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Rudiger Gorner

Auf Biichners Schneide

Den Weltrand als Schleifstein: dort, W. beim Schérfen
von Messer und Zunge ertappt. Maries Schrei erfror.
Schmal: Mund und Gelenke; Steckbriefe als Facher.
Dem Wort ein Tribunal; Guillotinen als Spielzeug.
Kirchweih ist’s, Kirchweih ist’s, trillert ein Gnom.

Stunden holpern durch die Nacht, ein Engel lacht;

singt in den Vogesen einer. Sie haben, schreit er dann,

die Liebe hingerichtet, die Schatten gehenkt,

auf Gespenster angelegt. Ein Schimmel scheut.

Ein Pfarrer segnet Gewehre; im Brunnen ertrinkt seine Bibel.

Samiel halt die Zecher frei mit Kopfgeld und geigt dazu

auf Nervenstringen. Die Fiirstin bietet auf dem Markt sich feil.
Harlekin sagt einen Ball an, erfindet Giste, stellt sie vor:

Andres und Rosetta, Lucile und Julie: die Orgie beginnt.

Und einer singt: Wenn man ihn finde, den Garten der Nymphe.

Im Miinster opfern sie Glocken auf dem Altar. Zu spat,

ruft eine aus dem Dunkel, zu spét: wir sind nicht mehr.
Briickenkopfe werden rollen, Schanzen sinken, Deiche bersten.
Wer ist wem noch Bruder? Mein lieb’ Kind, werd’ babylonisch,
gewihr mir Einblick in dich, damit ich nicht nur Fisch’ und Frosch’

praparier’. Spiir’ fiir mich auf, was driiben in den Schatten girt.

Du weifdt, auf Stammbuchmoral in Himmelblau versteh ich

mich nicht; sei einfach mein lieb’ Kind und kiiff deine Knie von mir;
maskieren wir uns jetzt

und lassen die Herzen nackt sein.
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Introduction

Georg Biichner: In Our Time
17 October 1813

On the second day of the Battle of Leipzig, Georg Biichner is born in Goddel-
au. His first years see the final defeat of revolutionary France and the beginning
of the restoration following the Vienna Congress in 1815. As a schoolboy, we
are told, Biichner would use the greeting ‘Bonjour Citoyen’! But by the time
he was an 18-year-old student and witnessed the arrival of the revolutionary
general Girolamo Ramorino in Strasbourg on 4 December 1831, Biichner ex-
perienced the jubilant welcome by the people shouting ‘Vivat!” as a comedy:
‘die Comaodie ist fertig...” (Letter, after 4 December 1831, MBA 10., p. 10). Five
years later, in Leonce und Lena, the ‘vivat' will become a conflation of ‘vi’
and ‘vat, which the peasants are conditioned to repeat upon the arrival of
Prince Popo and Princess Pipi.2 Even within this short sequence, we have a
transition from ‘real’ historical, autobiographical life into dramatic art. The
arena of world history has become a stage on which automatons are played by
flesh and blood characters, and flesh and blood characters behave like autom-
atons: ‘Diese Menschen sind so“vollkommen gearbeitet, daf3 man sie von an-
deren Menschen gar nicht unterscheiden konnte, wenn man nicht wiif3te,
daf sie blofle Pappdeckel sind; man konnte sie eigentlich zu Mitgliedern der

1 See interview with Burghard Dedner, ‘Biichner wiirde heute sicherlich vom Verfassungs-
schutz verfolgt werden, Deutschlandradio Kultur, 17 October 2013: http://www.deutsch-
landradiokultur.de/buechner-wuerde-heute-sicherlich-vom-verfassungsschutz.gs54
.de.html?dram:article_id=265386 (accessed 18 October 2016).

