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The German Romantic writer and composer E. T. A. Hoft-
mann (1776-1822) is perhaps best known to the English
speaking world through Tchaikovsky’s ballet The Nutcracker,
which was based on the novella NufSknacker und Mausekinig,
and through Jacques Offenbach’s opera Tales of Hoffmann.
During his lifetime, Hoffmann struggled to convince his pre-
dominantly bourgeois public of the merits of art and literature.
Not surprisingly, many of his most important novellas are
bound up with the dilemmas of art and the challenges faced by
the Romantic artist, and it is these Kzinstlernovellen that are the
focus of this study. Birgit Roder argues that Hoffmann’s artists
are not simply individuals who create works of art, but rather
figures through whom the author explores the predicament of
those who reject the conventional world of bourgeois reality
and seek to assert the claims of the imagination in a world
dominated by prosaic rationalism. Contrary to previous scholars
however, Roder demonstrates that Hoftmann’s novellas clearly
warn against a view of art as an autonomous aesthetic realm cut
oft from the world of reality. This is particularly apparent in
Roder’s analysis of gender relations in Hoffmann’s oeuvre —
especially the relationship between (male) artist and (female)
muse — which underlines the extent to which art, literature,
and the imagination are inseparably bound up with the prevail-
ing social reality. The novellas that are given extensive consid-
cration are Das Friulein von Scuderi, Der Sandmann, Die
Jesuiterkivche in G., Die Fermate, Der Artushof, Don Juan, Das
Sanctus, and Rat Krespel.

Birgit Roder teaches German language and literature at the
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Ernst Theodor Wilhelm Hoftmann born in Konigsberg (24 January).

Divorce of parents. Hoffmann and his mother move to her
(widowed) mother Louise Sophie Doerffer.

Meets Theodor Hippel, who will become his lifelong friend.

Takes lessons in music and drawing. His teachers acknowledge his
artistic talent.

Embarks on the study of law at the University of Konigsberg. Affair
with Dora Hatt (until 1797) who is a married woman nine years his
senior.

Having passed his first degree (“erstes juristisches Staatsexamen”) he
starts to work for the judiciary in Konigsberg.

Death of mother. Hoffmann moves to Glogau to join the family of
his uncle, J. L. Doerffer. Works for the judiciary in Glogau.

Death of father.

Engagement to his cousin Minna Doerffer. Having passed his second
degree (“zweites juristisches Staatsexamen”) he moves to Berlin to
work for the Berlin Kammergericht.

Passes final examinations (“drittes juristisches Staatsexamen”).
Hoftfmann appointed to the post of “Assessor” in Posen. Travels
with Hippel to Leipzig and Dresden.

(February) Hoffmann’s caricatures of leading members of Posen
society are distributed during the carnival celebrations. Scandal en-
sues and Hoffmann is punished by being posted to Plock in Poland.
(March) Breaks oft engagement to Minna. (July) Marries the Pole,
Maria Thekla Michaelina Rorer-Trzcinska (Mischa). Moves to Plock
in the summer.

Appointed “Regierungsrat” of the southern Prussian administration
in Warsaw. Start of his friendship with Julius Eduard Hitzig.



Xii

1805

1806
1807

1808

1809

1810

1811
1812

1813

1814

1815

1816

1817

1818
1819

1821
1822

*

CHRONOLOGY OF E. T. A. HOFFMANN’S LIFE AND WORKS

Birth of his daughter, Cicilia. Hoffmann’s first public appearance
as a conductor. Changes his name to Ernst Theodor Amadeus in
honour of his musical idol, Mozart.

French troops occupy Warsaw. Hoftmann relieved of his post.

Hoftfmann takes Mischa to relatives in Posen. He sets up in Berlin
where he suffers from illness and the “Not- und Hungerjahre”
begin. (August) Death of his two year-old daughter.

(April) Hoffmann appointed musical director in Bamberg.

Ritter Gluck published in the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitunyg.
Hoftmann writes regularly for the journal. Makes the acquaintance
of the wine merchant, F. C. Kunz.

