagen, in Westphalia, a servant, seventy years of age, on the serious charge of robbery of dead bodies, and desecration of graves. The accused… dug up with a spade…a child’s grave…and next day, after opening the coffin with a screwdriver, cut out of the thigh of the corpse a piece of flesh, which he laid on a wound he had had many years on his body… He even imagined, at least he said so in [the] hearing of the case, that the remedy had done good” (ibid.. 93). In the late nineteenth century, in the province of Prussia, “[t]hose who had fallen ill through a vampire’s bite were healed by having mixed with their drink some of the blood (i.e., the thickish product of decomposition so described by the populace) of [the vampire’s] head when cut off… Only a few months ago (March 1877), at Heidenmühl, in the Schlochau district, the body of a recently-deceased child… was mutilated in its grave, and a small bit of the corpse-flesh was given to a sick child [to eat] as a cure [for vampire’s bite]” (ibid.. 95).

According to nineteenth-century German and Prussian popular belief, inextinguishable lamps could be made of human fat; corpse fat was fashioned into candle wax: “If a thief gets the fat of a pregnant woman, [and] makes a candle of it, and lights it, he can steal where he likes without anxiety… [Thus] on New Year’s Eve, 1864, a fearful murder was perpetrated at Ellerwald on Elizabeth Zernickl… A piece of flesh, nine inches long, and the same in breadth, had been cut out of her belly… [And] on the evening of February 16, 1865,…a working man, Gottfried Dallian of Neukirch, in the Niederung, was caught, and there was found on him a strange candle, consisting of a tolerably firm mass of fat, poured round a wick, and contained in a leaden container” (Strack 1909:101–2, 115): The motive for the deed was the delusion that a candle or small lamp prepared from the fat of a murdered person would not be extinguished by any draft, and the flame could only be put out with milk.

Blood, body parts, and excrement were used for medicinal purposes in Germany, Pomerania, and West Prussia until the end of the nineteenth century:


When there is an urgent conjecture of witchcraft, the person suspected is seized and beaten till her blood flows, in order to give it to the sick man to swallow or to wash him with it, or until she promises to withdraw the spell…and only a few [of the many] cases come to the knowledge of the courts and to publicity… [Thus in 1868] A peasant in Jaschhütte [Prussia] had broken his leg. He did not seek any professional help… Neighbours who visited him persuaded him he was bewitched by a woman in the village. The witch, a young relative…[was] made to enter the house of the possessed man, and asked by those present to give him some of her blood to drink… [She was] forced by blows of the fist from two of those present to let the salving blood be drawn from her nose. The attempt was a failure. One of the two men went to the courtyard, dirtied his hands with manure, whilst at the same time he made three crosses with it on them. Fresh blows of the fist on the nose with the blessed hands had the desired effect. The witch was now obliged to lay herself on the bed of the possessed man, and to let the blood trickle into his open mouth. [The curse] then indeed, seemed to give way, for soon after the patient was able to utter the words: “Nu wart me beeter” (I am better now!). The still-flowing blood was then collected in a cup for possible relapses. (Strack 1909:97–100)



These examples illustrating the magical manipulation of blood, fat, and flesh clearly suggest that the making of the modern body was not the result of developments in science and medicine alone. In the course of the nineteenth century, the body gradually emerged as a multilayered entity, with each layer constituted as the text of a different episteme, a different field of knowledge, a different age, and each woven out of a distinct tropological fabric spun from earlier historical material. The metaphorical stratigraphy of body, blood, and skin, as I suggest in this book, reveals disturbing temporal densities: the “new” (modern) corporeal aesthetic was mediated by a tenacious stream of images and motifs that persisted over centuries. At times, these mythographic patterns seemed to blend and merge, but occasionally, and remarkably, they resurfaced in their original form.

