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ABSTRACT 

Confidence Sans Bound: The Staging of Trust and Its Vulnerabilities 

in Tieck, Kleist, Grillparzer, and Nietzsche 

Tim Albrecht 

 

 

This dissertation draws on contemporary philosophical and sociological approaches to trust and 

engages them in a dialog with literary, poetological, and philosophical texts from the nineteenth 

century. In doing so it seeks to explore both what other disciplines have to offer to literary studies 

with regard to the interpretation of trust as a literary motif, as well as to show how literary texts 

evoke compelling scenarios in which the conceptual and semantic complexities of the 

phenomenon of trust take on theatrical, rhetorical, and narrative forms that can both illustrate and 

challenge sociological or philosophical claims. Close readings of texts by Ludwig Tieck, 

Heinrich von Kleist, Franz Grillparzer, and Friedrich Nietzsche offer new interpretations of 

canonical texts and discuss the relationship of trust to aesthetics, cultural memory, mythography, 

and performativity. 
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Introduction 

 

This dissertation took its departure from an empirical observation: the omnipresence of the 

semantics of trust in eighteenth and nineteenth century German literature, particularly on either 

side of the historical threshold of 1800. Surely, so the first intuition of the curious scholar, this 

phenomenon must have been amply discussed in scholarship so that explanations, 

contextualizations, and interpretations would be readily available, and an understanding of the 

subject at hand only a matter of reading up on it. While in the course of the project the empirical 

observation was confirmed time and again, often enough in previously unexpected places, the 

intuition turned out to be thoroughly wrong. Not only was there no extensive scholarly discussion 

of trust in literature, but there were in fact very few studies at all. What is more, taken together 

these were thematically scattered and certainly did not offer anything in the way of a 

methodology or a paradigm with which the subject matter had to be approached. Admittedly, one 

looks for such a frustration of curiosity when on the lookout for a dissertation topic. Yet it also 

seemed to complicate the matter profoundly, as there were few sources one could easily 

appropriate at the outset. 

The initial research questions―What is trust? What discourses does it belong to? Why 

does it proliferate so strongly around 1800? What is it about trust that makes it interesting as a 

literary subject? How does trust relate to genuinely literary problems such as genre, fictionality, 

narrative?―were thus from the start accompanied by the question of why the topic had attracted 

so little scholarly attention. It soon became clear that one reason had to be the sheer semantic and 

historical scope of the term that makes it an instance of those “Riesenworte” (Kafka) that tend to 

be so loaded and burdened with meaning that they begin to mean very little or even to totally 
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succumb to cliché.
1
 Surely the magnitude of the discursive proliferations of trust had to be 

explored, while at the same time a certain skepticism towards the term was in order; a skepticism 

that is echoed, albeit in different and non-homogenous ways, in some of the literary texts that will 

be discussed in the course of the argument. 

Trust as a term and a topos circulates, with growing intensity since the eighteenth century, 

through a wide variety of discourses in the Western world. While its semantic and conceptual 

roots reach back to Greek pistis, Latin fides, trust as a concept has, since the Renaissance, 

become unhinged from the double grip of fideles Rei et regis, the isomorphism of allegiance to 

god (Glaubenstreue) and to the sovereign (Gefolgschafts- und Lehntreue) that had dominated the 

body politic from the Carolingians through the late Middle Ages.
2
 The semantics of trust have 

since disseminated into various fields of knowledge such as protestant theology, law, political 

and moral philosophy, economics, sociology, psychology, and neuroscience, as well as into 

various social and political practices reaching from the bourgeois cultures of sensibility, 

friendship and intimacy, to governmental exercises in trust building and “trust management” in 

the digital marketplace. Although some of the semantic elements of the term remain surprisingly 

stable from Ancient times to today, even to the degree that occasionally older meanings appear to 

subconsciously carry over into newer semantic transformations, the scholar of literature is well 

advised to refrain from attempting to synthesize this conceptual history in its entirety for the 

interpretation of literary works that, while having the ability to set the complexity of the 

                                                           
1
 Kafka’s term “Riesenworte” is cited in Manfred Schneider, Liebe und Betrug: Die Sprachen des 

Verlangens  (Munich: Hanser, 1992), 11. 

2
 Cf. Karl Kroeschell, "Treue," in Lexikon des Mittelalters, ed. Norbert Angermann et al 

(Munich: Lexma, 1997). 
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semantics of trust into play, are also always located in a specific historical setting―both in terms 

of general and literary history. 

All forms of trust can be roughly distinguished into three categories: interpersonal trust, trust as 

belief or faith, and what has been called 'generalized trust'. While the three categories are 

semantically and conceptually intertwined, they can nevertheless be distinguished clearly enough 

in historical and conceptual terms. Interpersonal trust signifies the modes of establishment, 

safeguarding, and sanctioning of a relation of trust between (usually) two persons; belief or faith 

signifies a person’s trust in a particular subject matter or (usually higher) being; generalized trust 

signifies a disembodied social ‘atmosphere’ generally conducive to the making of particular trust 

relations. 

Each category may be divided into subcategories. For example, we may speak of 

interpersonal trust in proto-legal or intimate terms. In ancient Rome as well as in parts of the 

Middle Ages, trust was a proto-legal concept. In Ancient Rome, fides represented a central 

cultural tenet, a virtue described by some as the glue of society (vinculum societatis) and the basis 

of justice (fundamentum iustitiae), so that a breach of fides was thought to disturb the general 

order of social life.
3
 As such, fides was connected to symbolic practices such as shaking the right 

hands to seal oaths or pacts, which were thus sacralized and subject to sanctions.
4
 The Germanic 

treuwa signified a formal contract, concluded by handshake or oath, to end feuds, establish a 

                                                           
3
 Cf. Martin Hartmann, Die Praxis des Vertrauens  (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2011), 

381,87. Fides signified a person’s trustworthiness or reliability as well as the trust that others put 

into that person. Cf. ibid., 376-80. 

4
 Cf. Die Praxis des Vertrauens  (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2011), 387-95. 
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truce or to institute a relation between creditor and debtor.
5
 From this formalized form of trust we 

can distinguish forms of intimate or “dense” (Hartmann) trust that occur in friendship or love.
6
 

In trust, there is always an element of belief. However, whether religious faith in a 

supreme being should be understood as trust has been subject to theological discussions that 

reach back to the Old Testament.
7
 Generally speaking, faith as trust is emphasized more strongly 

in theologies stressing a personal relationship between believer and deity over the institution of 

the church (Judaism, St. Paul, Luther). Frequently, the nature of the trust in God in these 

theologies has implications for the way they evaluate the possibility of trust among men, so that 

for example only those who share the same belief may be deemed trustworthy.
8
 While, according 

to the grand narrative of secularization, religious faith has been replaced in the Western world 

over the course of history with rationalized trust in markets, some claim (Marx, Benjamin) that 

Capitalism features its own crypto-religious set of beliefs.
9
 Moreover, Vertrauen is sometimes 

also used as a metaphor for beliefs in certain truths or axioms and can thus be contrasted to 

critical or skeptical thinking (e.g. in Nietzsche). 

'Generalized trust' describes a social climate (Vertrauensklima, Vertrauenssphäre) with a 

heightened expectation that social agents be able to trust others.
10

 While generalized trust may be 

                                                           
5
 Cf. Kroeschell, "Treue." 

6
 Cf. Hartmann, Die Praxis des Vertrauens, 430-37. 

7
 Cf. Die Praxis des Vertrauens, 355-74. 

8
 Cf. Die Praxis des Vertrauens, 359-67. 

9
 Cf. e.g. Dirk Baecker, ed. Kapitalismus als Religion (Berlin: Kadmos, 2009). 

10
 “Generalized trust is often used to indicate the extent to which individuals in a culture believe 

that "most people can be trusted", reflecting a relatively benign environment in which initial 

contacts are more often positive than negative. Where generalized trust is high, it is argued, 

exploitation tends to be lower; where it is low, the risks of exploitation are generally higher." 
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attributed to individual factors such as reliable and effective institutions, it is not easy to 

conceptualize. However, phenomenologists have frequently described this phenomenon as 

Stimmungen that can influence actions in social micro- (e.g. family) or macro-spaces (e.g. 

economic “bubbles”).
11

 

Literary texts can set all of these meaning of trust into play. This is why in this study I refrain 

from concentrating on one type of trust, for example on the problem of trust in romantic 

relationships. On the contrary, I argue that the working and failing of trust in the texts at hand can 

only be properly understood if one takes into account the way in which they exploit the semantic 

and conceptual complexity of trust for the particular multi-dimensional fictional worlds they 

project. For example, Kleist favors scenarios in which all generalized trust is missing, and shows 

how individual encounters between characters are put under intense pressure by the general 

backdrop of mistrust and violence. I show how in his novella Die Verlobung in St. Domingo this 

narrative strategy is exacerbated by the fact that some of the reasons for the lack of generalized 

trust are suppressed in the narrator’s discourse so that the trust issues in the novella are intricately 

intertwined with the problem of aesthetic faith and unreliable narration.
12

 The multiplicity of the 

semantics of trust set into play in such texts should caution us from precociously focusing on one 

aspect of the concept, as literary texts can appropriate not only varied concepts of trust from 

different discourses, but can also become archives of earlier discarded meanings of the term that 

can then gain new currency in a fictionalized setting. 

                                                                                                                                                                                            

Karen S. Cook, "trust," in The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology, ed. George Ritzer (Malden: 

Blackwell, 2007), 5082. 

11
 See chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion of ‘spheres of trust.’ 

12
 Cf. chapter 1. 
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What is more, additional caution against a too narrow definition of trust is in order due to 

the fact that trust is a contested concept in most of the aforementioned disciplines.
13

 

Overburdened with expectations by some, scorned as weak and naïve by others, the concept of 

trust is perpetually dislocated from that which it promises in practice, namely a certain ease, 

grace, balance, self-evidence, self-perpetuance, and security. As some argue, the controversial 

nature of the concept may be explained by the fact that trust becomes the object of discussion 

precisely in times when it is perceived to be lacking. In this view, trust is by and large a “crisis 

category.”
14

 Although empirical evidence for this claim can be easily produced (albeit on the 

grounds that, at least in modernity, there is always evidence for “crisis” in someone’s estimation), 

one may equally attribute the contestedness of trust to the fact that a stasis of trust is never in fact 

reached, except in imaginaries of a golden age that has either been lost or is about to arrive.
15

 

Varying a term coined by Jacques Derrida one may say that at least on the conceptual level trust 

is always confiance-à-venir. Meanwhile, concepts of trust are frequently fraught by nostalgia and 

ideology―a fact that is conspicuously absent from aforementioned conceptual claims.
16

 

                                                           
13

 Cf. Martin Hartmann, "Vertrauen," in Politische Theorie: 22 umkämpfte Begriffe zur 

Einführung, ed. Gerhard Göhler et al (Wiesbaden: Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2004). 

14
 Cf. ibid., 385: „Vertrauen ist eine Krisenkategorie. Es wird besonders dann zum Gegenstand 

der Diskussion, wenn man glaubt, dass es verloren geht oder gar nicht mehr vorhanden ist.“ 

15
 “Laut Ovid fehlte der öffentliche Druck im Goldenen Zeitalter. Von dem goldenen Geschlecht 

heißt es in den Metamorphosen (I, 90): ‘Sponte sua sine lege fidem rectumque colebat ‒ 

Freiwillig, ohne Gesetz, übte es Treue und Redlichkeit.’“ Bernhard Waldenfels, 

Hyperphänomene: Modi hyperbolischer Erfahrung  (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2012), 255. 

16
 This brand of nostalgic-ideological thinking about trust has particularly flourished in the 

United States in works of authors yearning for a better time located prior to the culture wars. Cf. 

e.g. Francis Fukuyama, Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity  (New York: 

Free Press, 1995); Allan David Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind: How Higher 

Education Has Failed Democracy and Impoverished the Souls of Today's Students  (New York: 

Simon and Schuster, 1987). 
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From this state of affairs it follows that in literary analysis one cannot depart from a 

particular concept of trust without getting caught up in its specific normative valuations. Here I 

suspect another reason why trust has been somewhat neglected as an object of analysis in literary 

studies: Nietzsche has cast such a strong suspicion on trust, defining it as the antithesis of his 

philosophical project (“Soviel Misstrauen, soviel Philosophie”) and as the anti-intellectual 

attitude par excellence, that even thinking about trust must reek of intellectual dishonesty to those 

for whom Nietzsche’s work represents the ultimate benchmark for critical endeavors (and one 

can surely make a case for that). For this reason, Nietzsche does not stand at the beginning of this 

project but at its end. Instead of departing from Nietzsche’s projection of modernity as the age of 

mistrust (a projection that is not original to Nietzsche but has its precursors in Romanticism), thus 

casting a very clear but also blinding light on the trust issues at hand in the body of texts 

discussed in this study, I will discuss trust in Nietzsche―a matter more complex than the theories 

of modernity derived from Nietzsche may acknowledge―and in the light of the insights gained 

from the previous analysis of texts by Kleist, Grillparzer, and Tieck. Although Nietzsche stands 

at the end of the project, the chapters on Kleist’s Die Verlobung in St. Domingo, Grillparzer’s 

Das goldene Vließ, and Tieck’s Über Shakspeare's Behandlung des Wunderbaren offer 

independent in-depth discussions of the material and do not derive their significance from 

Nietzsche as a transcendental signifier. 

An attempt to turn, metaphorically speaking, in the opposite direction from Nietzsche and 

to ground the concept of trust in a type of social science operating with a brighter vision of 

modernity produced quite a number of insights on trust and its functional importance in complex 

social organisms, but ultimately remained alien to the worlds projected in the primary texts. Here 

as well, normative valuations reign galore, even where such normativity is explicitly rejected. 

These approaches by and large operate with the assumption that modernity is characterized by a 
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transition in social life from community (Gemeinschaft) to society (Gesellschaft), “from 

communal norms of association and social control to networked forms of association and a 

reliance on other mechanisms of social control, including reliance on trust relations in 

networks.”
17

 This type of scholarship on trust has become “a major enterprise in the social 

sciences” (Cook) since the 1990s and the mass of publications has become impossible to process 

for any one scholar.
18

 However, the following paragraph from a dictionary of sociology that ties 

the general research trend to one of the key works, Anthony Giddens’ The Consequences of 

Modernity (1990), provides a good overview over the main motifs of the idea of trust at work in 

the scholarship: 

The broad consensus of this work is that modernity undermines the salience of kinship ties, 

breaks the hold of the local community, and questions the authority of religion and appeals to 

tradition. Giddens attributes these effects to various ‘disembedding mechanisms’ which 

detach social relations from local contexts and ‘restructure them across indefinite spans of 

time and space’. There are two classes of such mechanisms, both of which require a more 

abstract form of trust than in pre-modern circumstances: namely, symbolic tokens (the prime 

example being money), and expert systems (where trust is placed in a body of reflexive 

knowledge). The distancing of social relations in time and space, however, requires a learned 

ability to maintain trust and simultaneously tolerate absence. Modernity is therefore double-

edged, since it threatens our ‘ontological security’, that is, our confidence in the continuity of 

personal identity and in the social and material environment. It also increases the likelihood 

of risk and anxiety as well as demanding trust in abstract systems.
19

 

 

While the historical and conceptual assumptions underlying this view of trust in modernity have 

not gone unchallenged, this conception of trust has been particularly influential in German 

scholarship through Niklas Luhmann’s early book Vertrauen: Ein Mechanismus der Reduktion 

                                                           
17

 Cook, "trust," 5082. 

18
 Ibid. 

19
 "trust and distrust,"  in A Dictionary of Sociology, ed. John Scott and Gordon Marshall 

(Oxford: Oxford UP), 770.Cf. Anthony Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity  (Stanford, 

Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1990). 
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sozialer Komplexität (1968) that by and large subscribes to a similar view of trust.
20

 Luhmann 

must be credited with putting the topic back on the agenda in the social sciences after some 

approaches to trust had been made in the Kultursoziologie of Georg Simmel and the 

Kulturanthropologie of Max Scheler and Helmuth Plessner.
21

 Luhmann’s book surpasses many 

of its successors in its exploration of the phenomenological complexity of trust.
22

 Like Giddens, 

he stresses the element of risk in trust, and like Giddens, he is mainly interested in acts of trust 

mediated through abstract institutional and technological systems. Ultimately, this approach 

stretches the meaning of trust to a more abstract “relying on.” Here, once again, trust becomes the 

vinculum societatis, insofar as anyone who wants to participate in modern society must by 

necessity rely on its complex and depersonalized web of institutions, systems, and symbolic 

communication. Giddens and Luhmann work with the implicit assumption of modern man as 

homo oeconomicus who navigates the complex networks of modern societies by skillfully 

“betting” on experts and symbolic communication.
23

 Here, trust mainly comes into view as a 

                                                           
20

 Niklas Luhmann, Vertrauen: Ein Mechanismus der Reduktion sozialer Komplexität, 4th ed. 

(Stuttgart: Lucius & Lucius, 2000). For a critique of the historical assumptions see Dorothea 

Weltecke, "Gab es ‘Vertrauen’ im Mittelalter? Methodische Überlegungen," in Vertrauen: 

Historische Annäherungen, ed. Ute Frevert (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 2003).; for a 

critique of the view of trust as a supplement of rationality see Hartmann, Die Praxis des 

Vertrauens, 183-256. 

21
 Cf. Georg Simmel, Soziologie: Untersuchung über die Formen der Vergesellschaftung, vol. 11, 

Gesamtausgabe (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1992); Max Scheler, Wesen und Formen der 

Sympathie, 15 vols., vol. 7, Gesammelte Werke (Bern et al: Francke, 1973); Helmuth Plessner, 

Grenzen der Gemeinschaft: Eine Kritik des sozialen Realismus  (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 

2002), 113-18. 

22
 Mostly in critical dialog with an earlier book on trust by the phenomenologist, classicist, and 

Proust-translator Rudolf Schottländer. Cf. Rudolf Schottländer, Theorie des Vertrauens  (Berlin: 

De Gruyter, 1957). 

23
 Luhmann’s and Giddens’ concepts of trust have a certain affinity to but should not be 

identified with the concept of trust in game theory. For a critique of rational choice models of 
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supplement of rationality, that is as a “mechanism for reducing social complexity” where said 

complexity is too high to process all the information needed to make a rational decision.
24

 

Here is not the place for a critique of these approaches to trust. Of course, one may ask 

whether confidence in abstract and anonymous bureaucratic and technocratic systems that offer 

little in the way of a reciprocal interaction should be called trust at all. For our purposes it 

suffices to say that the construction of modernity underlying this concept of trust remains alien to 

the texts at hand. Germany’s take off into anything resembling a modern society that fits hardly 

happens before the 1870s, arguably even only after the First World War. What is more, the 

concepts of trusting as rational risk taking behavior or confidence in disembedded social systems 

work with affective registers very different from the ones we observe in the literary texts 

analyzed here. For example, while it may be anxiety inducing if we lose confidence in the 

stability of money, in the literary texts at hand breaches of trust are regularly experienced as 

personal injuries to something held sacred and, as such, spur strong affects of violence and 

revenge. These are only two arguments for why this concept of trust as risk taking prominent in 

the social sciences is of little value for literary analysis. Nevertheless attempts have occasionally 

been made to base interpretations for example of Kleist in this kind of scholarship.
25

 

                                                                                                                                                                                            

trust see the chapter “Die Ehre der Prizzis, oder: Vertrauen ist nicht der Anfang von allem: Über 

Vertrauen und Relianz” in Günther Ortmann, Organisation und Welterschließung: 

Dekonstruktionen, 2nd ed. (Wiesbaden: Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2008), 245-58. 