(September) Publication of Jobannes Kreisler, des Kapellmeisters
musikalische Leiden.

Hoftmann falls in love with his pupil, Julia Marc.

Infatuation with Julia intensifies. (December) Julia marries Johann
Gerhard Graepel.

Appointed choirmaster in Dresden.

Returns to take up service for the Prussian Civil Service at the
Berlin Kammergericht. Fantasiestiicke in Callots Manier published
in installments.

Friendship with Ludwig Devrient. Die Elixiere des Teufels published
in installments.

Appointed “Kammergerichtsrat.” Successful production of the
opera Undine.

Fire at the Berliner Schauspielhaus. The set for Undine is destroyed
in the fire.

Publication of Seltsame Leiden eines Theaterdivektors.

Appointed to membership of the “Immediat-Untersuchungs-
kommission zur Ermittlung hochverriterischer Verbindungen und
anderer hochverriterischer Umtriebe.” Publication of Klein Zaches.
First installment of Die Serapionsbriider appears. Severely ill.

Death of Hoffmann’s cat, Murr.

Illness continues. The manuscript of Meister Floh is confiscated.
Start of disciplinary proceedings against Hoffmann on account of
the “Knarrpanti-Episode.” Publication of Kater Murr. (25 January)
Hoftmann’s death.



Alles geben die Gotter, die unendlichen,
Thren Lieblingen ganz,
Alle Freuden, die unendlichen,
Alle Schmerzen, die unendlichen, ganz.
— Goethe






Introduction

* *YBER HOFEMANN KONNTEN WIR leicht einerlei Meinung sein. Sein
UGenie kann nur von Genielosen verkannt, von Absprechern geliug-
net werden,” wrote Heinrich Vof8, the son of the well-known translator
of Homer, Johann Heinrich Vof, in his letter of March 1821." Hoff-
mann, had he learned of this encomium, would surely have been flat-
tered. Nonetheless, it was an opinion shared by few people during his
lifetime and even fewer after his death. Hoffmann’s oeuvre, much like
Hoftmann’s biography was then — and still is today — the subject of
considerable disagreement. Despite harsh criticism, especially from
Goethe,” Hoffmann attracted an enthusiastic readership during his life-
time. However, in the years following his death, he gradually developed
the reputation as “Gespenster-Hoffmann,” a reputation that, at least in
the German-speaking world, lasted for almost a century. Although this
hardly spoiled the enjoyment of those readers attracted to his fiction, it
was partly responsible for his works being largely ignored by critics.

It was only at the beginning of the twentieth century that there was
a revival of interest in Hoffmann’s work, at least on the part of literary
scholars. This interest was prompted by the predominantly biographi-
cally-oriented studies of Georg Ellinger, Carl Georg von Maassen, and
Hans von Miiller,’ and was the first serious attempt to produce a critical
edition of Hoffmann’s collected works.* In the early 1920s Hoffmann’s
fortunes rose, possibly because his reputation as a tortured and misun-
derstood artist coincided with the view of the artist figure espoused by
the Expressionist writers of the period. Drawing on the more positivisti-
cally-oriented scholarship of Gustav Egli and Ernst Heilborn, Walther
Harich came to the conclusion that the artist figures in Hoffmann’s
fiction are confronted with the eternal question of finding meaning in a
world of chaos. Insofar as Harich praises what he regards as the “irra-
tional” dimension of Hoffmann’s work, his approach to the author
reflects the idealized image of the artist as a Nietzschean figure detached
from the lives of ordinary human beings, which is found in so many
literary works in the early part of the twentieth century.’