2 Given that, earlier, Leonce had called Valerio ‘ein schlechtes Wortspiel’ (‘a bad pun, TMw,
p- 14), and Valerio retorted by calling Leonce ‘ein Buch ohne Buchstaben, mit nichts als
Gedankenstrichen'’ (1.3, MBA 6, p. 67) (‘a book without letters, with nothing but dashes’, Tmw,
p- 14), we may safely assume that the play on the phonetic consonance between the Latin
syllables and the vernacular ‘Wie’ and ‘Wat’ was intended to point to linguistic form as an
ideological emperor’s new clothes. — ‘So Herr Landrath, Sie sehen wie die Intelligenz im Stei-
gen ist. Bedenken Sie, es ist Latein’ (111.2, MBA 6, p. 85). (‘There, Mr. Magistrate. You see how
intelligence is on the upswing. Just think, it’s Latin’; TMWw, p. 124). Biichner, surely, would have
been the last person to approve of empty rhetorical sophistication.
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menschlichen Gesellschaft machen’ (111.3, MBA 6, p. 91).3 — Is this a comedy?
Is it a tragedy? -

Having studied the French Revolution, Biichner will confide to his fiancée
that he could not manage to write a single word:

Schon seit einigen Tagen nehme ich jeden Tag die Feder in die Hand,
aber es war mir unmoglich, nur ein Wort zu schreiben. Ich studirte die
Geschichte der Revolution. [...] Seit ich iiber die Rheinbriicke ging, bin
ich wie in mir vernichtet, ein einzelnes Gefiihl taucht nicht in mir auf.
Ich bin ein Automat; die Seele ist mir genommen. (MBA 10.1, pp. 30-31)*

Left speechless and numb inside by history: no wonder Biichner appears a con-
temporary to us.

There can be no doubt that Biichner’s sympathies are with the oppressed,
exploited, and disadvantaged — those who in the ‘Occupy’ slogan are referred
to as the 99%. Yet his relationship with Napoleon and the French Revolution
is anything but unambiguous. The great paradox of political progress and the
lives it cost — the freedom promised and the deaths caused — may also be at the
heart of Biichner’s active nihilism: ‘Ich finde [...] in den menschlichen Verhalt-
nissen eine unabwendbare Gewalt, Allen und Keinem verliehen. Der Einzelne
nur Schaum auf der Welle’ (MB4 10.1, p. 30).

The individual, he says here, is nothing but ‘froth on the waves’ of a human
history whose ‘ineluctable violence’ is carried out by those whom the fatalism
of the process happens to single out as agents of ‘Das muf¥’ (the ‘must’): ‘es
muf3 ja Aergernify kommen’ (MBA 10.1, pp. 30-31).% And yet act we must, know-
ing that even inaction is a form of action. Is the best we can do, then, to hope

3 TMW, p.126: ‘These persons are so perfectly constructed that one couldn’t distinguish them
from other people if one didn’t know that they’re simply cardboard; you could actually make
them members of human society’

4 TMW, pp.185-86: ‘Every moment for the last few days I pick up my pen, but I couldn’t possibly
write a single word. I studied the history of the Revolution. I felt as if I were crushed under
the terrible fatalism of history. [...] Since I crossed the Rhine, I seem to be dead inside, not a
single feeling comes to the surface. I'm an automaton; my soul has been removed’

5 Georg Biichner, Complete Plays, Lenz and Other Writings, trans. John Reddick (London: Pen-
guin, 1993), p- 195. In this case the Reddick translation is preferable to Tmw.

6 Biichner, Complete Plays, Lenz and Other Writings, p. 196: ‘it must needs be that offences
come’. The reference, of course, is to Matthew 18:7, which Biichner quotes from Luther and
Reddick from the King James version.
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that it is not going to be our (in)action through which the ‘offences’ come, but
rather that our words, our pamphlets, our gestures and decisions might help
to counteract them? And hasn’t any reference to morality become suspicious
in itself? Biichner’s figure Danton compares Robespierre’s ‘Tugend’ (‘virtue’)
to his shoe heels, implying that his morality is self-serving.” In much the same
spirit, contemporary audiences are increasingly suspicious of moral agendas
and claims to moral superiority. To what degree is it possible to become used
to blood without actually becoming a guillotine blade?® What would we find if
we followed today’s ‘Phrasen, the slogans and the rhetoric, ‘bis zu dem Punkt
wo sie verkorpert werden'? (Danton’s Tod, 111.3; MBA 3.2, p. 53).°