24
 For example, if a person wants to partake in air travel he or she must trust that experts have the 

knowledge and integrity to build a safe airplane, provide proper training for pilots, follow due 

diligence in air traffic control and so on. No one could possibly vet all the information needed in 

order to make a “purely rational” decision in this case. 

25
 Cf. e.g. Johannes Harnischfeger, "Liebe und Vertrauen in Kleists Verlobung in St. Domingo," 

Beiträge zur Kleist-Forschung 15(2001). “Kleists Novelle beginnt schon auf der ersten Seite mit 

einer ungeheuerlichen Begebenheit: Ein ehemaliger Sklave namens Comgo Hoango, der seinem 

Herrn jahrzehntelang treu gedient hat, schlägt ihn plötzlich tot. Dieser Vorfall illustriert die Lage 
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If one turns one’s gaze back to the Nietzschean perspective as another theoretical option, 

trust hardly comes into view but as the flipside, effect, or even synonym of betrayal and 

seduction.
26

 Paraphrasing the Nietzschean idiom one might say that there is no trust, but only a 

trust-effect.
27

 This view of trust can be traced back to the role of pisteis (‘proofs’) in ancient 

rhetoric.
28

 Aristotle knows three forms of pisteis that correspond to three forms of persuasion, the 

ethical appeal (ethos), the emotional appeal (pathos), and the logical appeal (logos).
29

 

Persuasiveness in speech results from an interplay between the three appeals, but the systematic 

place for what we today would recognize as the production of personal trustworthiness is ethos, 

“a strategy of creating a personal character so that your audience is more likely to trust you, to 

find you believable.”
30

 However, in Aristotle’s system of rhetoric, ethos remains a supplement to 

                                                                                                                                                                                            

einer Gesellschaft, in der die Rebellion der Schwarzen jede moralische Ordnung zerstört zu 

haben scheint. All die Geschenke und ‘unendlichen Wohltaten’, mit denen Herr Guillaume von 

Villeneuve den freigelassenen Sklaven ‘überhäuft’ (...) hat, werden nicht durch Freundlichkeit 

erwidert. Sie schaffen keine Loyalität, keine wechselseitigen Verpflichtungen, auf deren Basis 

sich verläßliche Beziehungen entfalten könnten. Da das Verhalten des Einzelnen nicht länger auf 

einem Konsens der Gesellschaftsmitglieder gründet, läßt sich kaum noch berechnen, wie die 

Menschen reagieren werden ‒ und damit wird es zunehmend riskant, ihnen Vertrauen zu 

schenken.“ (99) (My italics) 

26
 For such an approach to the question of language in literary texts particularly with regard to 

representations of love and seduction see e.g. Schneider, Liebe und Betrug: Die Sprachen des 

Verlangens; Shoshana Felman, The Scandal of the Speaking Body: Don Juan with J.L. Austin, or 

Seduction in Two Languages  (Stanford: Stanford UP, 2003). 

27
 Cf. Schneider, Liebe und Betrug: Die Sprachen des Verlangens, 9. 

28
 The semantic range of ‘pistis’ also includes reliability, belief, conviction, means of persuasion, 

argument, pledge of good faith, guarantee. Cf. James L. Kinneavy, "Pistis," in Encyclopedia of 

Rhetoric and Composition: Communication from Ancient Times to the Information Age, ed. 

Theresa Enos (New York, London: Garland Publishing, 1996), 521; Waldenfels, 

Hyperphänomene: Modi hyperbolischer Erfahrung, 255. 

29
 Kinneavy, "Pistis," 521. 

30
 Robert Brooke, "Trust, Ethos, Transference: Plato and the Problem of Rhetorical Method," in 

Ethos: New Essays in Rhetorical and Critical Theory, ed. James S. Baumlin and Tita French 

Baumlin (Dallas: Southern Methodist UP, 1994), 162. 
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logos. He never advocates a discourse of pure seduction but rather ethos as a means to set the 

stage for the logical method to speak more effectively. We are still far away from the Nietzschean 

formula “Was als wahr wirken soll, darf nicht wahr sein.”
31

 

While rhetoric comes into view in this project as the “staging” of trust, particularly in 

attempt to describe how the respective authors stage the ethos of their own narrative, 

poetological, or philosophical discourses, I refrain from understanding all trust issues as they play 

out in the primary texts as rhetorical problems.
32

 Instead I argue that we only come to a full 

understanding of works analyzed if the linguistic aspects of trust―problems of understanding 

and misunderstanding, truth telling and lying, reliability of narration and of signs in general, 

rhetorical seduction etc.― are mediated by Martin Hartmann’s claim that trust should be 

understood as an element of practices (of which rhetoric is only one) in which values other than 

trust itself are at stake:  

Wir müssen wissen, worum es beim jeweiligen Vertrauen geht, welche Werte in ihm auf dem 

Spiel stehen, um es jeweils einzuschätzen. (…) Der Wert des Vertrauens bemisst sich immer 

auch an dem Wert der Ziele und Zwecke, die im Vertrauen verwirklicht werden.
33

 

 

If we expand Hartmann’s claim and take ‘value’ (Wert) to signify normative as well as semantic 

value (meaning), we may draw two conclusions for our analysis: first, that in fictional works that 

display plot or narrative trust must be described as an element of the “story” and its temporality 

(and trust always seems to be entangled in micro-stories as it reaches back to the past and/or 

                                                           
31

 Cited in Schneider, Liebe und Betrug: Die Sprachen des Verlangens, 9. For Aristotle’s 

preference of logos over ethos cf. Brooke, "Trust, Ethos, Transference: Plato and the Problem of 

Rhetorical Method," 164. 

32
 For the staging of trust cf. Ralf Bohn and Heiner Wilharm, eds., Inszenierung und Vertrauen: 

Grenzgänge der Szenografie (Bielefeld: transcript, 2011). 

33
 Hartmann, Die Praxis des Vertrauens, 18. 
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anticipates a future); and second, that the value of trust may be described with respect to the 

archives of extra-literary historical practices that the texts may evoke or reflect upon. Particularly 

my readings of Kleist and Grillparzer are based on the premise that an interpretation that aims to 

describe the way they explore and exploit the semantic and phenomenological complexity of trust 

must be able to take into account the interplay (or tension) between trust as language game and 

trust as practice. All texts I have selected as objects of analysis engage trust with respect to both 

global functions of literature (and I understand Nietzsche’s discourse as philosophical as well as 

literary), their capacity for self-reflexivity and their capacity for representation.
34

 Indeed, writing 

and reading are themselves practices that involve elements of trust, while practices of trust are 

always bound in multiple and complicated ways to the problem of language.
35

 The discussion of 

literary texts and their representational practices can serve as a locus for engaging in dialog those 

fields of knowledge that understand trust mainly as a linguistic problem (rhetoric, discourse 

analysis, hermeneutics) and those that understand trust mainly as an element of practices (social 

                                                           
34

 In her study High Fidelity ‒ Konfigurationen der Treue um 1900 that explores a neighboring 

concept to trust and is faced with similar methodological challenges with respect to the 

complexity of the topos it analyses, Eva-Maria Siegel opts for a similar approach. She discusses 

the topos of Treue in Naturalist literature both with regards to the representation of practices such 

as Geschlechtertreue and Fraktionstreue, as well as with regards to poetological aspects 

(Detailtreue). My approach differs from Siegel’s insofar as she examines a large body of texts so 

that particular works only come into view as examples for either of the three types of Treue. In 

contrast, I offer close readings that locate both representational and poetological aspects of trust 

in one and and the same text. Cf. Eva-Maria Siegel, High Fidelity ‒ Konfigurationen der Treue 

um 1900  (Munich: Fink, 2004). 

35
 For trust as an element of writing and an analysis of the establishment of trust between author 

and reader as Freudian ‘transference’ see Brooke, "Trust, Ethos, Transference: Plato and the 

Problem of Rhetorical Method." For trust as an element of understanding see e.g. Robert J. 

Dostal, "The World Never Lost: The Hermeneutics of Trust," Philosophy and Phenomenological 

Research 47, no. 3 (1987). For an account of “text as trust” see Michael Toolan, "Trust as Text, 

Text as Trust," International Journal of Corpus Linguistics 12, no. 2 (2007). As far as I can see 

we are lacking a comprehensive historical and systematic study of the role of trust in 

Hermeneutics, for example with regards to the “principle of charity” in interpretation. Such an 

undertaking lies far beyond the scope of what this dissertation can hope to achieve and remains a 

desideratum of scholarship. 



14 

 

sciences, history, practical philosophy, trust as an element of “the political”)―an 

interdisciplinary dialog that is indispensable of we want to achieve any understanding of the 

complex phenomenon of trust.
36

 

While this study maintains that literary texts can set the complexity of the phenomenon of 

trust into play, I am focusing on the concept of trust proper and have refrained from expanding 

the object of analysis to neighboring concepts such as Treue or ‘sympathy.’ Such an expansion 

would not only threaten to go beyond the scope of a dissertation, but other than trust these terms 

have received sufficient critical attention in scholarship in recent years.
37

 Furthermore, the 

discussions in the four chapters are connected by a particular problem of trust that can be situated 

at the crossroads of ‘practices’ and ‘poetics.’ They all feature scenarios of encounters with 

alterity that by definition cannot be mediated with the help of an arsenal of established shared 

cultural practices. Thus the encounters are charged with a “poetical” mission, namely to “invent” 

                                                           
36

 It may be redundant to emphasize that a study like this can only, if at all, hope to start such a 

dialog. For the purposes of this dissertation it suffices to say that it aims at making the 

complexity of the phenomenon of trust fruitful for interpretation rather than departing from too 

narrow a definition of trust. Cf. Hartmann’s insistence on the complexity of trust: “In diesem 

Buch möchte ich den Versuch unternehmen, dieser verbreiteten Deutung [des Vertrauens als 

eines Mechanismus der Komplexitätsreduktion] eine andere entgegenzusetzen, in deren 

Mittelpunkt die Komplexität steht, die dem Vertrauen immer schon eigen ist.“ Hartmann, Die 

Praxis des Vertrauens, 9. 

37
 For the concept of Treue see Tanja Gloyna, "‘Treue:’ Zur Geschichte des Begriffs," in Archiv 

für Begriffsgeschichte, ed. Gunter Scholtz (Bonn: Bouvier, 1999); Hans Blumenberg, "‘Treue’," 

in Begriffe in Geschichten (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1998); Sigrid Weigel, "Treue, Liebe, 

Eros: Benjamins Lebenswissenschaft," Deutsche Vierteljahrsschrift für Literaturwissenschaft und 

Geistesgeschichte 84, no. 4 (2010). For the concept of Treue in literature see Siegel, High 

Fidelity ‒ Konfigurationen der Treue um 1900. For the concept of sympathy see e.g. Hartmann, 

Die Praxis des Vertrauens, 495-511; Caroline Welsh, "Die Stimmung in den Wissenschaften 

vom Menschen: Vom Sympathie-Modell zur Gemüts- und Lebensstimmung," in Wissen. 

Erzählen: Narrative der Humanwissenschaften, ed. Arne et al Höcker (Transcript, 2006). For 

‘sympathy’ in literature and poetics see e.g. Joseph Vogl, Kalkül und Leidenschaft: Poetik des 

ökonomischen Menschen  (Munich: sequenzia, 2002), 83-107. I touch on the concept of 

Romantic sympathy in the chapter on Tieck and on the question of ‘barbaric loyalty’ in the 

chapter on Grillparzer. 
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new practices in the course of the encounter itself. Such “social poetics” can fail (Kleist, 

Grillparzer), succeed (in Tieck, where the poetological question of the marvelous is 

metaphorically described as a form of such “social poetics”), or be relegated to an encounter 

between an author and his readers in the name of a performance of a “future” philosophy 

(Nietzsche). 

For this type of encounter I have chosen the formula “confidence sans bound,” which 

occurs in a speech by Prospero in William Shakespeare’s The Tempest (which will play an 

important role in the chapter on Tieck). Prospero’s phrase “confidence sans bound” appears in a 

scene in the first act of The Tempest in which the wizard tells his daughter Miranda the story of 

the usurpation of his throne by his brother Antonio. Prospero blames himself and specifically the 

limitless confidence he had in is brother: “my trust,/Like a good parent, did beget of him/A 

falsehood in its contrary, as great/As my trust was, which had indeed no limit,/A confidence sans 

bound.”
38

 Each chapter will unfold a different set of meanings contained in Prospero’s 

ambiguous phrase. I take these ambiguities to comprise the following five meanings: 1. Limitless, 

unconditional trust, 2. Trust without binding power, failing to bind the other person to the pursuit 

of a common good, 3. Trust aiming to cross (cultural, political, racial) boundaries, 4. Trust that 

emerges in an unframed context, for example in a space beyond law or sovereignty, 5. Trust that 

is boundless in its pathos, that is, in the subject’s investment in the other. Confidence sans bound 

tends to leave the sphere of reason and to approach a “leap of faith”. The formula “confidence 

sans bound” comprises both the poetical power of trust and its precarious vulnerability. Here, 

trust is not the vinculum societatis, but in the marginal imaginaries presented in the primary texts 

its binding power is first and foremost at stake. The reader is kindly asked to keep this topical 
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 William Shakespeare, The Tempest  (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2009), Act I, scene ii. 
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thread of “confidence sans bound” in mind as we move into brief descriptions of the individual 

chapters and the questions pursued in them. 

Together with Goethe, Schiller, and Kafka (whose works lie beyond the scope of this 

dissertation), Tieck, Kleist, Grillparzer, and Nietzsche may be the authors in German literature 

who most pertinently pose a literary challenge to the question of trust. The first part of the 

dissertation, entitled “Practices,” comprises two chapters offering close readings of literary texts, 

Heinrich von Kleist’s novella Die Verlobung in St. Domingo and Franz Grillparzer’s trilogy of 

tragedies Das goldene Vließ.
39

 The chapter on Kleist explores how the representation of trust 

issues can be linked to narrative discourse. Specifically, I ask the question of how the topos of 

trust is connected in Kleist’s poetics to the reliability of narration. I argue that in order to describe 

the way this nexus operates in Kleist it is necessary to observe how the historical practice of 

slavery is filtered through the narrator’s voice. Drawing on Joseph Roach’s concept of 

“surrogation,” a term that allows me to connect the series of substitutions that take place in 

Kleist’s novella to the kind of substitutions that characterize the narrator’s discourse, I outline an 

isomorphism between the politics of memory in Kleist’s novella and they way the narrator 

“remembers” history. The chapter thus poses the more general question of the relationship 

between trust and memory, a nexus that is suppressed in those conceptions of trust that 

understand trust as essentially directed towards the future.
40

 New practices of trust cannot be 

invented where a suppressed past keeps insisting. 

                                                           
39

 Heinrich von Kleist, "Die Verlobung in St. Domingo," in Sämtliche Werke und Briefe, ed. 

Helmut Sembdner (Munich: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1994); Franz Grillparzer, Das 

goldene Vließ: Dramatisches Gedicht in drei Abteilungen  (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1995). In the 

Grillparzer chapter I use the English translation."The Golden Fleece," in Plays on Classical 

Themes (New York: Random House, 1969). 

40
 Cf. e.g. Luhmann, Vertrauen: Ein Mechanismus der Reduktion sozialer Komplexität, 9-20. 
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Grillparzer’s Das goldene Vließ poses similar questions in different ways. While Kleist’s 

novella can be understood as representing ways in which the European public mythologized 

colonial practices while at the same time questioning these practices insofar as the suppressed 

past returns violently to the colonial scene, Grillparzer’s trilogy was written in the historical 

context of the Restoration when the insistence of the past as myth was indeed a political program 

in the Hapsburg empire. Grillparzer is often seen as a writer who himself took an active part in 

Hapsburg mythography.
41

 However, it has so far been overlooked that with the story of the 

Golden Fleece Grillparzer takes on a myth that was central to monarchic genealogies in general 

and to the Hapsburg dynasty in particular. The prominence of the topos of trust in the trilogy thus 

begs the question of how this relates to the restoration of myth in the post-Napoleonic Hapsburg 

Empire. Furthermore, the chapter examines the role of trust in two discourses immediately 

relevant to the historical context: the role of trust in natural law (that now came under pressure as 

some of the liberal ideas connected to it were rolled back), and the role of “barbaric” fidelities 

(Foucault) and freedoms that could be used to challenge the hypocrisy of the Empire’s 

burgeoning police state. Reading along these lines the chapter poses the question of whether the 

betrayal of trust in this early work of Grillparzer can be read as a critique of rather than a 

contribution to the mythology of the Austrian empire. 

The second part of the dissertation, entitled “Poetics,” comprises two chapters, one of 

which offers a close reading of Ludwig Tieck’s poetological tractate Über Shakspeare’s 

Behandlung des Wunderbaren, and the other one a discussion of trust in several of Nietzsche’s 
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 The locus classicus for this reading of Grillparzer the seminal study by Claudio Magris, Der 

habsburgische Mythos in der modernen österreichischen Literatur  (Vienna: Zsolnay, 2000). 
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works and aphorisms.
42

 Tieck’s Romantic poetics offers the opportunity to explore in greater 

detail the relationship between trust and poetics. Is there something like a poetics of trust? If so, 

can the Romantic marvelous be understood as a poetics of trust? Can what we have called 

‘generalized trust’ take on aesthetic form? If so, what are its characteristics and how does 

‘generalized trust’ relate to the aesthetic phenomenon of Stimmung? What does it mean that 

Tieck describes the challenge of the marvelous metaphorically as a problem of trust arising out of 

an encounter with alterity? And how can Tieck secure poetic faith in the staging of the 

marvelous? The discussion of Tieck’s text proceeds in two stages: first I draw on 

phenomenological descriptions of “spheres of trust” to outline the model of a poetics of trust that 

Tieck presents; and in a second step I explore the tensions inherent to Tieck’s tractate between 

the metaphoric register of trust and the semantics of hypnosis and psychagogy equally employed 

in his texts―a tension that can be related back to the equally pertinent argumentative drift 

between staging and reading. 

The chapter on Nietzsche asks how a concept of trust in Nietzsche can at all be articulated 

from the perspective of a total philosophical suspicion of trust. Does Nietzsche present a coherent 

concept of trust at all or does trust simply remain the chiffre for the “other” of Nietzsche’s 

philosophical project? What is more, the chapter explores how the programmatic “hermeneutics 

of suspicion” relate to Nietzsche’s own strongly rhetorical and artistic attempts to secure trust in 

his narrative voice. In order to outline Nietzsche’s concept of trust I engage various passages in 

Nietzsche’s work on the topos in a dialog with Luther’s and Locke’s conceptions of trust as well 

as with Mauss’ theory of the gift. Nietzsche’s rhetorical ethos is outlined with the help of speech 

act theory (Austin, Felman) and Emerson’s rhetoric of self-confidence. 
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 Ludwig Tieck, "Über Shakspeare's Behandlung des Wunderbaren," in Schriften 1789-1794, ed. 

Achim Hölter, Schriften (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassikerverlag, 1991). 
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I. PRACTICES 

 

Chapter 1: 

 

Surrogated Pasts: Trust, Tragedy and the Politics of Memory in Heinrich von Kleist’s  

The Betrothal in Santo Domingo 

 

 

Besondere Zuschwörungen wiederholen nur den Zwang,  

den das tatsächliche Verhältnis bereits ausübt. 

              —Oskar Negt, Alexander Kluge: Maßverhältnisse des Politischen 

 

High yellow girl, can’t you tell?/ You’re just the surface of our dark deep well/ 

If your mind could really see/ You’d know your color the same as me 

—Curtis Mayfield, We The People Who Are Darker Than Blue 

 

 

 

Approaches to Trust in Kleist Scholarship 

 

 

If one were to look for the nineteenth century writer most concerned with and troubled by trust 

and its discontents, Heinrich von Kleist would be an obvious choice. Trust is a recurring theme in 

his literary works as well as in his personal correspondance, “sei es als ruhender Zustand, sei es 

als Höhenmesser tragischen Absturzes, sei es als ideale Forderung oder als Gipfelpunkt endlichen 

Triumphes und überirdischer Verklärung.”
1
 Trust in Kleist is tied to the possibility (and indeed 

impossibility) of love as a redemptive force in a world inimical to understanding and pervaded by 

violence.
2
 Even where it succeeds momentarily it is always in danger of succumbing to tragic 

circumstance or ill will. 