In the late 1930s and early 1940s, Hoftmann suftered the fate of
many German authors: his work was exploited by the Nazis for the pur-
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poses of propaganda and, in the process, became seen through the spec-
tacles of National Socialist ideology. Accordingly, we find Hoffmann’s
characters being praised for the qualities of “Heldentum,” “Fiithrertum,”
and “Deutschtum,” which they were alleged to display. The distorted
character of literary scholarship during this period of history hardly re-
quires further comment. It is clear that the irrational elements in Hoftf-
mann’s work — like those in a number of other writers of his time —
lent themselves readily to such ideological exploitation. It comes as little
surprise, therefore, that in the immediate postwar period, when scholars
were struggling to re-establish the German literary canon, Hoffmann’s
work, with its particular emphasis on the irrational, was largely ignored.
Given the Romantic nature of Hoffmann’s ocuvre, it is something
of a paradox that the renewed interest in his work in the 1950s and
1960s was promoted by two Marxist scholars, Georg Lukacs and Hans
Mayer. Although Lukacs never tired of emphasizing what he regarded as
the inherently reactionary outlook of the Romantic school, he makes an
exception of Hoffmann, praising him both for his realistic streak and for
his sharp-eyed critique of bourgeois philistinism.” Hans Mayer also em-
phasizes the difference between Hoffmann and the other members of the
Romantic school, but for slightly different reasons. He points out that
Hoftman’s writing shows him to be an opponent of conservative political
tendencies in Germany at the beginning of the nineteenth century.”
Although both Lukdcs and Meyer laid the groundwork for Hoffmann’s
rehabilitation in the Marxist literary canon, their treatment of his work
was sketchy at best; it was left to Hans-Georg Werner to provide a more
detailed study of the individual works from a Marxist perspective. Werner
questions Lukacs’s generally positive view of Hoffmann’s work by high-
lighting the author’s tendency to seek solace in a metaphysical haven. Of
course, this is a charge that has often been leveled at Romantic artists by
critics with Marxist leanings, but although Werner concedes that Hoft-
man had little alternative at the point in history when he was writing, he
remains sharply critical of the “irrational” elements in his works."
Although this criticism may hold good for some of Hoftmann’s stories,
Werner’s position is open to objection on several grounds. In Der Sand-
mann (1816), for instance, Hoffmann goes to some lengths to point out
the tragic consequences that ensue when an individual — in this case Na-
thanael — turns his back on reality and attempts to seek refuge in a “meta-
physical haven.” The same could be said in the case of such figures as
Cardillac in Das Friaulein von Scuderi (1819) or Berthold in Die Jesuiter-
kivche in G. (1816). Indeed, it is hard to escape the conclusion that
Werner’s reading of the texts is as much conditioned by his interpretative
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model as by the texts themselves; it is precisely the one-sidedness of this
approach that the literary scholar and well-known East German author,
Franz Fithmann, was to criticize in an essay published in the mid-1970s.”
Werner’s approach has also been criticized by those who would prefer to
approach Hoffmann’s work via the existentialist categories that are so
characteristic of a number of schools of German literary criticism in the mid
1960s. Wulf Segebrecht, who published his important full-length study in
1967, also starts out from this perspective."” However, it soon becomes
clear that his target is not the historical materialism of Werner et al., but
what Segebrecht refers to as the “unseliger Biographismus™'' of the posi-
tivistically-oriented scholars at the beginning of the century. Given that well
over a third of the book is devoted to an analysis of methodology, the
reader soon comes to realize that Segebrecht’s study is as much concerned
with the methodological underpinnings of literary biography as it is with an
analysis of Hoftmann’s individual works. Segebrecht does indeed ofter an
analysis of the way in which Hoffmann’s work not only reflects the existen-
tial despair of its author, but also represents an attempt to confront it. But
although Segebrecht is correct to attack the crude, biographically-oriented
criticism of his predecessors, his own metaphysical approach to Hoffimann’s
work is open to the charge of a certain reductionism. To claim that Hoff-
mann’s works represent the author’s attempt to resolve existential questions
of'identity is not only to overlook the important role played by social fac-
tors throughout Hoffmann’s work, but also to ignore the very different
types of artist figures that confront us in the texts.