If Georg Biichner had been born 150 years later, his work would more or
less have coincided with the Dokumentarliteratur of the 1960s, of which
Alexander Kluge’s work may be considered a variant. In his speech upon re-
ceiving the Biichner Prize, Kluge speaks of the networks of books across the
ages, and ends by mentioning the possibility that such connections — books,
written and read — may be the key to a public sphere which we may all be
working on without knowing it. Books, he says, are a godsend — not necessarily
as ‘literature), something that, in the strict sense, did not exist before Biichner’s
time, but as the communication of experience over space and time, as ‘narra-
tion’ Biichner was a narrator who had an almost uncanny knack for reading
the experience off written evidence and preserving it for a next stage of trans-
mission, as well as for reading the sub-text off reality as it presents itself.

In his speech Kluge distinguishes two forms of radicality: that of Biichner’s
Lenz and that of Kleist’s Michael Kohlhaas:

[Kohlhaas'] Eigensinn geht ganz nach Auflen bis an den Galgen. Und er
wiirde lieber (wie ein Terrorist) die Welt zerstoren, als aufzugeben. Die
Energie von Lenz bei Biichner geht nach Innen, bis der Mensch duf3erlich
still aussieht. Das ist die inwendige Zerstérung, zugleich die stiirkste
Ballung von Subjektivitit. / Radikaler als diese Erzihlungen kénnen wir
auch heute nicht schreiben. Biichners und Kleists Radikalitiit brauchen

7 1.6, MBA 3.2, p. 25: ‘Nicht wahr Unbestechlicher, es ist grausam dir die Absitze so von den
Schuhen zu treten?’ The English translation by Henry J. Schmidt uses ‘rug’ instead of ‘shoe
heels’. Cf. TMw, p. 40: ‘Isn’t it cruel, Mr. Incorruptible, to pull the rug out from under you like
this?’

8 Cf. MBA 104, p. 30: ‘Aber ich bin kein Guillotinenmesser. TMw, p. 186: ‘But I am no guillotine
blade’

9 TMW, p. 61: ‘Try following your rhetoric to the point where it becomes flesh and blood’
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wir aber, wenn wir versuchen, die verinderte (inflationierte) Wirklich-
keit im Erzdhlraum unseres Jahrhunderts abzubilden.!°

Kluge’s speech was given on 25 October 2003.

17 October 2013

In the aftermath of the attack on the twin towers in New York, the Western
world is embroiled in a ‘war on terror’. The term ‘security’ magically legitimates
practices that otherwise would have been deemed unconstitutional. The world
wonders who is spying on whom, and for what purposes. The aftermath of the
so-called ‘Arab Spring’ includes an internecine civil war in Syria, in which a
plethora of other powers become involved, directly or vicariously, and which
leads to the displacement of hundreds of thousands of people. The official
recognition by the us congress of ‘Gulf War Syndrome’ draws attention to
the physical and psychological damage done to ordinary soldiers in these and
other conflicts. Not just marriages, but social relations in general are to a sub-
stantial degree performed by electronic proxy. Banks, which have been bailed
out to the tune of billions in 2008, continue to operate without major changes,
and the asymmetrical distribution of wealth accelerates due to a symbiotic
relationship between governments and businesses, as state functions are re-
defined as enterprises and increasingly outsourced to private corporations.!!