                                                           
1
 Hermann J. Weigand, "Das Vertrauen in Kleists Erzählungen," Monatshefte für Deutschen 

Unterricht 34, no. 2 (1942): 49. 

2
 Anne Fleig, "Das Gefühl des Vertrauens in Kleists Dramen ‘Die Familie Schroffenstein‘, ‘Der 

zerbrochne Krug‘ und ‘Amphitryon‘," Kleist-Jahrbuch (2008/09): 143. 
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Kleist’s novella The Betrothal in Santo Domingo, published in 1811, is set during the 

Haitian revolution, then still called Santo Domingo.
3
 Gustav, a Swiss mercenary in the service of 

the French army, attempts to rescue his family and himself from bands of Black revolutionaries 

who roam the island under order to kill all White men. On his quest for shelter on the way to 

Port-au-Prince, from which he plans to leave Santo Domingo by boat, he arrives at the estate of 

Congo Hoango, a freed slave who killed his former French master at the outset of the revolution. 

When Gustav is granted hospitality by two mulatto women, the young girl Toni and her mother 

Babekan, he hopes to have found temporary shelter. The two women assure him that Congo 

Hoango, himself leading charge in the killings, is nowhere near the premises. Pretending to be 

themselves victimized by Congo Hoango, they in fact plan to make Gustav stay long enough for 

Congo Hoango to return and kill him and his family, a strategy the two women have employed 

successfully in the past. In order to win time and keep Gustav on the premises, Babekan stages 

her light skinned daughter as White girl, a strategy that succeeds as Gustav soon develops a love 

interest in her. As the three characters tell each other stories, they learn more about each other’s 

pasts. One of these stories, in which Gustav tells Toni about the death of his fiancé, leads to Toni 

pitying Gustav and to fall to his advances. Toni now tries to rescue Gustav by bringing his family 

to the estate before Congo Hoango’s return. However, as the latter returns from his exploits early, 

Toni does not have the time to reveal his plans to Gustav and chains the latter to his bed in order 

to avert her mother’s suspicions that she might have switched loyalties. As Gustav’s relatives, 

called by Toni with the help of a letter written by Gustav, arrive at the premises earlier than 

Congo Hoango expects, they use the element of surprise to overwhelm Congo Hoango and his 

men. But when Gustav is unbound and sees Toni, whom he still considers a traitor, he grabs a 
                                                           
3
 Heinrich von Kleist, "Die Verlobung in St. Domingo," in Sämtliche Werke und Briefe, ed. 

Helmut Sembdner (Munich: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1994), 160-95. Henceforth quoted 

in text. 
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gun and shoots her in the heart. As she is dying, she exhales: “You shouldn’t have mistrusted 

me!”. When Gustav learns that Toni had in fact tried to help him, he shoots himself in the head in 

an act of violent despair. Strömli manages to negotiate safe passage to Sainte-Luze by taking two 

of Congo Hoango’s sons hostage. On the way, the Strömli family exchanges the two lovers‘ rings 

and buries them alongside each other. Once back in Switzerland, they erect a monument to 

Gustav “and to Gustav’s bride, his faithful Toni.” 

Although scholars have certainly made notice of the prominence of trust in Kleist, few 

studies have made it the focal point of their argument.
4
 One can only speculate about the reasons 

for this. One reason may be systematic in kind. If Martin Hartmann is right to point out that trust 

is essentially an element of practices in which something other than trust is at stake, then this 

“other” may take center stage in literary works as well as in scholarship. In literature, love, 

friendship, and romance often overshadow trust, particularly because they come with a rich 

repertoire of symbols and rhetorical tropes, while trust is notoriously difficult to stage. Another 

reason may be a methodological one. Trust has remained largely un-conceptualized in the 

humanities, and the concepts of trust developed in the social sciences, who have a paradigmatic 

interest in it as trust is understood to be a vital element of social practices, remain particularly 

foreign to Kleist’s diegetic universe. While in the social sciences trust is by and large tied to the 

notion of civil society, in Kleist we often encounter states of exception such as war, revolution, or 

natural catastrophe in a way that puts a question to the strength and reliability of the social in the 

face of man’s violent desires. Certainly, trust in Kleist, particularly in the Betrothal, plays itself 

                                                           
4
 In addition to Weigand and Fleig, the following articles focus on trust in Kleist: Johannes 

Harnischfeger, "Liebe und Vertrauen in Kleists Verlobung in St. Domingo," Beiträge zur Kleist-

Forschung 15(2001); Hermann J. Weigand, "Das Vertrauen als Zentralbegriff in Kleists 

Dramatik," in Fährten und Funde: Aufsätze zur deutschen Literatur, ed. Amos Leslie Wilson 

(Bern, München: Francke, 1967). "Das Vertrauen in Kleists Erzählungen (continued)," 

Monatshefte für Deutschen Unterricht 34, no. 3 (1942). 
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out not at the center of the social, but at the margins of it, where trust and violence become 

uncomfortably entangled. One should resist reading this “marginal” trust as a metaphor for the 

kind of trust that is central to the workings of civil society. Here, unsupported by practices and 

institutions, trust takes on a different quality, it is, as Bernhard von Waldenfels put it, much 

“weightier,” much more fragile, and much more closely tied to questions of ethics.
5
 

 However, the existing scholarship on trust in Kleist bypasses the singularity of trust issues 

in Kleist by reading them as allegory for what is partly a sociological approach to civil society 

and partly a rather generalized theory of modernity. In articles by Johannes Harnischfeger and 

Anne Fleig, trust is mainly an epistemological problem that arises from the instability of meaning 

in a modern world, “[d]enn die Welt ist zu einem Rätsel geworden, das stets aufs Neue gedeutet 

werden muss. Daher stellt sich bei [Kleist] die Frage nach der Möglichkeit und den Bedingungen 

von Vertrauen mit besonderer Dringlichkeit.”
6
 Because the faith in tradition and religion is 

waning, the individual finds himself confronted with shifting meaning and contingencies and a 

fundamental insecurity about shared value assumptions when it comes to others. Trust becomes 

an issue of limited calculability: “Da das Verhalten des Einzelnen nicht länger auf einem 

Konsens der Gesellschaftsmitglieder gründet, läßt sich kaum noch berechnen, wie die Menschen 

reagieren werden – und damit wird es zunehmend riskant, ihnen Vertrauen zu schenken.”
7
 Trust, 

no longer anchored in a past that assures shared values and frames of interpretation, is now 

exposed to the unknowability of the future. Kleist’s states of exception, so the argument, are 

fictional scenarios that take this state of “metaphysical homelessness” to the extreme, thus 

                                                           
5
 Cf. Bernhard Waldenfels, Hyperphänomene: Modi hyperbolischer Erfahrung  (Frankfurt am 

Main: Suhrkamp, 2012), 257. 

6
 Fleig, "Das Gefühl des Vertrauens in Kleists Dramen ‘Die Familie Schroffenstein‘, ‘Der 

zerbrochne Krug‘ und ‘Amphitryon‘," 140. 

7
 Harnischfeger, "Liebe und Vertrauen in Kleists Verlobung in St. Domingo," 99. 
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illustrating in a particularly crass way a modern condition shared by many: “Um die 

Bedingungen und Grenzen des Vertrauens zu erkunden, wählt Kleist eine Krisensituation, in der 

menschliche Kommunikation nicht mehr trägt, d.h. keine Sicherheit mehr gewährt und keine 

Maßstäbe fürs Verhalten setzt.”
8
 In the case of the Betrothal this means that characters like 

Gustav and Toni are placed into an experimental fictional scenario in order to illustrate the 

difficulty of sustaining trust “in a world full of suspicion.”
9
 

 I will argue that the case in The Betrothal is precisely the other way around, that is that the 

trust issues here are not caused by an unknowability of the future, but by a repression of the past. 

In order to understand why trust fails between Gustav and Toni one must take a close look at the 

way the characters and indeed the story itself are entangled in the construction and surrogation of 

memories. Sigrid Weigel has demonstrated that the problem in the Betrothal is not that the 

characters have incomplete knowledge of each other, but that rather the opposite is true as the 

characters‘ images of each other (and indeed themselves) are pervaded by racial discourses that 

produce nothing but knowledge about the other.
10

 I will follow up on a remark Weigel makes in 

passing but does not elaborate, that it is palpable in the narrator’s discourse that it is engaged in a 

construction of cultural memory. I will show that this politics of memory pervades the entire 

novella, the world of the Betrothal is thoroughly haunted by the past. The prime site of the 

politics of memory is the body insofar as bodies are acted upon in the service of memory and 

forgetting, and insofar as they can perform embodiments of the past.
11

 

                                                           
8
 "Liebe und Vertrauen in Kleists Verlobung in St. Domingo," 100. 

9
 Fleig, "Das Gefühl des Vertrauens in Kleists Dramen ‘Die Familie Schroffenstein‘, ‘Der 

zerbrochne Krug‘ und ‘Amphitryon‘," 143. 

10
 Cf. Sigrid Weigel, "Der Körper am Kreuzpunkt von Liebesgeschichte und Rassendiskurs in 

Heinrich von Kleists Erzählung ‘Die Verlobung in St. Domingo‘," ibid.(1991). 

11
 For Sigrid Weigel the body is primarily a site of a construction through racial discourses. 
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 In order to bring to light the politics of memory in the Betrothal, marked by theatricality 

and performance, I will make use of the concept of “surrogation” as developed in Joseph Roach’s 

book Cities of the Dead.
12

 Approaching the Betrothal from the perspective of “surrogation” will 

not only allow us to us to describe the politics of memory performed in the story, but to connect 

these to the politics of memory the novella itself performs. What is more, the fact that Roach 

discusses the process of surrogation in the context of the production of memory in the “circum-

Atlantic world” will help us to understand the scenario of the novella not merely as a random 

historical background scenario standing in as an allegory of modernity. Instead, we can find 

echoes of Roach’s discussion of the stereotype of the “tragic mulatto” in Toni, an insight that 

lends the Betrothal a specific and by no means arbitrary historical index. We must understand the 

problem of trust with respect to the way the historical context of slavery is approached here, if 

only to emphasize that Gustav and Toni are not merely “placed” in this scenario not as neutral 

alter and ego, but that they are entangled with the circumstances as colonizer and colonized 

subject.
13

 

 Roach’s term “surrogation” is the central element of his theory of theatrical and cultural 

reproduction. He posits that the process of displacement and replacement presented on stage 

mirrors the cultural process through which society deals with death and loss.
14

 Both cultural and 

theatrical surrogation focus on bodies, especially the bodies of the dead lending special power to 

“the folkloric tradition that regards with special awe and dread a corpse that has been 
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 Joseph Roach, Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance  (New York: Columbia UP, 

1996). 

13
 Cf. Anselm Haverkamp, "Schwarz/Weiß: ‘Othello‘ und ‘Die Verlobung in St. Domingo‘," 

Weimarer Beiträge 41(1995): 408. 

14
 Roach, Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance.  
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dismembered, disturbed, or improperly laid to rest.”
15

 With respect to the circum-Atlantic world, 

death and loss are “associated with the ›diasporic and genocidal histories of Africa and the 

Americas‹: the destruction of autochthonous populations, the seizure and colonization of 

territory, the development and expansion of the plantation system and the importation of enslaved 

and, later, indentured labour.”
16

 Although Roach presents surrogation as a general mechanism at 

work in cultural evolution, cultural memory, and performance, he is particularly interested in how 

the specters of this genocidal history are re-awakened in surrogated form in “performances” that 

include not only the theater proper, but ritual performances such as carnivals or funerals as well. 

According to Roach such performances can not only evoke memory, but cultural memory itself is 

essentially theatrical in the surrogations it performs, that is in the way it evokes and embodies and 

at the same time replaces and displaces the past. 

 Surrogation evokes specters of the uncanny, not merely because it constitutes a practice of 

embodying the dead, but because any substitution, any succession cites and is measured against 

that which it substitutes or succeeds.  The surrogate is and is not what he surrogates for. This 

misalliance can evoke strong feelings caused by the surrogates‘ failure to live up to expectations 

or by his way of exceeding them. Hence the process of the physical substitution of bodies for 

other bodies often inspires “public enactments of forgetting, either to blur the obvious 

discontinuities, misalliances, and ruptures, or, more desperately, to exaggerate them in order to 

mystify a previous Golden Age, now lapsed.”
17

 However, surrogation rarely works smoothly: 

“Because collective memory works selectively, imaginatively, and often perversely, surrogation 
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 Ibid.  

16
 David Lambert, "‘Part of the Blood and Dream:‘ Surrogation, Memory, and the National Hero 

in the Postcolonial Carribean," Patterns of Prejudice 41, no. 3-4 (2007): 357.  
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 Roach, Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance, 3.  
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rarely if ever succeeds.”
18

 The surrogate remains haunted by that which he surrogates for, which 

can be true for entire civilizations, if only because, as Boris Groys has argued, they are forced to 

repeat that which they destroy or supplant “in their own archive in order to be able to tell the 

story of their own origin and assertion.”
19

 Performances are part of this archive, and like cultural 

memory can perform public enactments of memory and forgetting, and as much as they can be 

tools of myth, they can also be tools of preservation as “performances so often carry with them 

the memory of otherwise forgotten substitutions.”
20

 

 I will read Kleist’s Betrothal as such a performance. But this novella not only performs 

surrogation, it thematizes it as well, thus offering the very process by which it constitutes itself to 

the reader’s judgment. In Kleist’s novella we encounter all three processes that Roach describes 

as mechanisms of surrogation— the process of cultural evolution in which living bodies replace 

dead ones (for example the substitution of Congo Hoango for his master), the theatrical 

substitution of a performing body for a performed one (for example in the way Toni is staged as a 

White girl making her a suitable substitute for Gustav’s dead fiancé), and the mechanism of 

cultural memory by which the past is reclaimed, replaced, displaced, and constructed through 

performances in the present (for example in the “grotesque resentment” with which Kleist’s 

narrator depicts the events of the revolution and silences the preceding history of slavery).
21

 

Surrogation is most salient in the problem of succession, that already haunts the historical 

background of Kleist’s novella insofar as the Haitian Revolution succeeded the French 
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 Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance, 2.  

19
 Boris Groys,  nter  erdacht  eine  h nomenologie der  edien  (München: Hanser, 2000). My 

translation. 
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Revolution in a way that caused great apprehensions among Europeans, even among those who 

were in favor of the French Revolution and particularly among the French themselves who had 

vital economic interests in Santo Domingo and who were now all of a sudden confronted with a 

slave rebellion that threatened to dispossess their plantations and to cut the colonial supply chain. 

Like Hegel, Kleist received news about these historical events from the journal Minerva that 

offered extensive coverage of Haiti and some of the “Räuberpistolen” (Haverkamp) of 

revolutionary violence that equally fascinated and repelled the European audience. As Susan 

Buck-Morrs has shown, even prior to the French and Haitian Revolutions the reality of slavery in 

the colonial world entered the writings of European intellectuals only in surrogated form, usually 

as abstracted metaphors of enslavement used to describe the political heteronomy of the 

European citizenry with little regard for the suffering Europe caused in the Carribean world.
22

 

Why Buck-Morrs in this important article excludes Hegel of all people from this charge, the 

master of surrogation for whom even “Geschichte als Schlachtbank” could be performed as the 

scene of the spiritualization of history into Geist, is beyond me. Can one imagine a surrogation 

more uncanny than this one?
23

 

In what follows I will offer a close reading of the Betrothal along several scenes of 

surrogation: the double substitution of the French plantation owner de Villeneuve through his 

slave Congo Hoango, the surrogation of Toni from a mulatto to a White girl (which evokes the 

script of the “tragic mulatto”), the replacement of Gustav’s fiancé through Toni, the overwriting 

of Babekan’s good bodily memory through her bad cognitive memory, and last but not least the 

surrogation of the dead lovers through a gravestone that misremembers them as European 
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husband and wife. All of these surrogations are connected to the problem of trust that figures so 

prominently in this novella. And in all of them trust is lost in a vertigo of a performance of false 

memory. 

 

A Case of Surrogation: De Villeneuve and Congo Hoango 

 

The constellation of characters in The Betrothal in Santo Domingo represents with some 

precision the geo-historical circum-Atlantic space Roach maps in his book. Gustav is a Swiss 

officer in the service of the French colonial army. Congo Hoango is a slave from West-Africa. 

His partner Babekan is a mulatto with a Cuban father (while the orgins of her mother remain 

unclear). Her daughter Toni is a half-orphan of mixed blood born in Europe who grew up in Haiti 

after her European father refused to acknowledge his parentage. All points of the circum-Atlantic 

triangle (Europe, West-Africa, Carribeans) are represented and connected to each other. 

However, no character is stably placed in the history of this circum-Atlantic geometry. This 

is not only due to the fact that some of the characters, Babekan and Toni in particular, have a 

complex cultural-ethnic background, but also because all four major characters are presented in 

the course of the story as proxies: Gustav represents Napoleon’s army, but he is a mercenary and 

in the course of the story we learn that he has his own grievances with the French. Congo Hoango 

is a slave but is right at the beginning of the story freed and made successor of the French 

plantation owner de Villeneuve. Babekan is paired with Congo Hoango as a substitute wife (”an 

Weibes statt”), after his first wife has died under circumstances not explained in detail (160). 

Toni becomes in the course of events a substitute for his first fiancé Mariane, whom Toni 

resembles in marvelous and uncanny fashion, and who was executed by the Jacobins during the 

revolutionary reign of terror in lieu of (sic!) Gustav. Almost all of these surrogations are 
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connected to (mostly violent) deaths and they all fail in their desire to efface the memory of 

violence through successful substitution. 

The anecdote with which the novella begins illustrates an extreme case of failed surrogation: 

Zu Port au Prince, auf dem französischen Anteil der Insel St. Domingo, lebte, zu 

Anfange dieses Jahrhunderts, als die Schwarzen die Weißen ermordeten, auf der 

Pflanzung des Herrn Guillaume von Villeneuve, ein fürchterlicher alter Neger, 

namens Congo Hoango. Dieser von der Goldküste von Afrika herstammende 

Mensch, der in seiner Jugend von treuer und rechtschaffener Gemütsart schien, war 

von seinem Herrn, weil er ihm einst auf einer Überfahrt nach Cuba das Leben gerettet 

hatte, mit unendlichen Wohltaten überhäuft worden. Nicht nur, daß Herr Guillaume 

ihm auf der Stelle seine Freiheit schenkte, und ihm, bei seiner Rückkehr nach St. 