The existential crisis of the artist and, by extension, the individual is
also a central theme in Riidiger Safranski’s literary biography E. T. A.
Hoffmann: Das Leben eines skeptischen Phantasten, published in 1987.
Safranski claims that Hoffmann’s existential despair was the driving force
behind his creativity;'” he arrives at the bleak conclusion that Hoffmann’s
work excludes the possibility of human redemption and anticipates the
solipsistic position of man in the modern era. Safranski’s interpretation
of Hoffmann’s ocuvre has pre-empted the attempts of certain critics,
notably the Deconstructionists, to go further than this and see Hoffmann
as a precursor not of modernist, but of postmodernist aesthetics. And in
his explicitly deconstructionist study Manfred Momberger contrasts
Hoftmann’s work with that of earlier Romantics, believing that he repre-
sents an extreme phase of Romanticism, “wo die romantische Apotheose
des Unendlichen im Werk zerfillt,”"* and that interpretation is out of
place. What we are left with instead is the endless free-play of the signi-
fier, and it is from this, paradoxically, that Hoffmann’s texts derive their
coherence. But in sidelining interpretation as a legitimate critical activity,
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Momberger ignores precisely that which has fascinated readers and critics
alike over the years.

Inevitably, Hoffmann’s portrayal of apparently irrational human be-
havior has prompted critics of a psychoanalytic persuasion to take a close
interest in his work. Following the publication of Freud’s rather idiosyn-
cratic essay on Der Sandmann in 1919, the concept of the “uncanny”
(“das Unheimliche”) has been inextricably linked with Hoffmann’s no-
vella." Subsequent psychoanalytic critics have tended to approach Hoft-
mann’s works either as individual case studies or seen them as symptoms
of Hoftmann’s alleged neuroses. In recent years, the main proponent of
this approach has been James M. McGlathery, who published a compre-
hensive two-part study of Hoftmann’s work in 1981 and 1985. He claims
that, “Hoffmann [is] perhaps the greatest sexual humorist of all time, and
certainly [the | master at portraying unconscious sublimation.”" Although
sexual desire unquestionably plays an important role in some of Hoft-
mann’s works, McGlathery, like many other critics writing from a Freudian
perspective, is often guilty of focusing his attention on this one aspect of
the text to the exclusion of all else. Furthermore, this type of literary criti-
cism is open to the charge of reductionism since the determination to
interpret the text in accordance with a (highly speculative) a przo7i model
of human behavior inevitably means that the work will be made to fit the
theory, rather than vice-versa.

Although such psychoanalytic readings of the text are unlikely to
convince those skeptical about psychoanalysis, the contribution made by
this line of inquiry to the development of theories of narration should
not be underestimated. In their quest to uncover new levels of latent
meaning in the texts, psychoanalytic critics have prompted other scholars
to turn their attention to the narrative structure of Hoffmann’s texts and
particularly to the role of the narrator. Very often such analyses of the
role of the narrator have been confined to essays that deal with specific
texts; where this is the case, I have discussed them in the context of my
own analysis of the story."® Sheila Dickson offers perhaps the most de-
tailed study of the role of the narrator and narrative perspective in Hoff-
mann’s work, although her study is not solely confined to Hoftmann but
embraces other writers from the Romantic period."” Dickson challenges,
quite correctly in my view, the assumption that the Romantics turned
their backs on reality and provides a comprehensive analysis of Romantic
thought and philosophy. Drawing on a wide range of examples, she
identifies a number of different narrative strategies, including the inter-
play of first and third person narrators, and the creative role of the
reader. Her main argument is “to consider form rather than content as
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a reflection of the experience of the world.”"* The disruption of narrative
perspective brought about by a combination of the devices listed above
reflects the fundamental Romantic view that the subjectivity of all indi-
vidual perspectives precludes the existence of an objective truth.

Dickson challenges the assumptions of such theorists as Joseph
Kunz, who have seen the lack of a unified narrative perspective as a
weakness of Romantic fiction;"” for Dickson, of course, it is its very es-
sence. Her study of narrative strategies is extremely wide-ranging, how-
ever it is largely confined to questions of form and touches on questions
of interpretation only when she discusses Romantic fiction as an expres-
sion of a world experience that is both fragmented and relative. As a
result, the reader in search of a new interpretation of Hoftmann’s fiction
is likely to be disappointed.