10  Kluge’s speech can be found at http://www.deutscheakademie.de/de/auszeichnungen/
georg-buechner-preis/alexander-kluge/dankrede (accessed 2 September 2016). ‘Kohl-
haas’s stubbornness extends outwards until it reaches the gallows. He would rather destroy
the world like a terrorist than give up. The energy of Biichner’s Lenz extends inwards, so that
this human being appears calm on the surface. That is internal violence, and at the same
time the greatest concentration of subjectivity. Even today we cannot write any stories
more radical than these. However, Biichner’s and Kleist's radicalism are required if we are
going to attempt to depict the transformed (inflated) reality within the narrative space of
our century. (trans. D.S.) The Georg Biichner Prize is arguably Germany’s most prestigious
literary prize, awarded annually by the federal state of Hessen (from 1923-32 and from
1945-50) and since 1951 by the Deutsche Akademie fiir Sprache und Dichtung. For a sociolog-
ical analysis of the Georg Biichner Prize, see Judith S. Ulmer, Geschichte des Georg-Biichner-
Preises: Soziologie eines Rituals (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2006). Biichner is also commemorated
in the Leonce and Lena Prize for poetry, awarded since 1968 by the city of Darmstadt.

11 See Colin Crouch, The Strange Non-Death of Neoliberalism (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011),
who speaks of a ‘comfortable accommodation’ (Introduction, p. x) between state, market,
and corporations. On the relationship between the public and private sectors, see

pp- 71-96.
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Little of what we witness today, we may assume, would have surprised
Biichner, the author of Danton’s Tod, Woyzeck, Leonce und Lena and Der
Hessische Landbote. He lived on the eve of the great age of ideologies, but his
critique of the social and political conditions of his times was not itself based
on an ideology. His portrayal of the bedlam created by mankind was decidedly
non-Manichaean. His diagnostic eye did not see evil on one side, and good
on the other.

During the Cold War the reception of Biichner was divided between East
German critics such as Hans Mayer, who emphasized Biichner’s political
engagement,'? and the depoliticized view of West German critics such as Carl
Viétor, who emphasised the metaphysical aspects of Biichner’s ceuvre, argu-
ing that his ‘political disillusionment’ was a precondition for his artistic work:
‘Als der Verschworer ablassen mufi, beginnt der Poet zu reden.™® The official
culture of the early Federal Republic always tended to celebrate Biichner the
artist, not the activist, most notably through the Georg Biichner Prize. This
divided reception is reflected in the fact that the GDR issued Biichner stamps
as early as 1963 (to commemorate the 150th anniversary of Biichner’s birth);
whereas this did not occur in the Federal Republic until fifty years later in
2013.14

By then, the intellectual and political landscapes had changed almost be-
yond recognition. Patrick Eiden-Offe has commented that in the discipline of
German Studies from the 1996s onwards, post-structuralism, media theory, cul-
tural studies, gender studies and discourse analysis, etc. created their own liter-
ary canons, and the nineteenth-century authors who benefited most from these
developments were Kleist, Holderlin, and Biichner.!®> The 1990s in particular
saw new interpretations of Biichner drawing on deconstruction (Schwann),’6

12 For Biichner reception in the GDR see Ulrich Kaufmann, Dichter in ‘stehender Zeit:
Studien zur Georg-Biichner-Rezeption in der DDR (Erlangen: Palm & Enke, 1992).

13 Carl Viétor, Georg Biichner. Politik, Dichtung, Wissenschaft (Bern: Francke, 1949). ‘As the
conspirator leaves off, the poet begins to speak.’

14  Jan-Christoph Hauschild, Georg Biichner. Verschwirung fiir die Gleichheit (Hamburg:
Hoffmann und Campe, 2013), p. 336.

15  Patrick Eiden-Offe, ‘Where is Heine? A European Perspective), in North American Heine
Society Newsletter (2011—2012), pp. 45 (here p. 4).

www.fhsu.edu/mlng/Newsletterzon (accessed 2 September 2016).

16 Jiirgen Schwann, Georg Biichners implizite Asthetik. Rekonstruktion und Situierung im ds-

thetischen Diskurs (Tiibingen: Narr, 1997).