Domingo, Haus und Hof anwies; er machte ihn sogar, einige Jahre darauf, gegen die 

Gewohnheit des Landes, zum Aufseher seiner beträchtlichen Besitzung, und legte 

ihm, weil er nicht wieder heiraten wollte, an Weibes Statt eine Mulattin, namens 

Babekan, aus seiner Pflanzung bei, mit welcher er durch seiner erste verstorbene Frau 

weitläuftig verwandt war. Ja, als der Neger sein sechzigstes Jahr erreicht hatte, setzte 

er ihn mit einem ansehnlichen Gehalt in den Ruhestand und krönte seine Wohltaten 

noch damit, daß er ihm in seinem Vermächtnis sogar ein Legat auswarf; und doch 

konnten alle diese Beweise von Dankbarkeit Herrn Villeneuve vor der Wut dieses 

grimmigen Menschen nicht schützen. Congo Hoango war, bei dem allgemeinen 

Taumel der Rache, der auf die unbesonnenen Schritte des Nationalkonvents in diesen 

Pflanzungen aufloderte, einer der ersten, der die Büchse ergriff, und eingedenk der 

Tyrannei, die ihn seinem Vaterlande entrissen hatte, seinem Herrn die Kugel durch 

den Kopf jagte. Er steckte das Haus, worein die Gemahlin desselben mit ihren drei 

Kindern und den übrigen Weißen der Niederlassung sich geflüchtet hatte, in Brand, 

verwüstete die ganze Pflanzung, worauf die Erben, die in Port au Prince wohnten, 

hätten Anspruch machen können und zog, als sämtliche zur Besitzung gehörigen 

Etablissements der Erde gleichgemacht waren, mit den Negern, die er versammelt 

und bewaffnet hatte, in der Nachbarschaft umher, um seinen Mitbrüdern in dem 

Kampf gegen die Weißen beizustehen. (160-1) 

After the slave has saved the master’s life, he is at once freed and gradually made de Villeneuve’s 

successor. In the process he is furnished with the insignia of “Whiteness,” freedom (”did at once 

grant him his freedom”), property (”the gift of a house and home”), authority (”appointed him as 

manager”), marriage (”provided him with a woman”), income (”retired him on handsome pay”), 

and heritage (”made him a legatee under his will”). De Villeneuve takes his rescue as an occasion 

to discharge himself of the “White man’s burden” to raise colonial subjects into the ranks of 
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humanity by means of charity. However, this performance of surrogation leaves the distinction 

between original and surrogate well in place. Kleist’s choice of verbs emphasizes the paternalism 

of charity (“schenkte ihm,” “wies ihm,” “machte ihn,” “legte ihm bei,” “setzte ihn,” “warf ihm 

aus”). Freedom given to us charitably does not necessarily make us free men. Legally speaking, 

the term “legatee” marks the difference between having something bestowed on us and acquiring 

permanent rights, insofar as it signifies a transfer of property from the beqeathor to the receiver, 

but not a transfer of rights through which the receiver replaces the bequeathor in iuridical terms.
24

 

The performed surrogation is beset by the uncanniness emerging from the irredundancy of 

“original” and proxy. In all aspects, Congo Hoango is an uncanny hybrid revenant of purifying 

colonial power: a White Blackman, an un-free freed man, an unmarried husband, and an heir 

without heritage. 

Kleist’s narrator coats the uncanny in a tone of naive innocence that brackets the primary 

injustice of slavery unmentioned. Instead of emphasizing the incompleteness of surrogation, he 

repeatedly harps on the excess of charity, for example in the phrase “innumerable favours and 

kindnesses,” by pointing out that de Villeneuve goes out of his way by acting “contrary to local 

custom,” or by the recurring use of the qualifier “even.” The rhetoric of excess masks the fact that 

the slave is merely given the freedom previously taken from him, and that he is bestowed 

property that had been acquired on the back of his labor. But arguably the rhetoric of excess in its 

hypertrophy preserves a perverse memory of primary accumulation as it makes clear that de 

Villeneuve and Congo Hoango do not start even, but that they are already entangled in an 

economy of debt that even before Congo Hoango owed his life to his slave. In literature, as in 
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history, surrogations rarely succeed seamlessly, but always engage an economy of excess and 

lack that becomes the driving force of narrative. 

The “grotesque resentment” with which Kleist’s narrator operates has often been noted.
25

 It 

led to a debate on whether Kleist himself subscribed to racist views.
26

 In general, such 

discussions tend not to be very fruitful insofar as they are in danger of performing anachronisms 

and simplifications. In the specific case of the Betrothal this would be most unfortunate because 

it is such a complex narrative that any intentional fallacy, even of Kleist would have been a 

blatant racist, would inevitably tame a text that should on the contrary irritate us. I deem it more 

productive to ask in how far surrogations performed by cultural memory are discursively 

inscribed into the Betrothal and then, in a second step, whether and if yes how this production of 

memory production is reflected within the novella. If we follow Roach’s lead then we would 

have to look for that which has been suppressed and relegated to a state of latency in the various 

surrogations performed in the Betrothal. I will argue that it is this level of latency that comes to 

the fore in the various trust issues between Congo Hoango and de Villeneuve and, more 

importantly and less obvious between Gustav and Toni. However, one can intuit from the 

narrator’s tone that the Betrothal will not offer tragic anagnorisis, that unmasks the past and 

reveals fate. Often in Kleist, recognition is barred by misrecognition.
27

 Latency only reveals itself 

in interpretation. 

The novella’s prelude not only features surrogation, but is itself second order surrogation 

and a good example for how what Roach calls the “surrogated double” is “aufgehoben” in 
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cultural memory which operates with “complex and ingenious schemes to displace, refashion, 

and transfer […] persistent memories into representations more amenable.” The displacement 

becomes invisible if we contrast the single elements of the story of Congo Hoango with the 

historical realities of slavery. Of this historical reality, which at once confirmed and undermined 

the supposed superiority of Europeans vis-à-vis other cultures, the anecdote preserves, like a 

photographic negative, a perverse memory (see figure 1). 

 

History of slavery Surrogated history of slavery 

Exploitation of slave labor for economy of 

luxury goods 

Free and charitable gift to the slave 

Enslavement through Europeans Slave freed by his European master 

Forced prostitution generates mulatto class Mulatto woman given as wife to slave 

Massive decimation of slave populations 

during transport by sea 

Slave rescues his master’s life during sea 

journey 

Terror and inhumanity exerted by slave 

owners 

Terror and inhumanity exerted by slave 

Figure 1: Surrogation of the history of slavery in the opening anecdote 

 

With the story of the grateful master and the ungrateful slave, Kleist lets the novella begin on a 

false note. The anecdote sets an arbitrary beginning in the story of master and slave, a beginning 

that masks historical reality rather than revealing it. From the start, Kleist’s novella is entangled 

in questions of historiography. The caricature character of the narrator’s tone attests to the 

falsehood of the presentation of history, a fact that may be more evident today with the benefit of 

hindsight.
28

 However, although Kleist starts out in this tone that is, as has been shown, fairly 

truthful to how journalistic reports betrayed the events in Haiti at the time, this tone is tempered 
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and qualified over the course of the novella, one of its many inconsistencies. The way things are 

remembered in this story changes, one more reason not to pass sweeping judgments on it but to 

look carefully for details. 

Like masks never fully hide what they cover, but always grant limited access to what is 

underneath, we find even in the novella’s grotesque prelude an unsurrogated element that 

implicitly puts into question the way the novella begins. Despite the representation of Congo 

Hoango as an excessively brutal character, a motivation for said brutality is offered insofar as he 

performs it remembering the tyranny that snatched him from his native land. The means by which 

the Whites have gained superiority of the Blacks, tyranny, is still part of the archive and is not 

fully naturalized. Although both the de Villeneuve’s and the narrator’s surrogations suppress the 

history of violence, the still implicitly acknowledge it, and the contrast of White civilization and 

Black barbarism is in its fascination with Congo Hoango’s brutality pushed to such a grotesque 

extreme that it cannot be fully explained by the slaves’ brutal nature (although it sure approaches 

such a naturalization) and is in need of historical motivation which in turn opens for the reader a 

small but significant access to latent history. Hoango’s brutality summons as “revenant violence” 

(Haverkamp) the suppressed memory of the history of violence that made him a slave in the first 

place. The Black revolutionary’s uncanniness thus only superficially consists in his unheard-of 

gruesomeness, but in the surrogated return of the suppressed history of European violence. We 

witness what René Girard has called the mimetic element of revenge, which is an “inverse 

reproduction of the original representation of persecution, its mimetic repetition.”
29

 

The dense web of surrogations with which the story is entangled right from the start, should 

caution us to read the trust issues between master and slave as hinting at problems intrinsic to 
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trust (for example for the irredundant element of risk in trusting) or as emblematic for any 

particularly “modern” condition of epistemic uncertainty. If we were reading the failed 

surrogation as an expression of any kind of Kleistian “nothing holds anymore,” we would merely 

follow in argument the narrator’s grotesque lead. Such allegorization merely adds another layer 

of surrogation and displacement into “more amenable” representation. The ethical dimension of 

the Betrothal in Santo Domingo, both present in what is presented as well as in how it is 

presented, should not be explained away in favor of a broad version of “modernity,” 

characterized by the unreliability of signs like Congo Hoango’s appearance of loyalty is 

unreliable, unless we acknowledge that said modernity is closely entangled with how it 

remembers and misremembers its own history. 

Indeed, de Villeneuve entrusts his property on Congo Hoango not only because he saved his 

life but also because that act appeared to be further proof of the slave’s loyalty (another way in 

which de Villeneuve’s generosity is limited and qualified). But that he puts his eggs in the wrong 

basket, so to speak, is not expression of the intrinsic “blindness” of trust, but of the specific 

impossibility to establish trust in relations marked by coercion. As Martin Hartmann has argued 

such coercive relations bring with them their own epistemic uncertainties insofar as the master 

who relies on his slave is by necessity unable to distinguish whether the latter complies to his 

needs because he is trustworthy or out of fear for punishment.
30

 Thus 

vertraut [der Herr] nicht de[m] Sklav[en], er verlässt sich vielmehr auf das 

Funktionieren seiner Zwangsgewalt. Und das ist nicht Vertrauen. (...) Nicht nur der 

Vertrauensgeber erkennt im Vertrauen den anderen als einen an, dem vertraut werden 

kann; auch der Empfänger des Vertrauens erkennt denjenigen, der ihm Vertrauen 

schenkt, als einen an, der Vertrauenswürdigkeit verdient. In Zwangsverhältnissen 
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wird diesen beiden expressiven Aspekten reziproker Anerkennung nicht 

entsprochen.
31

 

 

As we know from Hegel’s phenomenology, the master wins the struggle for recognition—but he 

only gains recognition of his authority and not recognition as a trustworthy person.
32

 Neither de 

Villeneuve nor Hoango trust. The reader witnesses not the failure of trust, but the effects of its 

absence. That Kleist’s contemporaries were ready to non-chalantly gloss over the context of 

coercion and to deceive themselves over the resources for trust between master and slave shows a 

passage in a French report translated by Kleist “On the situation of the Negroes in America.” 

Here, trustworthiness is in the idiom of the time connected to the question of property: 

Von England hatte ich den Wahn mitgebracht, die Neger wären dergestalt gegen ihre 

Herren erbittert, daß diese schlechthin kein Zutrauen gegen sie hätten; das Leben 

eines Weißen glaubte ich einer ununterbrochenen Gefahr ausgesetzt und meinte, die 

Häuser der Europäer wären, aus Furcht und Besorgnis, lauter kleine Zitadellen. Wie 

groß war mein Erstaunen, zu finden, daß die Schwarzen zu Demerary selbst die 

Behüter ihrer Herren und ihres Eigentums sind!
33

 

 

If one takes into account that trust does not fail but is never established in the Villeneuve-Hoango 

episode, one may discern a third mechanism of surrogation in it: Villeneuve tries to balance the 

accounts and tries to redeem his guilt towards Hoango. For that, he expects security, maybe even 

trust in return. To this purpose he uses the one currency that governs the master-slave relation, 
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property. But such work of redemption would need an immense effort of mediation, forgiveness, 

and “Aufmerksamkeit für das Unerledigte und Unerfüllte, nicht für das Niedagewesene,” that is 

an acknowledgment of the history of violence and an act of an “unerhörte Begebenheit” that a 

slave is “contrary to local custom” freed and furnished with property.
34

 One property of trust is 

that it “gives time,” as Derrida has it.
35

 Unfortunately, where history moves fast and violently, 

that is where trust would be most needed to prevent the tragedy of violence borne out of violence, 

there is not enough time for the slow built of trust. Certainly in Kleist’s fast diegetic worlds there 

is not. 

 

Surrogation of the Uncanny: Toni as “Tragic Mulatto” 

 

Like the trust issues between master and slave, we should understand those between Toni and 

Gustav in relation to surrogation. Most interpretations situate the mulatto Toni in a zone of 

indifference in the conflict between Whites and Blacks thus following the geometry of races as it 

is presented in the novella. Indeed, there is a historical basis for this reading insofar as the 

mulatto population switched sides between counter-revolution and revolution.
36

 From this point 
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of view, the problem of trust becomes a problem of judgment in the Kantian sense. Because Toni 

and her mother Babekan cannot be safely allocated to one of the warring factions, Gustav must 

interpret words, gestures and affects of the two women with respect to the appearance of 

trustworthiness.  

This interpretation is questionable insofar as it remains too faithful to the narrator. The 

skepticism towards his “grotesque resentment” is abandoned and instead of a “topsy-turvy world” 

these interpretations now see a serious philosophical experiment unfolding in which biological 

hybridity is confronted with aesthetic judgment. These interpretations then tend to understand the 

obvious inconsistencies that occur throughout the novella (for example the renaming of Gustav to 

August or the designation of Toni as “Mestize”) as further indication for the claim that Kleist 

wants to demonstrate the instability of meaning and signification. With the attention on the 

novella’s philosophical content the intuition for the rule of cliché in this text wanes. Anselm 

Haverkamp is right in pointing out that 

[d]iesen Brüchen oder Widersprüchen (...) nicht etwa eine verborgene eigene 

Bedeutung abzulesen. Daß, beispielsweise, die Heldin Toni immer die gleiche 

Fünfzehnjährige bleibt, liegt daran, daß es in Geschichten dieser Art immer nur, und 

immer wieder nur, blutjunge Fünfzehnjährige geben kann. Daß sie absurderweise 

»eine Mestize« heißt, ist zwar ein offenbarer Sachfehler, als solcher aber gänzlich 

irrelevant, denn es geht bei der vermeintlich sachkundigen Einführung solcher 

rassenkundiger Vokabeln um den Vorführeffekt und nicht um die Richtigkeit der 

Zuschreibung. In der Aufzählung dieser und anderer schiefer Details ist die 

Erzählung nicht eine, sondern der Verschnitt einiger hundert einschlägiger 

Räuberpistolen aus der Zeit »als die Schwarzen die Weißen ermordeten.«
37

 

 

Toni’s “yellowness” is another example for the discursivity of cliché in Kleist. Readers have 

more than once speculated what Toni’s yellow skin color stands for. But the “yellow girl” is a 
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discursive element stemming from circum-Atlantic memory. Roach points to a specific form of 

this mythologeme as one of his major examples for surrogation, the so-called “tragic mulatto.” 

To read Toni through the lense of the “tragic mulatto” will allow us to show that the play with 

discursive elements in Kleist not only comprises the “forever fifteen-year old” victim of romance, 

but also tragedy as an element of literary discourse and the “suspension of the tragic in trust” as 

pursued by enlightened and humanist approaches to tragedy such as Lessing’s and Goethe’s.
38

 

Outlining the references to humanist approaches to tragedy in Kleist will allow us to make yet 

another process of surrogation visible as it pertains to literary history: “Through the process of 

surrogation the human body is able to serve as a vessel for cultural and literary memory, so that 

the preservation or destruction of a human corpse represents the preservation or destruction of the 

literary canon.”
39

 

The character script of the tragic mulatto was first described in a 1966 article by Jules 

Zanger. Zanger locates the tragic mulatto primarily in nineteenth century American abolitionist 

literature: 

Briefly summarized, the “tragic octoroon” is a beautiful girl who possesses only the 

slightest evidences of Negro blood, who speaks with no trace of dialect, who was 

raised and educated as a white child and as a lady in the household of her father, and 

who on the paternal side is descended from “‘some of the best blood in the ‘Old 

Dominion.’” In her sensibility and vulnerability she resembles, of course, the 

conventional ingenue “victim” of sentimental romance. Her condition is radically 

changed when, at her father’s unexpected death, it is revealed that he has failed to 

free her properly. She discovers that she is a slave; her person is attached as property 

by her father’s creditors. Sold into slavery, she is victimized, usually by a lower-class, 

dialect speaking slave dealer or overseer (…) who attempts to violate her; she is 

loved by a high-born young Northerner or European who wishes to marry her. 
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Occasionally, she escapes with her lover; more often, she dies of suicide, or dies of 

shame, or dies protecting her young gentleman.
40

 

Right away one can discern several elements of the mythologeme of the “tragic mulatto” 

pertaining to Toni. Indeed, she is a beautiful girl with “only the slightest evidences of negro 

blood,” which is while she is suitable to perform the role of a White girl offered as bait to 

European men who seek shelter on the premises where Congo Hoango kills them once they feel 

safe. As daughter of a rich merchant and diplomat in the service of the emperor she descends 

from “some of the best blood of the Old Dominion”—if one understands Europe as the “Old 

Dominion” and not the Southern colony Virginia for which the term was coined. Furthermore, 

she falls in love with a European who wants to marry her, with whom she wants to flee, and for 

whom she is prepared to die. 

Other elements of the “tragic mulatto” differ from the scenario in the Betrothal, yet for most 

of them we can identify functional equivalents: 1) Toni is not educated in her father’s house. Yet 

she is born in Europe and seems to have acquired from her mother Babekan, who appears to be 

versed in European culture, enough European cultural capital in order to pass as a “proper” White 

girl, not only in terms of skin color but also in terms of manners. It is also suggested that Toni has 

received some education from de Villeneuve’s wife. 2) Toni is not “properly freed” because of 

her father’s death, but because Bertrand denies his fatherhood. His death is only symbolical, yet 

has the same consequence as for the tragic mulatto, namely that she becomes a slave. 3) De 

Villeneuve plays the part of the trustee who acquires Toni after the (symbolic) death of her father. 

4) The role of the abusive overseer is taken on by Congo Hoango, who instrumentalizes Toni for 

the pursuit of his revenge. 
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Roach interprets the tragic mulatto as a surrogated double. In this character as well, 

persistent memories are displaced into representations more amenable.
41

 In cultural media like 

the character script of the tragic mulatto, the violence exerted in the construction of the “New 

World” is displaced into more tolerable representations which nevertheless latently contain that 

history of violence. Thus abject colonial tyranny turns into the fairy-tale formula “when the 

Blacks killed the Whites”, and while the slave rebellion is denunciated as excessive violence the 

novella stages the rescue of a (supposedly) White girl from the grip of a Black man, or to be 

precise the liberation of a hybrid mulatto girl to a white girl.
42

 What I tragic in the tragic mulatto, 

that she must die in order to give proof of her love, is used to drown the undertones of the history 

of violence through the strong affects cause by a false catharsis. 

If this is so, the presence of the mythologeme of the “tragic mulatto” has far-ranging 

consequences for an interpretation of Kleist’s novella. The tragic chain of events would have to 

be understood not as caused by a tragic mistake (hamartia) of one of the characters (for example 

by a false judgment on Gustav’s part), but by a suppressed pre-history that comes to the fore in 

the novella only by the emergence of violence at the end of the novella.
43

 Not hybridity is the 

source of anxiety and danger here, as the novella makes us believe, but the history of violence 

that went into the construction of “Whiteness” in contradistinction to barbaric “Blackness.” 
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I will argue that the various aesthetic modes of reality construction that emerge in the course 

of the novella, such as the uncanny, the marvelous, and particularly the role of tragedy, represent 

the field on which the logic of surrogation in the Betrothal is played out. 

 

The False Marvelous Reconciliation and the Test of Tragic Affect 

 

The novella’s central and title-giving scene in which the supposed betrothal between Gustav and 

Toni takes place is permeated by references to the uncanny and the marvelous. The uncanny is 

connected to a chain of surrogations mentioned and performed in the betrothal scene. The 

marvelous appears as the mode of a false reconciliation promising to exorcise the specters of the 

uncanny. Ultimately, Gustav’s seductive rhetoric of the marvelous gives way to the “language” of 

sex. The latter reveals its violent nature in the fact that Toni falls silent like a traumatized victim. 