The Ideal and Reality

The aim of the present study is to show how Hoftfmann explores the
conflicts that arise whenever an individual becomes conscious of the
discrepancy between a Platonic, metaphysical realm of ideas and the
world of everyday reality. In the novellas, these conflicts are almost al-
ways presented by means of a central figure who considers himself an
artist and who is regarded by society as an outsider. This narrative strat-
egy is, of course, one used by others. Three of Hoffmann’s near contem-
poraries — Tieck, Wackenroder, and Eichendorff — often present the
conflict between the Ideal and reality via the figure of an artist. However,
the close correlation between art and questions of an existential, philo-
sophical nature is particularly pronounced in Hoffmann’s work — above
all in the figure of Kreisler, the long suffering and misunderstood artist.
This itself may be a reflection of the fact that Hoffmann not only
thought of himself as an artist first and foremost, despite working for the
judiciary, and was active in a variety of disparate artistic genres as a thea-
ter director, caricaturist, composer, and writer. The term artist, however,
requires some clarification. Although it is true that a number of Hoftf-
mann’s characters earn their living from the arts as painters, musicians,
and composers, he nevertheless saw a wider Romantic connotation to the
term artist, which goes beyond those endowed with the skills to practice
the arts to embrace the individual who longs to capture the Ideal in his
creative life. This approach is entirely in keeping with the spirit of
Friedrich Schlegel’s remark: “Nicht die Kunst und die Werke machen
den Kiinstler, sondern der Sinn und die Begeisterung und der Trieb.”*
And it is in this sense that Hoffmann treats, for example, the character
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Krespel in Rat Krespel as an artist even though he is not, strictly speak-
ing, a professional artist in the sense that the painter, Berthold, in Dze
Jesuiterkivche in G. is.

Furthermore, as Hoffmann shows, the crisis experienced by the artist
is not simply played out at the level of the individual. As we shall see, the
reasons for the downfall of a number of Hoffmann’s figures can be traced
back to social factors; it is often the values and conventions of bourgeois
society that make the artist feel isolated. The most pernicious of these
bourgeois values is a philistine attitude to art, which regards it in purely
functional terms, as something decorative, and does not recognize it as a
means of cognition in its own right. In such conditions the artist will find
his creative imagination severely restricted, and in order to free it, he is
tempted to take up positions of an increasingly extreme nature. In this
context, it is important to remember that the artist is not simply financially
dependent upon his patrons, but also needs an “interlocutor,” a partner
who is both willing and able to participate in the dialogue of art — and
although Hoftmann remains fascinated by the figure of the artist, on an-
other level his novellas are about the consumers of art. When the latter
refuse to participate in this dialogue and are interested only in the superfi-
cial, decorative aspects of the artist’s work, the consequences can be cata-
strophic. For if an artist is shunned by his public, he is cut off from society
and becomes isolated, a development that, in extreme cases, can lead to
madness, suicide, and even murder. This can be seen perhaps most clearly
in the figures of Nathanael in Der Sandmann and Cardillac in Das Fraulein
von Scuderi, whose deaths can both be attributed partly to social factors.

In Hoftmann’s presentation of the artist, there is another important
factor that has all too often been ignored by the critics, namely the ques-
tion of gender relations. In all the novellas dealt with in this study (and in
many of Hoffmann’s others novellas), Hoffmann explores the relationship
between the male artist and his work on the one hand, and on the other,
a woman who plays a crucially important role for that artist. Hoffmann’s
artists are shown to be all too willing to endorse an idealized image of
woman, and almost all of them raise one particular woman to the status of
an ideal. The consequences of this Romantic idealization — a process for
which the individual artists and the society in which they live are both
partly responsible — vary considerably in each case. However, the resulting
crisis that the artist experiences can almost always be traced back to the
same cause, the realization that what he had believed to be the Ideal is, in
fact, “merely” a (female) human being, a discovery that underlines the
illusory nature of the Ideal he has pursued hitherto. Individual artists will
all react differently to this process of disillusionment depending on their