Such a mythographic layering of memory is evident in the dramatic production of “Body Worlds” (Körperwelten), an exhibit on human anatomy sponsored by the Museum of Technology and Work in Mannheim (see frontispiece). The bodies on display are real human corpses, cadavers. Harvested from deceased donors, the life-sized specimens are preserved in various stages of dissection. The bodies are sliced open to reveal the interior world of human physiology: skin, muscles, nerves, intestines, blood vessels, lungs, heart, brain, bones, wombs, and penises. Such public displays of corpses, inspiring both morbid curiosity and scientific interest, are part of a larger history of human exhibition, in which the themes of death, dissection, torture, and martyrdom are intermingled: “This history includes the exhibition of dead bodies in cemeteries, catacombs, homes, and theaters, the public dissection of cadavers in anatomy lessons, the vivisection of torture victims using such anatomical techniques as flaying, public executions by guillotine or gibbet, heads of criminals impaled on stakes, public extractions of teeth, and displays of body parts and fetuses in anatomical and other museums, whether in the flesh, in wax, or in plaster cast” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998:35). These earlier ethnographic or anatomical displays, built around articulated skeletons, taxidermy, wax models, and live specimens, forged a “conceptual link between anatomy and death in what might be considered museums of mortality” (ibid., 36). The German exhibit, however, presents something quite different. Its galleries of plastinated corpses do not attempt to inspire horror or fear by dramatizing mortality. On the contrary, this collection of bodies, more than two hundred specimens, creates the illusion of life after death. Human anatomy is staged by creating dramatic visions of the normal, the ordinary body (see figure 1). Many of the life-sized figures are engaged in familiar activities:


The Runner is frozen in the loping gait of a marathoner, stripped of almost everything except bones and muscles. Its outer muscles fly backward off its bones, as if the muscles were being blown by the wind rushing past. The Muscleman is a bare skeleton that holds up its entire system of muscles, which looks like an astronaut’s bulky spacesuit dangling on a hanger. The Figure with Skin retains all its muscles and organs, but its skin is draped like a coat over one arm. The Expanded Body resembles a human telescope, its skeleton pulled apart so people can see what lies beneath the skull and the rib cage. (Andrews 1998:1)



This exposition of bodies is driven by an aesthetic that seeks to transform the male corpse into an heroic figure. The cadavers are arranged so as to emphasize physical strength, virility, athletic prowess, and muscular vigor. “The beauty [of these corporal forms] displaces revulsion” (Eggebrecht 1998:1); and “aesthetics becomes a means for pushing away disgust” (Reimer 1998:2). Out of the raw material of human remains new bodies have been fashioned: beautified, durable, and dramatic masculinities. Presented without reference to personal biography or cause of death, the plastinated specimens perform a symbolic function: The corpses are aesthetized in such a way as to suppress evocations of violence, victimhood, or history. Regarded as “anatomical artworks” (Andrews 1998:1), artistic “statues” (Roth 1998:51), the displays successfully evade comparisons with Nazi medical experimentation or eugenics and racial hygiene. Indeed, the refurbished corpses are plastinated German bodies.

All of the exhibited whole body specimens, except two, are male. Every male figure (regardless of its anatomized disarray) retains an intact penis, emphasizing its sex—its manhood (figure 1). The exhibit’s collection of body parts contains numerous healthy organs. Among them are nearly a dozen male genitalia: these erect (plastinated) penises, with scrota, are arranged in their individual showcases. By contrast, women’s reproductive organs, that is, vagina and uterus with ovaries, are shown with malignancies, tumors and cysts. The museum’s exhibit contains only two female figures (out of two hundred specimens): both are pregnant women. In one woman’s corpse, the stomach and womb have been slashed open to reveal a five-month-old fetus (see Körperwelten 1997:136, 138, 140–41). This female body is marked by arrows pointing to her intestinal tract, her uterus, and her fetus, an iconographic rendering that is suggestive of a preoccupation with female emissions and body products: excrement, uterine blood, the fetus. In the exhibit (as in the catalogue), the pregnant women are grouped with an assortment of pathologies—deformed embryos, miscarriages, and terminated pregnancies: “In a glass case at the center of [this] room, visitors encounter a row of plasticized infant corpses, including a pair of conjoined twins” (Andrews 1998:4). Such an iconographic and symbolic emphasis on female reproduction gone awry—the female body as pathology—belongs to, and is typical of, a racialist conception of womanhood (as I suggest in chapter 2). In this exhibition of human anatomy, German ideals of the national body are inscribed onto the corpses by a medical gaze that is preoccupied with images and representations of gender and race.