Gustav’s attempt to fuse sexuality and truth fails to escape the ghosts of the past but instead 

conjures them up again, as if under the compulsion to repeat. 

In the scene the reader hears about three surrogations: the symbolic substitution de 

Villeneuve’s through Gustav, the substitution of an unnamed plantation owner by Konelly, a 

suitor Toni’s, and the substitution Gustav’s through his fiancé Mariane de Congrève on the 

scaffold on which she is executed by the Jacobin’s in his stead. All three surrogations evoke the 

uncanny, implicitly or explicitly. A paradigmatic case is Gustav’s reaction when he notices that 

Babekan has assigned him the room of the previous master of the house de Villeneuve: “[E]s 

legte sich ein Gefühl der Unruhe wie ein Geier um sein Herz, und er wünschte sich, hungrig und 

durstig, wie er gekommen war, wieder in die Waldung zu den Seinigen zurück.” The unsettling 

feeling of uncanniness is caused by the impression that Gustav’s room had been inhabited before 

and that Gustav may thus be in danger. 
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Gustav exorcises the feeling of uncanniness with the help of the marvelous, saturated with 

undertones of Christian salvation. In the mode of the marvelous, mercy and reconciliation all of a 

sudden seem possible. It is Toni’s grace that sparks the appearance of the marvelous, in a scene in 

which she washes Gustav’s feet, a scene that recalls Maria Magdalene washing the feet of Jesus: 

[Gustav], von [Tonis] Anmut und Lieblichkeit gerührt, nannte sie sein liebes 

Mädchen, und schloß sie, wie durch göttliche Hand von jeder Sorge erlöst, in seine 

Arme. Es war ihm unmöglich zu glauben, daß alle diese Bewegungen, die er an ihr 

wahrnahm, der bloße elende Ausdruck einer kalten und gräßliche Verräterei sein 

sollten. Die Gedanken, die ihn beunruhigt hatten, wichen, wie ein Heer schauerlicher 

Vögel, von ihm; er schalt sich, ihr Herz nur einen Augenblick verkannt zu haben, und 

während er sie auf seinen Knieen schaukelte, und den süßen Atem einsog, den sie 

ihm heraufsandte, drückte er, gleichsam zum Zeichen der Aussöhnung und 

Vergebung einen Kuß auf ihre Stirn. 

Like Maria Magdalene, Toni is forgiven, but Gustav’s rhetoric of the marvelous rings false. The 

same is true for the curious gesture of forgiveness: Who forgives whom, what for, and what is it 

exactly that is reconciliated? It is as if Gustav forgave Toni for his own mistrust, instead of Toni 

forgiving Gustav and his army for trying to restitute slavery. Gustav’s kiss is a Judas kiss that 

marks Toni as a tragic mulatto and thus as sacrifice. 

And indeed the marvelous proves to be fleeting and the repressed uncanny returns stante 

pede. This framing of the marvelous through the uncanny is already part of the scenic setting 

insofar as the feet washing scene takes place in the former room of the murdered plantation 

owner. When Gustav notices the “marvelous” similarity between Toni and Mariana, there is no 

solace to be found in this recognition as it immediately conjures up the repressed memory of 

Mariane’s execution. The marvelous, seemingly timeless, is overhauled by the uncanny of history 

that asks for a sacrifice regardless of whether it is named Gustav or Mariane. According to 
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Roach, surrogation conjures up the uncanny, and we can now see that this logic is opposed to the 

logic of sacrifice insofar as sacrifice is supposed to purify signification from ambiguity.
44

 

In fact, Gustav himself does not quite have faith in Toni’s marvelously-gracious aura. As 

Gerhard Neumann has shown in detail, he subjects Toni to a number of tests aimed at revealing 

her moral character.
45

 Gustav is convinced “daß es nur ein Mittel gab, zu prüfen, ob das Mädchen 

ein Herz habe oder nicht” (172). But what this instrument is we are not told. Usually, interpreters 

understand it to mean the sexual act with which Gustav takes possession of Toni and of which 

Kleist’s narrator says with ambiguous clarity: “Was weiter erfolgte, brauchen wir nicht zu 

melden, weil es jeder, der an diese Stelle kommt, von selbst liest” (175). Or does Gustav 

reference the flirtatious talk of love and marriage, with which Gustav causes those involuntary 

signs in Toni such as blushing that momentarily absolve him from the uncanny in the previously 

cited passage? 

What has been overlooked by readers so far is that the last test of Toni’s trustworthiness, 

which leads to the elliptically marked sexual act, is described in terms that point to the role of 

affects in the theory of tragedy. Right at the start of Gustav’s retelling of the fate of his fiancé 

Mariane, Gustav hints at the “schrecklichen und rührenden Umstände unter denen ich sie verlor” 

(174). The terms “schrecklich” and “rührend” signify the Aristotelian affects of phóbos and éleos 

that were translated into German either as “Schrecken und Rührung,” “Jammer und Schauder,” or 

“Furcht und Mitleid.” Gustav’s story bears all the marks of tragedy: by criticizing the 

revolutionary tribunals he makes a tragic mistake that brings about precisely what is aimed 

against (hamartia) (Gustav himself calls it “Unbesonnenheit”). Because the social crisis calls for 
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a sacrifice and the henchmen of the revolution cannot find him they arrest his fiancé Mariane. 

When she is led to the executioner, Gustav tries to offer himself in her stead but Mariane denies 

knowing him and is thus executed. Only through Mariane’s death Gustav arrives at the tragic 

knowledge (anagnorisis) of her unconditional loyalty. 

Gustav ends the telling of tragedy with a melodramatic gesture as he breaks free from Toni, 

steps to the window and “sein Gesicht sehr gerührt in ein Tuch drückte” (175). For the reader it is 

indistinguishable whether Toni is truly moved by the memory of Mariane or whether he only 

performs his pain. Are his emotions true or are they just another of his strategic actions with 

which he tests Toni’s trustworthiness? Either way, Toni now joins with Gustav into kathartic 

communion: 

und da [Toni] sah, daß er sein Gesicht sehr gerührt in ein Tuck drückte; so übernahm 

sie, von manchen Seiten geweckt, ein menschliches Gefühl; sie folgte ihm mit einer 

plötzlichen Bewegung, fiel ihm um den Hals, und mischte ihre Tränen mit den 

seinigen. (174-5) 

Immediately after this purification of tragic affect the sexual encounter ensues. From this 

sequence of events it appears as if the story of Mariane’s death was the true means to test the 

quality of Toni’s heart. From this point of view, the scene reads like a parody of Lessing’s 

humanist theory of tragedy. In his Hamburgische Dramaturgie, Lessing translated Aristotle’s 

éleos as “Mitleid” (compassion), which allowed him to define the use of tragedy as the expansion 

of the human capacity for compassion. This melodramatization of the theory of tragedy is echoed 

in Gustav’s and Mariane’s tearful communion over Mariane’s fate. 

It is as if Gustav countered Toni’s performance as a European girl by testing her capacity for 

compassion in the face of tragedy. That the mulatto Toni reacts to the arch-European form of 

tragedy with the appropriate pathos is the last indication for Gustav that she must have a pure 

heart. As throughout the story it is impossible for the reader to decide whether Gustav’s emotions 
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are real or whether he consciously undertook this testing of Toni’s affects. However, the fact that 

Gustav himself speaks of a test (”Prüfung”), whether he has his retelling of tragedy in mind or the 

sexual act, speaks for the latter. In either case the apologies he utters after the fact ring false: “Er 

schwor ihr, daß die Liebe für sie nie aus seinem Herzen weichen würde, und daß nur, im Taumel 

wunderbar verwirrter Sinne, eine Mischung aus Begierde und Angst, die sie ihm eingeflößt, ihn 

zu einer solchen Tat habe verführen können.” (175) The seducer presents himself as seduced. 

In the retelling of Mariane’s execution, Kleist condenses the play with surrogations. Mariane 

is executed in lieu of Gustav, a female sacrifice in keeping with sentimental romance.
46

 That Toni 

functions as a surrogate for Mariane is not only evident from their physical and biographical 

similarities, but is explicitly stated in the text. Hence it seems justified to describe Toni’s desire 

for love and self-sacrifice as mimetic desire. Toni sacrifices herself for Gustav as Mariane did, 

and like the “true” Mariane Toni becomes the “true” Toni only in death so that what Gustav says 

about Mariane could equally be said about Toni: “ich lernte den Inbegriff aller Güte und 

Vortrefflichkeit erst mit ihrem Tode kennen.” (174) 

If we shift our perspective to second order surrogation we can appreciate the irony of the fact 

that the tragic mulatto confirms her “Whiteness” by exhibiting tragic pathos. It is as if Kleist’s 

narrator confirmed in a kind of mise-en-abyme second order surrogation (through first order 

surrogation). As Gustav’s test of tragic affect succeeds the narrative transformation Toni’s to a 

tragic heroine succeeds as well. Only now Toni is subject to the tragic double-bind of loyalty to 

local community and law on the one, and universal moral law on the other hand, as becomes clear 

when she demands from her mother to honor the laws of hospitality towards Gustav. 

Taking into account that Toni becomes a tragic heroine only after Gustav has “discovered” 

Toni’s humanity by testing her capacity for compassion, we may read the narrator’s elliptic 
                                                           
46

 Cf. Zanger, "The Tragic Octoroon in Pre-Civil War Fiction," 63. 



46 

 

insinuation in an altogether different way. “Was nun folgt liest sich von selbst…”—we may 

understand this sentence as referring not merely to the sexual act but to Toni’s fate as it plays out 

in the rest of the novella. Toni is now “betrothed” unto Gustav and we know from Mariane’s fate 

that the heroine’s task will now be to sacrifice herself for the sake of her fiancé. While Gustav 

pursues his will to truth by locating the truth about Toni’s moral character in her capacity for 

tragic affect and in the “nakedness” of her sexual body, he in fact performs her ultimate 

surrogation from a hybrid body into a purified one with all the attributes of “European” 

sensibility for compassion and universal laws. But in doing so he, he has also turned Toni into a 

surrogated body, a site of a desire to forget, both his personal tragedy and the greater history of 

violence pervading the island of Haiti. In her death, Toni becomes the effigy that allows Gustav 

to act out and admit his guilt in surrogated form. Now that the European has killed a “White” 

body he judges and punishes himself by committing suicide. 

The complex relation between trust and tragedy Kleist stages here deserves some closer 

attention. As Wolfgang Braungart has argued, Lessing tried to reformulate Aristotle’s conception 

of katharsis “neu aus dem Geist der jüdisch-christlichen Ethik” as a “Poetik der Geselligkeit:”  

Die Erregung von Furcht und Mitleid durch die Tragödie soll das Mitleid so 

habitualisieren, dass es jederzeit im praktischen Leben wirksam werden kann (...). Er 

will die unklaren Emotionen, die das tragische Geschehen hervorruft, genau 

ausrichten. (...) Lessing gibt der Katharsis, dem Effekt der Tragödie, (...) eine präzise 

soziale, auf die moralisch korrekte Handlung des Zuschauers zielende Richtung und 

so einen präzisen sozialen Sinn. Das Ziel dieser ›Übung‹, dieser symbolischen 

Handlung ›Trauerspiel‹, ist die soziale Praxis. Im Grunde läuft dies auf die 

poetologische Adaption der caritas, des christlichen Nächstenliebe-Gebotes hinaus. 

Nur wer für sich selbst fürchtet, kann auch für den anderen fürchten. Und umgekehrt. 

Für Lessing (...) ist die Sinngebung des Leidens uns immer ganz selbst in der mit-

menschlichen Interaktion aufgegeben. (...) Schon die Tragödienpoetik Lessings ist 

insofern in ihrem Kern eine ›gesellige Poetik‹, die die grundsätzliche Anerkennung 

des anderen voraussetzt.
47
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It is hardly surprising that Gustav, who believes in the theodicy of heavenly justice, has affinities 

to Lessing’s conception of tragedy. However, Gustav does not use tragedy (like Lessing) 

didactically to cultivate Toni’s capacity for compassion, but as a test whether such cultivation has 

already taken place, which is why retelling and not performance of tragedy may suffice for this 

purpose. Not only tragedy is mediated through another genre, but so are the tragic affects, as it is 

not so much Gustav’s telling of the story itself that causes her to be moved but more so Gustav’s 

performance of his emotions. It is as if we were witnessing the transformation of Aristotle’s into 

Lessing’s theory of tragedy. Gustav exhibits the “unclear emotions” of éleos and phóbos but with 

the goal of causing the “precise” social affect of caritas, a performance that fully succeeds. But in 

contradistinction to Lessing recognition of the other does not take place, but instead, in typical 

Kleist fashion, the moment of recognition is in fact a moment of misrecognition. Although 

Gustav attempts a “Sinngebung des Leidens” Marianes insofar as it seems “aufgehoben” in the 

second betrothal with Toni, but at the same time performs the surrogation of Toni to a tragic 

mulatto by means of which the suffering caused by the colonial history of violence is displaced 

into the blind spot of memory. 

Only against the backdrop of Lessing’s theory of catharsis the testing of tragic affects can at 

the same time be a testing of humanity and trustworthiness. In this context, another nexus 

becomes visible to Lessing’s (as well as to Goethe’s) practice of tragedy insofar as in these 

authors, particularly in Lessing’s Nathan and in Goethe’s Iphigenie, the “humanization” of 

tragedy is performed on the level of plot through a “communicative resolution of tragic conflict” 

in the name of trust:  

[Lessing und Goethe] vermeiden (...) die in den Dramen angelegte Wendung zur 

Tragödie durch das volle Risiko des Vertrauens, das Nathan wie Iphigenie eingehen. 

Beide liefern sich an ihre Verhandlungspartner ‒ Saladin und Thoas ‒ aus, obwohl 
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diese ziemlich unverhohlen auf ihre Machtmittel hinweisen. Und beide 

›triumphieren‹ am Ende genau durch diesen Akt vertrauensvoller Kommunikation. 

Vertrauen ist aber geradezu eine Grundkategorie der Moderne, in der ohne es gar 

nicht zu leben wäre. Gerade da, wo es besonders tief enttäuscht wird, wird es 

besonders ersehnt: »du hättest mir nicht mißtrauen sollen! [...] Gewiß! [...] ich hätte 

dir nicht mißtrauen sollen.«
48

 

 

Intriguingly, the Braungart quote closes with quotes from the Betrothal. However, I do not 

necessarily agree with his description (which recalls Luhmann’s conception of trust) of trust as a 

category vital for life under the conditions of modernity, as Kleist’s novella shows that breaches 

and failures of trust belong just as much to the history of modernity and its discontents. In the 

Betrothal, the overcoming of tragedy in the name of trust fails, but not because of the “risky” 

nature of unconditional trust, but because recognition of the other and particularly recognition of 

a common history of violence and suffering, that is the basic recognition that Lessing’s theory of 

tragedy presupposes, is utterly lacking here. 

 

Babekan’s Good Bad Memory 

 

If there is any character in the Betrothal who keeps a memory of the history of suffering attached 

to Santo Domingo, it is Toni’s mother Babekan. As Haverkamp has pointed out eloquently, it is 

her who gives voice to historical truth, even if, in Kleistian fashion, truth telling is used as a tactic 

for the purpose of deception: 

Während der Text der Erzählung noch bemüht ist, das naive Vertrauen des Fremden 

mit der Heuchelei der schwarzen Babekan zu vergleichen, »heuchelt« diese weniger 

als sagt sie die Wahrheit, wie das konziser nicht passieren könnte, freilich zum 
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Zwecke der Täuschung. Indem sie ihrer und ihrer Tochter Geschichte, eine 

Geschichte der Getäuschten und Vergewaltigten, der Einfühlung des Fremden 

darbietet, schafft sie Vertrauen und begründet sie Verrat in einem und auf 

unauflösliche Weise.
49

 

 

Like Gustav tries to spark compassion in Toni, Babekan tries to spark compassion in Gustav by 

telling him the story of abuse, betrayal and punishment she and Toni have been subjected to. At 

first sight it seems surprising that Babekan brings the history of violence in the circum-Atlantic 

world to the fore, because it may alert Gustav to the fact that she has motive for revenge against 

the French and their surrogates. Does she think that it is precisely such revealing honesty that is 

able to enlist Gustav’s confidence in her uprightness? It seems more probable that bets on the 

same logic of compassion we saw at work in the narrative of the tragic mulatto, namely that a 

White audience feels more compassion for the suffering of a “White” character. Babekan offers 

not so much her own history of suffering (Gustav is more or less indifferent to it) as the history of 

Toni’s tragic disposition which consists in the fact that she could have had all the benefits and 

riches of a European girl that were denied to her because of the betrayal committed by a 

European. Babekan assumes rightfully that for Gustav such events must embody injustice more 

than the much more violent, blatant, and expansive history of slavery. 

For the reader, Babekan remains the most faithful witness of historical memory, even though 

she employs her status as a witness for the sake of revenge. Not least Babekan’s body is the site 

of en embodied memory of suffering: 

Ich werde den Eidschwur, den er die Frechheit hatte, mir ins Gesicht zu leisten, 

niemals vergessen, ein Gallenfieber war die Folge davon, und bald darauf noch 

sechzig Peitschenhiebe, die mir Herr Villeneuve geben ließ, und in deren Folge ich 

noch bis auf diesen Tag an der Schwindsucht leide. (169) 
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But even Babekan’s body as a site of memory cannot escape the logic of surrogation. Her abused 

body stands in for the experience of slavery, but it does not, like nobody could, bear adequate 

witness of the terrors of the past. Nevertheless, of all the characters Babekan has the best insight 

into circum-Atlantic memory. Gustav is too limited to the Euro-centric perspective, Toni is too 

young and too impressionable and only knows about her personal history through Babekan’s 

stories, and Congo Hoango is so marked by the narrator’s resentment that he never quite reaches 

the status of a fully developed character. Babekan is an educated woman who has travelled to 

Europe and who still seems to receive “ziemlich sichere Nachrichten” from there.
50

 In her dialog 

with Gustav she mirrors back to him with ironic ambiguity the ideals of European 

Enlightenment.
51

 

Babekan’s thirst for revenge is motivated by her personal history of suffering, but it 

surrogates for the larger history of violence in the Caribbean’s and those “cavities” of the dead 

said history produced. If we understand her motivation to be merely personal we miss this status 

of Babekan as an effigy, all the more as she herself rejects an ethics based on the judgment of 

individual moral acts. When Toni asks her to spare Gustav’s life on the grounds that he had 

personally done them no harm, Babekan rejects the demand with brusque fervor: 

Die Alte, während sie den sonderbaren Ausdruck des Mädchens betrachtete, sagte 

bloß mit bebenden Lippen: daß sie erstaune. Sei fragte, was der junge Portugiese 

verschuldet, den man unter dem Torweg kürzlich mit Keulen zu Boden geworfen 

habe? Sie fragte, was die beiden Holländer verbrochen, die vor drei Wochen durch 
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die Kugeln der Neger im Hofe gefallen wären? Sie wollte wissen, was man den drei 

Franzosen (...) zur Last gelegt habe, die mit Büchsen, Spießen und Dolchen, seit dem 

Ausbruch der Empörung, im Hause hingerichtet worden wären? (177) 

 

In a world where the body is made the site of violent forms of memory and forgetting there is no 

place for individual ethics. Babekan’s revenge follows the logic of surrogation according to 

which individual bodies have to stand in for a larger politics of memory. A Portuguese, a 

Dutchman, and a Frenchman - Babekan’s bloody vengeance performs with some precision a 

memory of the history of colonialism. Like Congo Hoango, Babekan acts “eingedenk der 

Tyrannei,” and like the remembrance of her own suffering is burned onto her body through pain 

and illness, she expresses her revenge that aims at the bodies of the oppressors as a violent 

mnemotechnique. Kleist seems to insist that only an unharmed body like Gustav’s can convince 

himself that justice may be deferred to Judgment Day and the eschatological righteousness of 

avenging angels, while an abused body like Babekan’s turns into an innerwordly fury.
52

 

Insofar as Babekan, with body and physical actions, keeps, if not in unsurrogated form, is the 

site of historical memory, it seems all the more significant that the reliability of her memory is 

questioned several times in the course of the novella. A case in point is the episode in which 

Gustav writes a letter to his family in hiding in order to assure them that they can find shelter on 

Congo Hoango’s estate. Babekan intercepts the latter in order to prevent that Gustav’s uncle 

Strömli and his relatives arrive before Congo Hoango’s return. In return, Toni steals the letter 
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from Babekan’s cabinet and has it sent to Strömli by means of a messenger. When Babekan 

notices the missing letter, she inquires from Toni about its whereabouts: 

[Babekan] legte die Hand, ungläubig gegen ihr Gedächtnis, einen Augenblick an den 

Kopf, und fragte Toni: wo sie den Brief, den ihr der Fremde gegeben, wohl hingelegt 

haben könne? Toni antwortete nach einer kurzen Pause, in der sie auf den Boden 

niedersah: daß in der Fremde ja, ihres Wissens, wieder eingesteckt und oben im 

Zimmer, in ihrer beider Gegenwart, zerrissen habe! Die Mutter schaute das Mädchen 

mit großen Augen an; sie meinte, sich bestimmt zu erinnern, daß sie den Brief aus 

seiner Hand empfangen und in den Schranke gelegt habe; doch da sie ihn nach vielem 

vergeblichen Suchen darin nicht fand, und ihrem Gedächtniß, mehrerer ähnlicher 

Vorfälle wegen, mißtraute: so blieb ihr zuletzt nichts übrig, als der Meinung, die ihr 

die Tochter geäußert, Glauben zu schenken. (182) 

 

The character with the most precise historical memory is represented as an old senile woman who 

doubts even her own memories. This characterization supports the logic of surrogation and 

perverse memory that is at work in the narrator’s discourse. Although Babekan remembers 

putting the letter in the cabinet, the scene confirms her bad memory not only in that earlier 

similar problems to recall correctly are mentioned but more than that by the way in which Toni 

suggests to her a false memory of tearing the letter to pieces. Babekan remains slightly suspicious 

but on does not seem confident enough in her memory to call Toni’s bluff. 

In the novella’s dense web of surrogations, Babekan represents something like the mirror 

image of the narrator. She bears witness to historical truth (with all the problems of surrogated 

mediation this process brings with it), but appears not trustworthy, while the narrator by virtue of 

his narrative authority and insofar as everything is reported through the filter of his voice must by 

necessity be believed despite the fact the he appears to be constructing a fairly lopsided account 

of history. The emphasis that is put on Babekan’s bad memory reads like a confirmatio ex 
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negativo of the narrator’s trustworthiness as a witness.
53

 It appears as if the narrator’s discourse 

justifies his own construction of cultural memory by disqualifying all lesser surrogated forms of 

embodied memory. 

 

Toni’s Pathos and the Completion of Surrogation in False Memory 

 

Kleist’s play of surrogations finds its ultimate end in a “false” memorial erected by Gustav’s 

uncle Strömli at the very end of the novella. After the death of the two main protagonists they are 

post factum married and enterred as husband and wife in Santo Domingo. A memorial is erected 

for them, but not at the site where the bodies rest, but in Switzerland, a country on a continent 

that Toni has never seen with her own eyes. With this memorial, Toni’s surrogation to a White 

European woman, whose ultimate destiny is marriage, is finalized. The fact that this is only 

achieved in death serves as a powerful illustration of the power of living surrogative memory 

over a lost past. 

The word “Denkmal” that Kleist uses illustrates the nexus of death and memory. While in 

modern German “Denkmal” simply means “monument,” in the early nineteenth century it was 

also still used with the meaning of “gravestone.” In the eighteenth century, gravestones were 

discussed as the sites of a performance of prosopopoiia, the performance of giving voice to 

others, particularly to the dead. Prosopopoiia is a special case of surrogation and is haunted by 

the questions of who speaks in whose name, with what ethos and to what purpose? In this 

particular case, everything about the gravestone is false. It stands not only where the bodies are 

not, but in a place where they have never been, at least not together. It remembers a married 
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 On the role of trust in witnessing cf. Claudia Welz, Vertrauen und Versuchung  (Tübingen: 

Mohr Siebeck, 2010), 41-43.  
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couple that had never been married but by all accounts not even betrothed. Even as a false 

memorial the stone serves meagerly as it is hidden in a private garden under a bush. It is as if 

surrogation itself is erected a monument here. Everything about the idyllic picture that is painted 

here at the end of the novella stands in stark contrast to the diegetic events as well as to the larger 

historical frame. 

At the same time such false surrogation puts the question to the form of tragedy. The tragic 

sacrifice, the primal form of theatrical surrogation, does not resolve anything. The overtly idyllic 

final image cannot mask the fact that the crisis of perpetual violence does not come to a halt, the 

past, which had only been acknowledged in bits and pieces anyway, remains un-reconciled. The 

only crisis that is resolved is that of the exodus of the Strömli family from Santo Domingo who 

find their way back to Switzerland. As Susan Buck-Morrs has demonstrated, the exodus story 

was one of those stories Enlightenment thinkers used to illustrate man’s journey of intellectual 

and political emancipation.
54

 Like other images of slavery and redemption, however, these stories 

made no reference to the actually existing practices of slavery in the “New World.” The pastoral 

ending of Kleist’s novella, however, leaves us with the feeling that this is not a “proper” solution, 

that nothing has been redeemed here, and that much has been left unsaid. The death scenes of 

Toni and Gustav are already marked by a sense of melodrama and contingency rather than by 

sublime pathos. Now everything happens very fast, and death occurs, particularly in Gustav’s 

case as trivial splatter, a death that seems appropriate for a character whose perception is 

throughout the novella filtered through cliché. The novella’s false tragedy splits into the aesthetic 

extremes of ultramodern splatter and shock and pre-modern idyllic pastoral. Neither provides a 

sense of katharsis, both are, as Haverkamp puts it, “romantic cul-de-sacs.”
55
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Trust, Tragedy, Surrogation, and Memory 

 

The politics of memory in the Betrothal are such that they support neither trust in the 

communicative resolution of tragic conflicts (Lessing, Goethe) nor confidence in a progressive 

emergence of a consciousness of freedom through a dialectic of historic conflicts and Geist 

(Hegel). Neither of these models offers a vessel for truth and authenticity in Kleist. But neither is 

tragic anagnorisis. Neither Gustav’s attempt to test Toni’s capacity for compassion by means of 

retelling tragedy, nor the tragic revelation of her faithfulness in death uncovers her true authentic 

self. After all, Toni was faithful merely to the various ways she performed as a surrogate in 

Babekan’s staging of Toni as a White girl and Gustav’s fashioning of Toni as a substitute for his 

dead fiancé Mariane. Tragedy is not more authentic in the Betrothal than the various other 

aesthetic options offered such as the marvelous, the shocking, or the idyllic. If there is any 

aesthetic mode in the novella that points to historic truth it is the least “authentic” of them all, the 

uncanny. The Betrothal remains haunted by bodies “improperly laid to rest.” 

 All in all, the story of Gustav and Toni displaces the historical conflicts surrounding the 

Haitian revolution into the stereotype colonial romance plot of the White girl that must be saved 

by a White man from the grasp of the terrible Black man. However, the strength of Kleist’s 

novella lies in the fact that it exhibits the production of these surrogative clichés in the various 

stagings and fashionings contained in it, as well as in the narrator’s grotesque resentment and the 

frequent inaccuracies and improbabilities. If there is any access to unsurrogated historical 

memory in the novella than it may be found in the way memory has been burned into the 

uncanny bodies of Babekan and Congo Hoango and in the way they enact their revenge on White 

bodies as mnemonic acts. However, as much as the Betrothal carries with it the “memory of 



56 

 

otherwise forgotten substitutions,” this access is at all times reined in by the way these characters 

are presented as grotesque caricature. 

 If there is any “authentic” tragic mechanism in the Betrothal than it must be sought in the 

way the performance of the inauthentic creates more and unintended harm. A case in point is 

Babekan’s staging of Toni as a White girl in need of rescue from the colonial scene, which is so 

successful that it ultimately leads to her daughter’s death. The Betrothal can thus be read as a 

kind of meta-tragedy, a tragedy of surrogation. Not only does the surrogation of history into 

theater can displace history into representations more amenable, but Kleist makes the stagings of 

surrogations part of the colonial scene and the theatrical nature of the politics of memory that 

pervade the colonial scene spark new forms of misrecognition. Trust fails in the Betrothal not 

because modernity has freed itself from mythology, but because it starts off with its own 

comprehensive practices of mythologization. A philosophy of history that surrogates the horrors 

of the Haitian revolution and its prehistory via tragedy into the sign of a progressive dialectic of 

human freedom would be one of them. 
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Chapter 2: 

 

Trusting Barbarians? Franz Grillparzer’s The Golden Fleece and the Challenge to the 

Mythography of Empire 

 

 

The Glorious History of Power and the New Constitution 

 

The eighteenth century propagated a new model of legitimacy, a mode of political organization 

no longer rooted in the patriarchal bond between a sovereign and his subjects but in the civic ties 

of “sympathy,” “trust,” and “common sense.” This model evolved in the specific historic context 

of bourgeoning bourgeois culture but drew on earlier models of community such as the politics of 

friendship of the Greek polis, Stoic conceptions of sympathy, and the ethical universalism 

sketched out in the epistles of Paul.
1
 The idea of trust as an egalitarian principle was contrasted to 

aristocratic culture perceived as deceptive, theatrical, and Machiavellian. In contractual 

imaginaries of the political, the act of entrusting the sovereign with the task of guarding life and 

liberty of the citizens creates a moral obligation on the sovereign to uphold the rule of law. The 

relation between subjects and sovereign in this model of limited sovereignty approaches that of a 

partnership: the subjects put their trust in the ruler, but can also withdraw it if the trust is 

forfeited. In this model, legitimacy originates in the “suggestive power of consent,” expressed in 

an act of trust.
2
 In the early 1800s, this political imaginary came to be more and more at odds 

with reality in the European states. On the one hand, the pressures of normalization growing out 

of various social practices and fields of knowledge increasingly put the onus to be trustworthy 

                                                 

1 For this new model of legitimacy cf. for example Wanda Fiorillo and Frank Grunert, Das 

Naturrecht der Geselligkeit: Anthropologie, Recht und Politik im 18. Jahrhundert  (Berlin: 

Duncker & Humboldt, 2009). 

2
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back on the subject. On the other hand, the process of political restoration that took place after 

Napoleon’s defeat threatened to thwart the demand for constitutionalism and rule of law and 

instead installed autocratic rule and a sharp regime of censorship. As Karl Marx put it succinctly 

in his Bemerkungen über die neueste preußische Censurinstruktion: “Uns befehlt ihr Vertrauen, 

und dem Mißtrauen leiht ihr gesetzliche Kraft.”
3
 

Franz Grillparzer’s trilogy of tragedies The Golden Fleece, conceived and written in the 

years after the Vienna congress and under the impression of the developing Austrian police state, 

belongs to this historical moment.
4
 It abounds in the rhetoric of trust and yet is full of betrayal, 

suspicion, and deceit. As I shall show, this asymmetry can be read as a reflection of the social 

tension Marx expressed. I will attempt a historical-political reading of Grillparzer’s use of 

barbarism, following Michel Foucault’s suggestion that the figure of the Barbarian appears 

against the backdrop of history.
5
 A recent upsurge in theatrical productions of Grillparzer’s 

trilogy can be attributed to the way Grillparzer reflects and challenges the historical semantics of 

barbarism and the implications of its ethno-centrical use‒an undertaking that speaks to our times 

and the return of the rhetoric of barbarism in the context of a supposed clash of cultures.
6
 Here, I 

place Grillparzer’s text in its own historical moment. Focusing on the question of trust will allow 

                                                 
3
 Karl Marx, "Bemerkungen über die neueste preußische Censurinstruktion," in Werke: Artikel, 

Literarische Versuche bis März 1843, Karl Marx und Friedrich Engels Gesamtausgabe (Berlin: 

Dietz, 1975), 110.  

4
 Franz Grillparzer, "The Golden Fleece," in Plays on Classical Themes (New York: Random 

House, 1969), 135-422. Henceforth this edition will be quoted in the text with reference to 

volume of the trilogy (I-III) and verse number. 

 

5
 Michel Foucault, ‘S     y m         f      ‘ L               C   èg     F     , 1975-76  (New 

York: Picador, 2003), 194.  

6
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Goethe und Grillparzer  (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 2009), 167-69.  



 

 

59 

 

me to demonstrate not only how the problem of the Barbarian is intertwined in more general 

terms with the problem of trust, but more importantly how Grillparzer uses the figure of the 

Barbarian to challenge the re-mythologization of monarchic rule accompanying the restorative 

politics of the Austrian empire. In other words: The Golden Fleece can be read as historical 

tragedy. 

The Barbarian, of course, cannot be trusted. The attributes of wickedness and treachery 

are longstanding tropes of the discourse of barbarism.
7
 Free and proud, the Barbarian will not 

subject himself to any type of moral heteronomy that may limit his thirst for domination. In the 

triangle of civilized, savage, and Barbarian so important in the eighteenth century politico-

historical field (and a late echo of the triangle of Greek, Roman, and Barbarian), it is the savage, 

noble and honest, who “comes out of the woods” (Foucault) to establish a social contract based 

on egalitarian trust. The Barbarian, belligerent and treacherous, lawless and predatory, must 

remain outside society. 

However, the discourse of Barbarism does not only know the treacherous Barbarian, but 

also  includes the trope of fierce barbaric trustworthiness. This cliché has historically circulated 

under such questionable names as Germanentreue (“Germanic code of loyalty”).
8
 Tacitus 

famously reports that the Germans do not hesitate to put their liberty at stake in a game of dice 

and that when they lose, even if younger and stronger than their opponent, they stand by their 

word and accept servitude. This commitment to their word they call trust or loyalty (“ipsi fidem 

                                                 
7
 Cf. Foucault, ‘S     y m         f      ‘ L               C   èg     F     , 1975-76, 196.  

8
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vocant”).
9
 To be sure, this barbaric morality based on the sacredness of promises differs 

considerably from the eighteenth-century idea of social sentiments. While the latter represents a 

natural inclination to civic life and social exchange, the former represents adherence to a sacred 

code of honor. The savage’s trust is that of civil society, in which the citizen entrusts his 

inalienable rights to be safeguarded by a sovereign. In other words, it follows what Foucault calls 

the “vector of exchange.” The Barbarian’s loyalty is that of war, which knows only victory or 

servitude, sovereignty or slavery. It follows the “vector of domination.”
10

 

Medea, the Barbarian heroine of Grillparzer’s trilogy, commits exactly to this type of 

barbaric loyalty, clothed in the language of promise: 

 

I am the royal daughter of Aeetes, 

And what I do is right, since I have done it; 

(...) If I had promised you 

To hack my hand away from my right arm, 

I’d do it, yes, I’d do it, since I promised. (I, 57-61) 

 

Jason, however, who needs Medea’s help to fulfill his mission to bring the Golden Fleece from 

barbaric Colchis back to the Greek city of Iolcos, describes Greece to Medea as precisely the type 

of civil society we find in the political imaginary of the eighteenth century: 

 

Were you in Hellas, where life’s even tenor 

Serenely plays, in the bright sunshine there, 

Where every eye’s alight with smiles like heaven, 

Where every word’s a greeting [Wo jedes Wort ein Freundesgruß], every look 

A genuine harbinger of genuine feeling, 

No hate except for lies and cunning... (II, 1237-42) 

                                                 
9
 Cf. Cornelius P. Tacitus, Germania: Lateinisch/Deutsch, trans. Manfred Fuhrmann (Stuttgart: 

Reclam, 2000), 36-37. 
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Everything in this imaginary community can exchange for everything else: a gaze for a smile, a 

word for a greeting, a look for a feeling. Trust is what permeates through all social exchanges 

here, and only that which could bring this flow of immediacy and exchange to a stop and turn 

trust into mistrust is ostracized. Jason’s sentence remains unfinished, yet what he promises 

becomes clear. It is a romantic as much as a political promise. In Hellas, even the Barbarian can 

be integrated into the circle of exchanges, while in Colchis the vector of exchange inevitably 

turns into a vector of domination, reciprocity into acts of aggression: 

 

(Jason:) 

In vain I shoot the arrows from my heart, 

They ricochet and transfix my own breast! 

O how I hate this country… (II, 1232-4) 

 

 

From Medea’s barbaric code of loyalty from part one (The Guest) to Jason’s description of civic 

trust from part two of the trilogy (The Argonauts)—this is the trajectory Grillparzer’s trilogy 

appears to project through Jason’s promise, an historiographical arc from barbarism to 

civilization, from warrior society to the constitution of a state, from aristocratic domination (“I 

am the royal daughter of Aeetes,/ And what I do is right, since I have done it”) to a political 

community resting on consensus and social contract. In other words: the bourgeois trajectory of 

an “anti-historicist” natural constitution of egalitarian society.
11

 

However, this “anti-historicist” trajectory is crossed and undercut by another one, that is, 

by the mythological story that informs the narrative of the three parts of the trilogy: the loss and 
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recovery of the Golden Fleece. This second trajectory is the one that in two ways is bound up 

with history: first, the recovery of the Fleece represents what Foucault outlines as the model of 

historiography practiced before society emerged as a subject in history, namely the continuity of 

empire and its “glorious history of power” from the fall of Troy to the founding of Rome to the 

chain of various historical successors to the Roman empire. Second, this act of recovery leads us 

not only into the third part of the trilogy but also directly into the historical and political reality of 

the Restoration. Jason’s quest for the Fleece and his encounter with barbarism reveals itself to be 

less a journey into a barbaric past than a voyage into a historical reality at odds with his anti-

historicist promise. 

To Grillparzer’s contemporaries, Jason’s promise must already have rung false in its 

sentimental metaphors as well as in its political content. As Marx so succinctly pointed out, the 

term “trust” was well on its way to becoming a term of political propaganda. Grillparzer’s 

decision to write a trilogy highlights the problem of trust and treachery. Unlike earlier adaptations 

of the Medea myth for the stage, The Golden Fleece does not begin with the news of Jason’s 

betrayal. Instead, Grillparzer dramatizes the entire myth of the Golden Fleece, emphasizing both 

the artifact’s symbolic importance and the narrative of establishment and betrayal of trust in the 

various encounters between Greeks and Barbarians. 

In part one of the trilogy (Der Gastfreund), the reader is given the back-story of how the 

Golden Fleece ended up in the hands of the barbaric people of Colchis at the outer edge of the 

Black sea. The Greek Phrixus, who has stolen the Fleece from a Greek temple, flees his 

homeland and asks for asylum in Colchis. The Barbarian king Aeetes wants the Fleece for 

himself, traps Phrixus and kills him. In the second part (Die Argonauten), Grillparzer stages the 

arrival of the Argonauts led by Jason, who come to recover the Fleece from Colchis. Various 

negotiations and scuffles leave the matter unresolved, but Jason manages to win the affection of 
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Aeetes‘ mysterious daughter Medea, who helps him to kill the dragon guarding the Fleece. Jason, 

half seducer, half seduced, now regards Medea as his bride and promises to take her to Greece. 