[image: image]
Figure 1. Anatomy on Display: Male Corpse with Skin, Mannheim 1997. The male figure shown here, the flayed body of a man holding his own skin, is a display of the importance of the human dermis: a protective armor. “The plastinated corpse shows…how defenseless a human being looks without skin, and…how the skin, when it is no longer inhabited by the body, can be regarded as a distinct organ. Only after the skin has been carefully removed can the body’s anatomical nudity be exposed: [We see] the bones and muscles, which in their turn envelope the innermost organs” (Whalley 1997:161). The display’s visual focus on the figure’s muscled body and genital masculinity points to a cultural preoccupation with corporal integrity, that is, the intact body armor of the anatomical male.



Mapping Genealogies: Blood, Nature, History

The modern search for more precise anatomical knowledge, for regularity, order, laws, and causes—in contradistinction to the belief that the natural world was controlled by miracles and by forces of magic—was critical to a new understanding of the body in relation to processes of health and disease. Knowledge and explanation were sought not in the discovery of divine purposes but in the complex fluids, organs, and functions of the body itself. In the modern era, ever more radical explorations and interventions in the pursuit of knowledge began, inexorably leading the medical gaze into the interior of the body itself. Disease was associated with that which was taboo, contaminated, and filthy, particularly when it was supposed that disease posed a danger to public health. Cleanliness was linked to political stability, and healthy behavior gradually folded into a capitalist definition of moral behavior.

How did an aesthetic of race emerge from this modernist vision of the body? Was the ordering of social identities by physical markers a product of the “progressive enlightenment” of modern science? Or was it based on an altogether different conceptual development? In a series of essays, Michel Foucault (1978) claimed that the modern concept of race, that is, the whole thematic of the species, descent, and collective welfare, was endowed with the ancient (but fully maintained) prestige of blood: “The blood relation long remained an important element in the mechanisms of power, its manifestations, and its rituals. For a society in which the systems of alliance, the political form of the sovereign, the differentiation into orders and castes, and the value of descent lines were predominant; for a society in which famine, epidemics, and violence made death imminent, blood constituted one of the fundamental values” (147). Thus, in the modern era, blood remained an important signifier of power and privilege. The ancient regime of blood continued to support ideas of descent, heredity, and genealogy, providing a basis for fundamental social distinctions (Smith 1995:726; Herzfeld 1992:26–44). Blood endured as a descent ideology that became increasingly racialist. The premodern aesthetic of blood, according to Foucault, served as a foundation upon which a more directly biologist (racist) system of modern heredity could be erected.

But how do we explain this historical preoccupation with and commitment to the symbolic value of blood? Why was blood transformed into a societal fetish? Foucault (1978) suggests that this cultural obsession had something to do with the intrinsic qualities of blood. As a liquid, a bodily fluid, blood is always in a state of flux, its containment ever precarious. Blood images could therefore be easily invoked to enhance the drama of violence, suffering, and death: “[Blood] owed its high value at the same time to its instrumental role (the ability to shed blood), to the way it functioned in the order of signs (to have a certain blood, to be of the same blood, to be prepared to risk ones blood), and also its precariousness (easily spilled, subject to drying up, too readily mixed, capable of being quickly corrupted). A society of blood…of ‘sanguinity’—where power spoke through the blood: the honor of war, the fear of famine, the triumph of death, the sovereign with his sword, executioners, and tortures; blood was a reality with a symbolic function” (147).