After the king disowns his daughter and her brother commits suicide in order to avoid captivity, 

Medea leaves Colchis for Greece. The third part (Medea) shows us Medea’s life in Corinth. She 

tries in various ways to shed her barbarity and to become a civilized Hellenic woman. But when 

Jason and Medea are accused of having murdered Jason’s uncle Pelias, king of Iolcos, a ban is 

placed upon them. In order to save his hereditary claims, Jason strikes a deal with Creon, king of 

Corinth, to marry his daughter Creusa. Medea is scapegoated for the crime and banned. Furious 

about Jason’s betrayal she retrieves her magic powers, kills Creusa, sets the royal palace on fire, 

and kills her children. The trilogy ends with Jason’s ban and Medea’s announcement to seek 

justice at the oracle of Delphi. 

The political significance of the story of the loss and recovery of the Golden Fleece 

becomes evident, when we take into account the symbolic importance of the Golden Fleece to the 

Hapsburg monarchy. As Marie Tanner emphasizes in her insightful book The Last Descendant of 

Aeneas, the Fleece became the “hereditary garment of the dynasty” after Philip of Burgundy had 

founded the “Order of the Golden Fleece” in 1429.
12

 Henceforward, Hapsburg emperors were 

regularly portrayed wearing the Fleece over their shoulders. Tanner traces how, since Virgil, the 

two legends of the founding of Rome and the quest for the Golden Fleece had been interwoven. 

The Argonaut saga could therefore become “part of an unalterable scheme for the rotation of 

empires,” and the Argonauts the “first heroes to implement the supersession of empires decreed 
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by Jove.”
13

 Up until the eighteenth century, writers worked on this “glorious history of power” or 

translatio imperii by establishing mythic genealogies to provide a continuous chain of hereditary 

power from the Trojans to the Hapsburg emperors.
14

 

If we consider the symbolic importance of the Fleece in the mythography of the Hapsburg 

empire, the loss and recovery of the Fleece becomes legible as the loss and recovery of the power 

of the monarchy, that is as a reference to the restoration of the Hapsburg empire (which since 

1804 was named the Austrian, and later the Austro-Hungarian empire). This allusion would have 

been familiar to Grillparzer’s contemporaries. The restoration of the monarchy went along with 

the emergence of an Austrian police state. When Grillparzer takes on the myth of the Golden 

Fleece, in the wake of the Vienna Congress (1814-15) and around the time of the Carlsbad 

Decrees (1819), it had become clear that the hope for Constitutionalization and liberalization of 

political institutions in the Holy Alliance was to be suffocated by censorship, repression, and 

anti-revolutionary paranoia. In other words, the promise of a new constitution that would 

recognize bourgeois society as a new subject of history and acknowledge the loss of legitimacy of 
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the “glorious history of power” had been thwarted. Accordingly, Jason promises a new 

constitution, but in fact he needs the Fleece to renew his claims to hereditary power in Iolcos. 

In a later autobiographical text, Grillparzer complains about the claustrophobic political 

atmosphere of the Restoration: “Governed by pettiness and ideological petrification, emperor 

Franz had decided to shield his state against any reform. Without vision, with his eyes merely 

fixed on the immediate, he introduced a regime of repression without equal in modern times.”
15

 

Grillparzer, an admirer of enlightened monarchs such as Frederic the Great and Joseph II. (“the 

reformer”), was invested in the idea of constitutional monarchy. Although hardly a revolutionary 

and despite holding a position at the Viennese court he repeatedly ran into trouble with the 

censor. Thirty years after The Golden Fleece, his poem “Feldmarschall Radetzky” became a sort 

of hymn for the Austrian anti-revolutionary forces, but prior to the 1848 revolution, which he 

rejected for its nationalist fervor, Grillparzer, who had privately studied and translated natural 

law, was invested in liberal ideas. Like Goethe, he dreamt of a synthesis of the ideals of the 

French Revolution with the monarchic principle, and like Kant he was committed to ethical 

universalism. But born two generations after Goethe, he saw the dream slipping away, the 

monarchy turning into a police state and universalism giving way to nationalism. Like other 

intellectuals of his time, Grillparzer felt trapped between the Scylla of the terror of revolution and 

the Charybdis of censorship and autocracy.
16

 Nowhere is Grillparzer’s conviction that this police 

state only gave itself the appearance of monarchic legitimacy clearer than in a poem on 

Metternich in which the wicked chancellor appears in the hereditary garment of the dynasty: 
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Goldenes Vlies 

 

Und hängst du auch das Schaffell um, 

Und wär es auch von Gold, 

Wir sehn die Schnauze doch des Wolfs, 

Der Seelen würgt für Sold.
17

 

 

Tragedy is a ritual form that displays public right and discusses problems of the legitimacy of 

rule.
18

 Looking at the recovery of the Fleece as an act that restores the mythic genealogy of 

power, the tragedy of The Golden Fleece is that this genealogy is de-legitimized since it can only 

be restored by means of deception and defamation (Jason’s betrayal of Medea, and the 

scapegoating of Medea for the death of the king in Iolcos), and that the very ensuing suspicion of 

parricide and revolution brings about the very fall of the dynasty it aims to protect. This will 

become clear later on. For now it is important to note the implications for Grillparzer’s use of 

Barbarism. The Barbarian is not only a figure outside civil society, the social contract, and the 

law, but when the spirit of the law is corrupted, when legitimacy fades and public right gives way 

to injustice, the Barbarian appears at the margins of society to destroy the empty shell of 

illegitimate order. At the same time he embodies the sense of noble uprightness that order has 

lost, even pointing towards a new source of legitimacy beyond the decadence of the ancien 

régime. 

Foucault has argued that a similar use of Barbarism was made in the writings of French 

historiographers who since the sixteenth century pointed to a “Germanic constitution” of the 
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French peoples that gave them the right to limit Roman style absolutism and to demand a 

constitutional monarchy. In Henri de Boullainvilliers’ writings, Foucault locates the attempt to 

“reinsert the institutions of public right into an older network of deeper, more solemn, and more 

essential commitments. (…) [C]ommitments that were not written down, fidelities that were 

never recorded in words or texts, have to be revived.”
19

 From this type of historiography, one that 

opposes barbaric, popular liberties to Roman absolutism, Foucault sees emerging a new historical 

pathos, one that dwells not on the “glorious history of power,” but on its wickedness and 

betrayals.
20

 Grillparzer’s tragedy is imbued with this new pathos, but with the added perspective 

of writing on the other side of the bourgeois revolutions and in the midst of the historical reality 

of restoration politics. In other words: Grillparzer inserts the myth of Jason’s betrayal of Medea 

into the context of the struggle between the restoration of the “glorious history of power” and the 

demand for a new constitution. 

 

Trust and Natural Law from Hobbes to Kant 

 

In order to circumscribe in greater detail the role of trust in this “new constitution,” a model of 

legitimacy that moves away from mythological claims to power, I will go on a brief tangent and 

outline the prominence of the complex of trust in natural law as well as the nature of Grillparzer’s 

investment in it. It is commonly believed that the era of natural law in the German Federation 

came to an end with Hegel‘s philosophy of the state and the historical school of law.
21

 However, 
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it is historically more accurate to say that while natural law came under ideological and 

institutional pressure in the decades following the Napoleonic wars, the ideas connected to the 

natural law tradition remained part and parcel of political demands and conflicts in the time 

leading up to the 1848 revolutions.
22

 These struggles revolved around the existence and extent of 

inalienable political rights of citizens against the state. The persistence of natural law as political 

battleground can be attributed to the contradictions inherent to the codification of freedom rights 

in Prussia and Austria: while the Allgemeines Preußisches Landrecht (ALR, 1794), the Prussian 

reforms (~1807-1819), and the Austrian Allgemeines Bürgerliches Gesetzbuch (ABGB) (1811) 

realized a liberalization of private law (guarantee of property rights, abolition of patrimonial 

hierarchy, free enterprise, civic equality), they suppressed liberal ideas in the domain of public 

law (freedom of speech, right to association, political participation). The tension between the 

universal demands of natural law, embodied in the American and French revolutions, and the 

realities of censorship and the continuity of “reformed” Absolutism, is characteristic of the social 

as well as intellectual realities of the Vormärz era in the German Confederation. 

 In his autobiographical writings, Franz Grillparzer remembers studying the philosophy of 

natural law in an extra-curricular study group: “Da war nun von Poesie keine Rede, aber die 

Wissenschaften kamen an die Reihe, vor allem die für uns damals neue Kantische Philosophie 

(…). Vor allem lag uns als Juristen Kants Naturrecht nah, wo denn auch Fichte mit 
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hereinspielte.”
23

 Grillparzer’s interest in natural law is also evidenced by a translation from 1808 

of the first chapters of Rousseau’s Du contract social. Grillparzer’s father, “ein leidenschaftlicher 

Jurist,” had made his career during the reign of Joseph I., who had instituted legal and political 

reforms inspired by the “Enlightenment science” of natural law. Throughout his life Grillparzer 

felt committed to these reforms that had enabled his father’s rise to the bourgeois class. This 

commitment came to a test as Josephinian reforms were hurled back and replaced by rigid 

censorship in the name of anti-revolutionary political measures. 

Some of Grillparzer’s most cherished literary precursors had used tragedy to explore the 

natural law idea of the social contract, most noticeably Schiller and Kleist.
24

 These authors 

explore the tragic aspects inherent to building a more just society. The revolution must be violent 

in the name of ending violence, it must be unjust in the name of justice (Büchner is a late 

specimen of this literature). The new foundation, the social contract, comes with its specific 

terrors and exclusions. In Grillparzer, tragedy works differently: natural law is evoked as a an 

ideal whose imperatives are being evoked but never instituted. In Das goldene Vließ, tragedy 

results from violations of moral law and more importantly from the promise of a just state that 

never materializes. Hegel had claimed that the rule of law had moved modernity past tragedy. 

However, the contradictions between natural law and positive law remained unmediated, 
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especially in the Habsburg empire. These contradictions provide the material for early 19
th

 

century tragedy.
25

 

 My discussion of trust in natural law will provide further evidence to the fact that trust, 

even in the sentimental eighteenth century, was not just a private matter but a contested concept 

in public and international law. The idea of natural law was, since its sophistic beginnings, 

concerned with the question whether there existed universal, binding moral obligations outside of 

positively constituted legal systems. To propagate the existence of such obligations serves two 

functions, one causal and one corrective. First, natural law provides a set of universal moral 

norms that serve as a foundation for the establishment of positive laws. Secondly, the same set of 

norms provide a moral standard serving to measure the equity of existing laws. Natural law is a 

means of legislation as well as critique of legislation. With the extension and homogenization of 

legal domains, a process that has been under way since the seventeenth century, natural law 

became subject of a certain spatio-temporal imagination. It was assigned, in a manner of 

speaking, a place in time and space. Since Hobbes, philosophers started to think of the state of 

nature as a domain of natural law. The state of nature was either to be located, temporally, before 

a legal system had been established or after it had ceased to exist (e.g. in the case of revolution or 

civil war). In spatial terms, the state of nature was to be found between sovereign states with their 

respective jurisdictions (a question of international law) or beyond sovereign jurisdictions in 

territories without established law and order (i.e. in “Barbarian” or unclaimed territories). Natural 

law theories since Hobbes are expressed in this kind of prepositional phrasing. The Barbarian can 

appear in any of those times or spaces. 
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 The problem of trust is closely tied to the problem of natural law: in all variants of the 

state of nature, if we are to believe that there is a law higher than positive laws, how can one 

expect those laws to have any binding force? The state of nature is by definition a state outside of 

any sovereign jurisdiction, so that the natural laws one would have to fall back on have no 

enforceability. In natural law, the highest laws are also the weakest. The preliminary answer is 

that one would have to rely on trust and therefore on the assumption that others can be expected 

to feel bound by a minimal consensus of ethical behavior and recognition of another person’s 

freedom rights. The encounter between conflicting parties in the spaces of natural law are 

characterized by a precarious balance of trust and violence, either leading to mutual recognition 

and settlement or to violent acts in which one party establishes the law of the stronger over the 

other. Historically, this was the pressing experience of encounters between Europeans and 

Natives in the Americas, of the English Revolution, and of the Thirty Year’s War. Natural law 

must rely on trust. Where trust cannot be established it must defer to force.
26

 In consequence, one 

measure of the attitude of political philosophers towards the possibility and the extent of the 

realization of natural law is their attitude towards trust. 

Hobbes was quite pessimistic when it came to interpersonal trust. His account of 

sovereign power arguably allows for but very rudimentary forms of trust.
27

  His thinking breaks 

with the Scholastic tradition according to which man is by nature social and trusting.
28

 This has 
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consequences for the conception of the political. For Aristotle, the polis embodied a natural 

extension of man’s communal inclinations. Mistrust deserved those who were, by nature, exterior 

to the political community such as barbarians or slaves. In contrast, Hobbes sees man as inclined 

towards fear and suspicion. Given his pessimistic anthropological premises, trust is no longer a 

viable concept for explaining community. Instead, trust shifts from explanans to explanandum: 

Hobbes asks how sufficient trust among the citizenry can be established to guarantee social order. 

The establishment of the body politic and the trust among its members are regarded as 

improbable and in need of both practical constitution and theoretical explanation. Hobbes 

establishes a political philosophy that is aware of the contingency of social order, which must be 

founded not on the basis of human nature, but rather against it. The state is now pitted against the 

state of nature. 

The famous characterization of the state of nature as a war of all against all is tied to the 

problem of trust. Not only are people who exist in a pre-political state suspicious because they are 

willing to do whatever it takes to ensure their self-preservation. War of all against all is likely to 

break out because ego cannot be sure of the trustworthiness of alter and thus resorts to violence in 

an attempt to subdue or kill alter pre-emptively. Hobbes grounds the state of nature less in 

anthropological certainty (e.g. in the assumption that man is evil by nature) than in 

epistemological skepticism. Reading the intentions of men is, according to Hobbes, like 

deciphering without key and thus means running the risk of being deceived by “too much trust.”
29

 

In the absence of sovereign power, engaging in this cryptonomy is potentially deadly. Danger is 
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exasperated by the fact that Hobbes attributes radical equality and freedom to the individuals in 

the state of nature. Where absolute equality reigns, everyone must be suspected to be everyone 

else’s enemy, and suspicion is what ultimately leads to violence: “From equality proceeds 

diffidence. (…) From diffidence (…) war.”
30

 Because trust necessarily falls prey to suspicion 

endemic in the state of nature, the war of all against all is potentially perpetual. The highest 

priority of the sovereign must be to keep society from regressing into such a state. Only then can 

the three elements of natural law that Hobbes identifies be upheld: the right to self-preservation, 

the right not to accuse oneself, and the right to due process.
31

 Only the state can realize natural 

law understood as minimal standards of justice. However, Hobbes’ assumption that trust can 

never work outside the reach of sovereignty comes at a price: it means that problems of 

international law remain unaddressed (the state of nature, once overcome by covenant, therefore 

reappears at the level of conflicts between sovereign states). What is more, it leaves a gap in the 

explanation of how the covenant that institutes the sovereign is supposed to be made between 

parties that fail to establish any trust whatsoever between them. 

John Locke addresses the latter of the two desiderata. In Locke’s model, the state of 

nature is characterized by proto-social behavior. He considers it likely that even in the state of 

nature, some elements of the lex naturalis are already in effect and that therefore exchange and 

contracts are possible. Hobbes had burdened the social contract with a double function: to 

establish society and sovereign power at once. Locke allows for a two-stage model: he sees trust 

and trustworthiness as normative principles of natural law. These are rooted in Christian ethics. 

Contrary to Hobbes, Locke does not conceive of natural law independent from religious 
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underpinnings. In a second step, the citizenry transfers trust to the legislative body which is 

granted limited power. The legislator is expected to act on behalf of the citizens and to respect 

their freedom rights. This model follows not so much the model of contract (with its emphasis on 

reciprocal legal obligations), but the model of the legal trust (in which the trustee is granted 

discretionary power over a good or person but with a clearly defined and limited purpose). While 

in Hobbes all power is transferred to the sovereign to ward off the specter of civil war, in Locke 

power remains with the people and can be withdrawn from their representatives if their trust is 

not properly discharged. The violation of the trust throws society back into a state of natural law 

in which the citizenry has the right to abolish government and to manufacture a new social 

contract. 

The legal trust remains largely metaphorical in Locke’s account. The people and their 

rulers do not de facto enter a legal relationship. The ruler cannot be taken to court. Locke mixes 

the legal and moral aspects of trust, and it is not always clear which one he has in mind.
32

 But 

trust is a powerful metaphor here, one that democracy lives by. The act of entrusting the 

government with one’s own interests is not merely a transfer of power, but has performative 

force. More than anything, the act of trust establishes power. Trust empowers the other and at the 

same time puts an obligation on him. The result is the possibility of a form of government that is 

altogether different from Hobbes’: for Locke, power that flows from natural law is not equivalent 

to the state prerogative of violence (as it is in Hobbes), but is realized only in an atmosphere of 

cooperation and shared interest between government and subjects. 
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Locke’s use of the metaphor of the legal trust carries a danger he is careful to address: a 

trust is also the legal construction that allows adults to act on behalf of persons who are not or not 

yet fully responsible before the law, such as minors, “lunatics,”  and “ideots”.
33

 Locke stresses 

that such paternalism is not fit to serve as a model of government. Political power must be 

meticulously distinguished from paternal power and kept “perfectly distinct and separate.”
34

 This 

distinction is crucial for drawing a clear line between ancien regime and legitimate government. 

Locke’s conceptual efforts betray a certain uneasiness with the legal trust metaphor, and indeed, 

one must be vigilant when it is invoked in political contexts. Trust is not an innocent political 

metaphor. For example, trust in the sense of paternal power can be invoked, and has been 

invoked in the domain of international law to claim legitimacy for colonial policies.
35

 

Kant’s and Fichte’s conceptions of natural law implicitly or explicitly respond to 

philosophical desiderata emerging from the writings of Hobbes and Locke. Like Hobbes, Fichte 

in his Grundlage des Naturrechts (1796) is skeptical of man’s ability to cooperate in the absence 

of the force of law. He concedes that in the realm of natural law, the possibility of a legal 

relationship between persons rests on mutual trust.
36

 However, trust is too volatile to support such 

relationships steadily. The contracting parties’ freedom implies that they can revoke their trust at 

any time. Fichte emphasizes the entropic nature of trust: “Sobald Treue, und Glauben zwischen 

Personen, die miteinander leben, verloren gegangen, ist gegenseitige Sicherheit und alles 
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rechtliche Verhältniss zwischen ihnen unmöglich geworden. (…) Treue und Glaube können, so 

wie sie einmal verloren gegangen sind, nicht wieder hergestellt werden.”
37

 Neither do we have a 

right to the other person’s trust, nor can anyone be forced to trust. Trust must be given freely and 

is beyond the reach of the law. 

In contrast to Hobbes, Fichte sees the rule of law as the prime guarantor of security, not a 

sovereign invested with near boundless power. Hobbes had contrasted the sovereign state with 

the state of nature. For Fichte, the state itself becomes the state of nature as it is constituted in the 

spirit of natural law: “der Staat selbst wird der Naturzustand des Menschen, und seine Gesetze 

sollen nichts anderes seyn, als das realisirte Naturrecht.”
38

 The purpose of law is to empower all 

subjects to defend their basic rights against any infringement by others. More than that, Fichte 

assumes that only the rule of law, the institutionalized mutual recognition of personal rights, 

stimulates our consciousness of freedom. The structure of recognition avoids Locke’s premise 

that awareness of our natural rights originates in God. Instead, we are called to freedom by the 

recognition of our freedom by others. Hobbes’ a priori was that we are rational individuals in a 

state of nature who pursue their self-interest and come together in the political arena to negotiate 

a social contract; for Fichte, our very ambitions to freedom are already structured by the political. 