Foucault thus presumed that the symbolic valuation of blood was organized not around the management of life but around the menace of death: “Clearly, nothing was more on the side of the law, death, [and] transgression…than blood” (148). The eviscerated body and the body in pain both furnished an image of valued sanguinity, revealing a distinct regime of power and an old preoccupation with blood and the law. According to Foucault, these imageries of blood tended to revitalize a type of political power that was exercised through the devices of the legal order: “the blood of torture and absolute power, the blood of the caste which was respected in itself and which nonetheless was made to flow in the major rituals of parricide and incest, the blood of the people, which was shed unreservedly since the sort that flowed in its veins was not even deserving of a name” (148–49). As Foucault argues, however, such a symbolics of blood gradually gave way to a new order of power: Under modernity, the workings of blood and death were replaced by a concern with sexuality and racial proliferation. The propagation of the life of the body, not its blood and death, became a novel object of political struggle.

But the emphasis on bloodshed and death, as I suggest at length elsewhere (Linke 1999), was never completely dissociated from a metaphorics of sex, vitality, and gender. Even in antiquity, the flow of blood and women’s sexuality were closely related in symbolic terms. In early Europe, blood derived its potency and symbolic power from the linkage of reproduction with the female menstrual cycle. Blood and womanhood were thus interconnected in the European premodern. The later historical preoccupation with either the future of the species or the vitality of the social body was likewise implicated in anxieties over female reproductivity (Jolly 1993; Davin 1978). Issues of blood, race, and motherhood converged in a political obsession with the life-giving body of women (Koonz 1987; Allen 1991; Moeller 1996). My work suggests that this ancient thematic of blood, life, and fertility was further accentuated in later historical epochs, finding its perhaps greatest intensification in German-speaking lands.

Elsewhere, I document how emergent themes of health, progeny, and race, which marked the threshold of European modernity, were prefigured in much earlier blood fantasies (Linke 1999). A eugenic ordering of society through a mythic iconography of blood called on, and reified, deeply rooted cultural assumptions about nature, health, fertility, and abundance. My investigation into the German, and European, past revealed that metaphoric models of ancestry and blood origin placed the social body into the semantic field of nature. Human fertility and propagation were intertwined with notions of blood loss, bloodshed, and female menstruation as natural processes. Genealogical models appropriated images of nature—blood, soil, and tree—as markers of descent, symbolizing the natural order of things.

Iconographies of blood, earth, and tree survived in modern European depictions of kinship. Diagrammatic representations of consanguinity and kin relations came to rely on the tree metaphor to depict heredity. According to Mary Bouquet (1996:47), “mapping out ancestry in the form of a tree” provided an iconographic precedent for the genealogical diagram, the modern anthropological device for representing family relations. Drawing on examples from Britain, the Netherlands, and Germany, Bouquet’s work suggests that the graphic representation of kinship owed much to prior European use of tree imagery and indeed relied on literalizing the tree metaphor. Modern genealogical diagrams emerged as simulacra or mimetic artifacts that furnished naturalistic images of blood connections. Such a mapping of kin relations relied on the tree as a visual phenomenon: Roots, tree trunk, branches, and leaves rendered kinship visibly self-evident.

The choice of the tree to metaphorize relational systems arose from a novel concern with heredity, descent, and genealogy. In nineteenth-century Europe, particularly in the German-speaking realm, such deeply embedded cultural ideas about blood ancestry assumed form within a modern aesthetic of race. But these concerns with descent and the diagrammatic motif of the genealogical tree were prefigured by much older conceptions of blood and power. Perhaps initially inspired by codes of inheritance and succession associated with property, these diagrammatic representations of kinship “emerged in the context of the calculation of prohibited degrees of marriage” (Goody 1983:276). Degrees of consanguinity were represented in the form of a crucifix as early as the eighth century. “Later documents display the same information in the shape of a tree (arbor iuris) or of a man” (Bouquet 1996:47–8). By the eighteenth century, such graphic images of the genealogical tree were used to retain “control of procreation through keeping written records that enable[d] the careful channelling of ‘blood,’ as a key to nobility” (ibid.).

The family tree permitted the genealogical mapping of blood by virtue of its symmetrical and bilateral form. This emphasis on (or preference for) visual symmetry and symmetric modeling promoted the scientific appropriation of the tree as a taxonomic device in nineteenth-century Europe. The tree metaphor was part of a visual language mined by modern science. But the persistence of these diagrammatic images cannot be explained solely by their usefulness for a scientific imaginary. The tree motif was also a conventional cultural image, a representation of blood and reproduction: It symbolized the sexual and social body of man and wife. The genealogical tree, signifying both bloodline and conjugation, was deeply gendered. This is suggested by the frontispiece to a seventeenth-century Dutch example (a genealogy in book form), “which shows Dirk van Dorp and his wife standing beneath their ‘tree,’ and the score of pages that follow the lateral extensions of that tree” (Bouquet 1996:63, n. 5). This same emphasis on symmetry, shared blood, and lateral extensions characterizes the iconography of a Dutch “family tree” from the late eighteenth century:


Gerard Schaap’s name is shown at the lowest point on the trunk, together with that of his wife Johanna, in a circle—a stylized oak-apple, perhaps—since the leaves are clearly those of an oak. The names of their offspring (two sons and one daughter) are shown, with those of their spouses, on the trunk (Jan and his wife) and two lateral branches… [A]esthetics demand a symmetrical layout… The bulk of the tree is, indeed, composed of lateral extensions… We know nothing of the in-marrying spouses’ origins: where does Johanna (Gerard’s wife) come from? What does her substance contribute to the solid base of the tree just below her name, where grass and other small plants thrive?… The positioning of the name Johanna closest to the earth and the roots of the tree might, however, suggest that she is the ancestral figure. (Bouquet 1996:47)



In northern Europe, the motif of the genealogical tree reveals a social emphasis on symmetry and lateral extensions. Blood relations, including kin by marriage, appear together in these graphic depictions of ancestry. The tree, in its diagrammatic form, emphasizes the existence of both men and women, husbands and wives, in-laws and offspring. Such an integration and mergence of kin into a common genealogy of blood differs sharply from southern or eastern European examples, in which the tree stands as a metaphor of patrilineality, that is, a symbolic system of tracing descent and blood connections through men alone. The diagrammatic tree seems to contain vestiges of a different social system, in which kin relations were reckoned bilaterally. In German-speaking lands, as I discussed elsewhere (Linke 1999), kinship followed a cognatic system, based on a widely extended recognition of kin traced through males as well as females. In the genealogical tree, traces or vestiges of such a kinship pattern are “embodied in specific graphic conventions, such as the wife’s name encircled together with the husband’s, in Schaap’s family tree, or Maria as an acorn in the tree of Jesse” (Bouquet 1996:61). Women were joined to, not exorcised from, these genealogical diagrams.

Within the conceptual field of the modern ancestral tree, there was an explicit recognition of women and their birth-giving potential. Despite the patronymic emphasis, women (as sisters, mothers, and wives) were identified and named in these genealogical diagrams. Such a recognition of womanhood was also sustained in symbolic terms. The tree appeared to grow from specific female substances: blood and soil. As Bouquet (1996) observed: “If the containers at the base of the tree contain earth…this represents a kind of generalized female material” (52). In the northern European tree motif, blood is connected to soil, female matter, mother earth: Earth becomes blood, which becomes sap, which nourishes the life of plants, including the tree. Blood wells up from the ground as an ancestral substance. In an eighteenth-century Dutch genealogy (a biblically inspired vision of human genesis), the “tree thus arises from the soil of Mesopotamia, but its foliage represents populations of the entire earth. Blood would appear to be made from the soil, and soil continues to feed the growth of the tree (the whole family of Man), presumably with the sap that flows through the trunk and the branches into the leaves” (52). Here, earth gives rise to blood, and blood is transformed into both arboreal and genealogical essence.

Blood and nature, that is, human bodies and plant life (flowers/trees), are collapsed in such representations of ancestry. Although the diagrammatic image of the tree glosses over the nature of the genealogical substance, the “persuasive fiction underlying [these trees]…is that the earth beneath them has been turned into blood, the blood into sap” (Bouquet 1996:60). In northern European and German depictions of kinship, the imagery of blood and soil and tree exist as interconnected metaphors of origin.

The genealogical tree thus occupied a certain position in the German etymology of blood: Earth became blood, which became sap, which fed the tree.
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