For Hobbes, Locke, and Fichte, the constitution of the state ultimately relied on the 

subjects’ rational insight into the benefits of the social contract. Kant saw the social contract as a 

useful, even necessary fiction. However, he was adamant about the fact that historically states 

originated not in consent but in war and conquest. In his political philosophy, he was thus more 

concerned with contemporary challenges in international law, that is with those questions of 
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natural law that arose from the dealings between already existing sovereign states, or between 

states and territories that were deemed not to be under any sovereign jurisdiction. In his treatise 

Zum Ewigen Frieden (1795), he asks what conditions must be in place for states at war to come 

to a peace agreement.
39

 The answer is that the possibility of a transition from war to peace hinges 

on the possibility of trust. Thus wars should be led in a fashion that does not threaten to squander 

all trust between the enemies. For Kant, Vertrauensschutz is the highest principle of international 

law, and from this principle he derives the norms of the ius bellum which include the prohibition 

of state sponsored terrorism, feigned surrender, incitement to treason, and espionage.
40

 If 

perpetual war is to be avoided, it is vital that even in war not all bridges towards peace be burned: 

“Denn irgend ein Vertrauen auf die Denkungsart des Feindes muß mitten im Kriege noch übrig 

bleiben, weil sonst auch kein Friede abgeschlossen werden könnte, und die Feindseligkeit in 

einen Ausrottungskrieg (bellum internecinum) ausschlagen würde."
41

 Like Fichte, Kant is aware 

that trust is difficult to re-establish once it is lost. It is preferable to prevent war in the first place. 

To this end, he proposes an international federation of sovereign states that works towards the 

goal of perpetual peace. 

 Kant’s model begs the question what happens with territories beyond any sovereign 

jurisdiction. In answering this challenge, Kant addresses yet another space “outside the law.” He 

argues that in dealing with these “herrenlose Gegenden” sovereign states must follow what he 

calls ius cosmopoliticum. The latter is based on the idea of hospitality. Kant reaches back to the 

ancient idea of reciprocally binding rules governing encounters between strangers, host and 
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guest. The guest must be guaranteed his right to life and physical integrity, while the host must be 

guaranteed not to be threatened with piracy, enslavement, conquest, or plundering: 

 

Die Unwirtbarkeit der Seeküsten (z.B. der Barbaresken), Schiffe in nahen Meeren zu 

rauben, oder gestrandete Schiffsleute zu Sklaven zu machen, oder die der Sandwüsten 

(der arabischen Beduinen), die Annäherung zu den nomadischen Stämmen als ein 

Recht anzusehen, sie zu plündern, ist (…) dem Naturrecht zuwider, welches 

Hospitalitätsrecht aber, d.i. die Befugnis der fremden Ankömmlinge, sich nicht weiter 

erstreckt, als auf die Bedingungen der Möglichkeit, einen Verkehr mit den alten 

Einwohnern zu versuchen.
42

 

 

According to Kant, no person has the right to permanent residence on foreign territory. However, 

everyone has the right to be received in peace, unless one displays aggressive intentions. In 

positive terms, the ius cosmopoliticum provides the minimum requirements for an establishment 

of trust in the intercourse of the world’s peoples, later to be expanded by trade and diplomacy. 

War and conquest threaten the possibility of perpetual peace not only because they are violent as 

such, but because they threaten to destroy the conditions for any future cooperation between the 

peoples of the world. 

 All four accounts of natural law are concerned with foundational moments, be it the 

foundation of society (Hobbes), of legitimate government (Locke), of society as a community of 

mutually recognizes freedom rights (Fichte), or with international political institutions of 

perpetual peace (Kant). All of these accounts must be understood as both causal and corrective: 

They offer theories of the rule of law and how it comes to realize the imperatives of natural law, 

while at the same time, they create foundational myths marking a critical distance to earlier 

accounts of mythological claims to authority. In all accounts, trust and trustworthiness are 

identified as a norm of natural law. However, the approaches differ in their view of the 

                                                 
42

 Zum ewigen Frieden: Ein philosophischer Entwurf, 21-22.  



 

 

79 

 

performative force of trust: Hobbes and Fichte see trust inevitably fail as a foundational force for 

any type of order, be it legal or more generally social. Locke and Kant see in the leap of faith of 

trust a necessary element of social order. It is a precarious one, but without it no civil intercourse 

is possible. Here, trust is first and foremost an act of trust, and as such it is an enabling force that 

encourages the other to reciprocate. For Hobbes and Fichte, however, trust is mostly a 

communicative problem: we can never know for sure whether the other is sincere or not, and it is 

this insecurity that inevitably undermines trust. 

 All three parts of Grillparzer’s trilogy revolve around the possibility of a “new 

constitution” in the face of histories of violence and mythological claims to power. In Der 

Gastfreund, the Greek Phryxus, who carries the Golden Fleece, asks for asylum in Barbaric 

Colchis. However, Greeks and Barbarians, who had previous antagonistic encounters, clash over 

possession of the Fleece as the laws of hospitality are transgressed by both sides. Although 

Medea becomes somewhat complicit in the eventual murder of Phryxus, she emerges from the 

clash as a champion of hospitality, which is presented as an ancient sacred law but is visibly 

influenced by Kant’s Zum ewigen Frieden. In Die Argonauten, Jason lands in Colchis in order to 

recover the Fleece and makes his promise of a political order beyond mythology and violence to 

Medea. However, Jason’s promise of a new constitution suffers a first setback when he has to 

rely on Medea’s magic, matriarchal, and mythological powers in order to gain access to the 

Fleece. We witness a return of the mythological that was, as I will show, already present in 

Jason’s promise that can be read as either pointing to a new constitution or to Hapsburg 

mythology. In Medea, we see Jason’s ambiguous promise fall prey to suspicion and         ’é   . 

Although Medea joins the social contract in Greece, she is outcast and scapegoated for allegedly 

having committed parricide. Ironically, it is the climate of suspicion itself that causes 

revolutionary vengeance in Medea as Jason’s promise of a new constitution does not materialize. 
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In Medea, the schism between the promise of a new constitution and the restitution of monarchic 

power comes to a blow in a way that lets the reader recognize Grillparzer’s implicit commentary 

on the state of the Hapsburg empire. 

 

Der Gastfreund (Hospitality) 

 

The first part of the trilogy, Der Gastfreund dramatizes the prehistory of the myth of Jason and 

Medea. Unlike earlier adaptations, Das goldene Vließ does not begin with trust already broken, 

but carefully shows us the attempts and the failure of establishing trust. After having been 

expelled from Greece, the Greek Phryxus arrives in Colchis, carrying with him the Golden 

Fleece. The king of Colchis, Aietes, is willing to kill Phryxus in order to gain possession of the 

Fleece, which in his opinion originally belongs to Colchis. To achieve his ends, he is set on using 

the magic and erotic charms of his daughter Medea who in the company of her Amazon friends 

continues the matriarchal tradition of Colchis and generally stays away from her father’s political 

shenanigans. At first, Medea refuses to take part in the betrayal, but is talked into it when Aietes 

tells her that Phryxus has stolen the Fleece from a temple and should therefore be regarded as a 

sacrilegious thief. Once Medea has convinced Phryxus to give up his sword and has lulled his 

men to sleep by means of a poisoned drink, Aietes kills Phryxus and takes possession of the 

precious artifact. In his death throws, Phryxus puts a curse on the Colchians and the play ends 

with Medea, who in the last moment tries to prevent the murder, painting a picture of the furies 

that will inevitably revenge the evil deed. 
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As the title indicates, Der Gastfreund revolves around the problem of hospitality. Quite 

precisely, Grillparzer maps out a scenario of the ius cosmopoliticum as described by Kant.
43

 Trust 

becomes the central problem of the dramatic plot. Before Phryxus’ and Aietes’ first encounter, 

the former sends a messenger, asking for hospitality. Aietes is surprised that the Greek gives 

away the advantage of surprise and senses an opportunity to gather his forces and to trap Phryxus 

by seemingly offering hospitality: 

 

MESSENGER. My lord, the leader of the strangers— 

AEETES. What does he want? My crown? My life? 

I still have heart, I still have power, 

And still the blood is boiling in my veins, 

To barter death for death! 

BOTE. He begs an audience. 

AIETES.   Begs? 

BOTE. To speak to you in friendship, 

And come to peaceful terms. 

AIETES. Begs? And with force in hand, 

With us unarmed and he with arms, 

And begs? . . .The fool! 

BOTE. He means to come into your house 

Sit at your table, 

Eat of your bread, 

And privately tell you [und dir vertrauen] 

What led him here. 

AIETES. Let him come, let him come. 

If he but two hours keeps the peace, 

Later I’ll fear him no more. (I, 160-78) 

 

 

Phryxus seeks to establish trust by telling his story. This attempt at communicative trust (the 

German verb vertrauen catches the double meaning of “telling” and “trusting”) is embedded into 
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the archaic rituals of hospitality (entering the house, sharing food). But the fairly innocuous 

ensuing scene already contains two transgressions of Kant’s ius cosmopoliticum: Phryxus 

demands hospitality, an impossibility for Kant who concedes no right to hospitality as such. 

Natural law merely demands that once hospitality is offered, the guest’s physical integrity shall 

not be threatened. Aietes on the other hand has exactly that in mind: he wants to give Phryxus a 

false sense of security in order to gather his men to ambush him. 

Aietes leaves Phryxus guessing insofar as he remains vague about whether he offers 

hospitality or not. When Phryxus realizes that communicative trust may fail, he makes an attempt 

at appealing to a common cultural practice as trust-inducing ritual. He offers the Fleece as a 

sacrificial gift to Peronto, whom he describes as a common deity. In doing so, Phryxus appeals to 

the brotherhood of Greeks and Barbarians (230-2). When this attempt at a trust inducing practice 

makes no impression, he makes a third claim to the laws of hospitality, this time on the ground 

that he is being unjustly persecuted in Greece and that he should thus be granted asylum. Once 

again Grillparzer is following the script of Kant, who points out that a person who is seeking 

asylum has to be granted his wish if in his homeland his life and liberty was being threatened. 

Grillparzer takes the problem of hospitality from its archaic past to the realm of international law. 

But more transgressions come into play. Kant had pointed out that one must not exploit 

hospitality to achieve colonial ambitions.
44

 This seems to be the case when at the end of the 

monologue in which Phryxus recounts the story of his persecution he asks for hospitality only to 

proceed to issue a hardly disguised threat: “Allow me and my men into your land,/ If not, myself 

I’ll seize my hearth and home.” (I, 332-3) Both Aietes and Phryxus are violating the Kantian 

imperatives of international law: Aietes, in that he resorts to deceiving tactics (fake negotiations, 
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ambush, use of poison). Phryxus by threatening to violate the laws of hospitality and turn to 

violent measures. 

In comparison to Hobbes and Fichte, Kant underemphasizes the problem of 

communication. His proposals are based on situations in which the facts are established: either 

the host offers hospitality or he does not, and the guest either seeks asylum or he arrives with 

aggressive intentions. However, these facts are precisely points of contention here. Throughout 

their encounter Phryxus is not sure whether Aietes has put himself under the obligations of the 

laws of hospitality. And while Phryxus seems to threaten war, his position remains ambiguous. 

Why should he so desperately seek hospitality if he had the means to take what he is asking for? 

The gesture with which he offers the fleece as a sacrifice to Peronto is representative of this 

ambiguity: the offering could easily be understood as a taking, as Phryxus rams the Fleece into 

the ground in front of the altar as if taking possession of the land. Grillparzer puts his finger on an 

important aspect of the problem of trust. Where no common symbolic practices are established, 

trust becomes very volatile. It is threatened by spirals of mutual interpretation and 

misinterpretation that make it difficult for the parties involved to develop any sense of reliance. 

This play with ambiguities is part of the literary appeal of the problem of trust. 

 In the concluding scene of Der Gastfreund, the transgressions of the ius cosmopoliticum 

come to a violent finale. In order to ambush Phryxus, Aietes must disarm him. To this end, he 

instrumentalizes his daughter and has Medea plea with Phryxus to give up his sword as a gesture 

of his peaceful intentions. After a moment of hesitation, Phryxus decides to trust her: “To heaven 

I shall entrust myself to you!/ Where you are there is peace. Here, take my sword,/ And now into 

your house, my noble host!” (I, 359-61). Once Phryxus has entered the house, he confesses to 

Medea in an aside that he plans to kill the foreigner. Medea is disturbed by her father’s plans and 

his disregard for the laws of hospitality: “What, will you kill the stranger and your guest?” (I, 
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379). Aietes argues that the murder is justified. He claims not to have explicitly offered 

hospitality to Phryxus: “Guest?/ Have I invited him into my house?/ Tendered him bread and salt 

upon his entrance/ And bid him sit upon my chair?” (I, 381-84). What is more, Phryxus has 

stolen the fleece from a temple and is therefore a homo sacer—a man who must be sacrificed in 

order to re-restablish the divine order: “Peronto I will slaughter him for you!/ You’ll be avenged, 

avenged! (…)/ Has not the angry god himself led him here/ That I might punish, might avenge/ 

The god’s disgrace and mine?” (I, 377-78, 90-92). 

 Aietes argues within the confines of the ancient laws of hospitality and ultimately within 

the confines of tragedy. His discourse is sacrificial and echoes the fascination of Greek tragedy 

with the archaic ius talionis, the law of vendetta and revenge.
45

 From his vantage point, murder is 

justified and even necessary. But ultimately tragedy was, beginning with Aeschylos, performed in 

service of the political: it staged the overcoming of archaic law, the transformation of myth into 

the more just order of the polis and the sublimation of archaic violence into cathartic affect.
46

 

Medea is the figure who overcomes the sacrificial order: she deems the slaying of Phryxus unjust. 

Her understanding of hospitality is arguably informed by the Kantian imperative of natural law: 

she does not accept her father’s ancient understanding of hospitality, which is dependent upon the 

performance of ritual. Instead, she subscribes to the idea of hospitality as a categorical 

imperative. Although Phryxus’ behavior is ambiguous, he has not resorted to violence and must 

thus be treated as a guest. Tragedy points to the foundation of the political. Grillparzer lets Medea 
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be the proponent of natural law, the modern foundation myth for political communities. Because 

she does not want Phryxus’ death on her conscience, she returns the sword to him. 

 But too late. Phryxus and his men are overwhelmed by the superior number of Barbarians 

and tragedy takes its course. The final scene disintegrates into what René Girard calls “evil 

reciprocity,” a moment of crisis in which social relations break down, temporal patterns 

accelerate, and “hostile” or “negative” exchanges increase.
47

 As Phryxus realizes the 

hopelessness of his situation, he employs his last weapon, a weapon he thinks will be effective 

past his own death: he curses the fleece and gives it to Aietes, in a variant of the poisoned gift 

motif. As the hostile exchanges increase, Grillparzer escalates the semantics of trust as if to 

bitterly expose its performative weakness in a storm of curses: 

 

PHRYXUS. 

Take it, the guest’s estate, you noble host, 

See, I entrust it to you. Keep it for me! 

(With raised voice) 

And if you do not give it back, unharmed, 

Not give it back to me, to unharmed me, 

Then may the God’s almighty thunder-curse, 

That crashes on the faithless, crash on you. 

Now I’m at ease. Revenge, revenge, revenge! 

He has my estate; preserve it faithfully! 

AEETES. 

Ah! take it back! 

PHRYXUS. 

Not even for your kingdom! 
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You have my estate, I’ve entrusted it to you, 

Preserve the estate entrusted faithfully! 

(I, 466-476) 

 

This memorable scene of hostile exchanges reads like a perversion of the social contract. It is 

characterized by the repetitiveness of evil reciprocity.
48

 At the end of this spiral of linguistic and 

material exchange, Aietes kills Phryxus. But even death cannot stop the negative exchange, as 

Aietes tries to return the fleece even to Phryxus’ corpse (I, 496). Phryxus seems to be in doubt 

whether the sacred bond of hospitality was broken and tries to establish another bind of symbolic 

power over Aietes. Trust as performative force has failed. Now Phryxus burdens Aietes with 

trusteeship over the fleece. The performative of the curse appears as the evil negative of the 

performativity of trust, the infelicity of which Phryxus seems to be mocking. Medea, however, 

senses that it will take a scapegoat to end this evil reciprocity and the scene ends in her wailing 

over the inevitable fate of revenge that must ensue.
49

 In the third part of the trilogy Medea will 

attempt to break the circle of violence and she does so in the name of trust. 

 

Die Argonauten (The Promise of the Social Contract) 

 

The second part of the trilogy, Die Argonauten, dramatizes the mission of the Greek heroes to 

recover the Golden Fleece from Colchis. Their leader Jason has fallen from grace in Jolkos and 

tries to restore his honor by returning the fleece to Greece. The encounter between Greeks and 

Colchians is marked by aggression and violence. When negotiations start, Aietes tries to have 
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Jason killed but the latter is saved by Medea who feels attracted to the Greek hero. Jason falls in 

love with Medea although she initially rejects his advances. However, ultimately she declares her 

love and helps Jason to steal the fleece from a cave guarded by a dragon. When Aietes discovers 

her betrayal he disowns his daughter and Medea has no choice but to flee with the Argonauts who 

have captured her nurse Gora. Medea’s brother Absyrtus escapes captivity by committing 

suicide. 

The encounter between Aietes and Phryxus was marked by the tension between the 

ancient customs of hospitality and the Kantian ius cosmopoliticum. In Die Argonauten, the Greek 

hero Jason arrives with a keen awareness of a historical gap that separates Greeks and Colchians. 

Unlike Phryxus he is not a refugee, but a missionary. His implicit philosophy of history has 

consequences for the treatment of trust. He sees in the Barbarian woman a natural sense of 

morality and thus a potential for “humanity.” He now makes her the object of a will to truth that 

seeks to locate her trustworthiness in her very moral being. Phryxus had trusted Medea somewhat 

frivolously. For him interpersonal trust was just an extension of confidence in his fate. Jason, 

however, sees in her a potential citizen of Greece.
50

 With Die Argonauten we move from 

hospitality as an element of international law towards scenarios of the social contract. 

 A brief comparison of the first encounters between Phryxus and Medea and Jason and 

Medea respectively, will serve illustrate my point. When Jason meets Medea, Grillparzer echoes 

her encounter with Phryxus. And yet the two scenes differ considerably. Both Greeks perceive 

Medea as an ambiguous being, but they do so in significantly different ways. Phryxus first meets 

Medea during his negotiations with king Aietes. Their encounter is quite short and superficial. 
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Phryxus is taken with Medea’s charms and beauty. At the same time he senses some threat 

emanating from her: 

 

Her rosy, rosy lips and radiant cheeks 

Appear to promise graciousness and love, 

Though, contradicted by her frowning eyes, 

That beaming lightning like some baleful comet, 

Flash brilliant from the pitch-black of her hair. 

Half Charis and half Maenad, here she stands, 

Sparked by the sacred fire of her god. 

Who are you, lovely maiden? (I, 244-251) 

 

 

In Phryxus’ eyes, Medea is shrouded in an air of ambiguity yet not as mysterious as it may seem 

at first glance. Both seemingly contradictory aspects of her appearance remain solidly grounded 

in sexual cliché. Her lips and cheeks speak to the domain of spiritual love represented by Apollon 

and Aphrodite (of which the charites were said to be daughters), while her eyes and hair betray 

the darker sexual force of Dionysos and the maenads. Phryxus does not take these ambiguities to 

be the expression of a particularly enigmatic individuality. They are merely the embodiment of 

the range of human forms of love and sexuality, sanctioned and sanctified by myth. 

Consequently, when he asks Medea about her identity, he is fully satisfied with her rather 

straightforward answer, “I am Medea, daughter of this king.” (I, 252). Her name and familial 

affiliation suffice to inspire trust in him, not because Aietes or Medea appear as particularly 

trustworthy, but because he judges her trustworthiness against the background of an overall 

confidence in the divine and mythical order. In terms of the political overtones, Medea only 

comes into view as leverage in the negotiations between Phryxus and Aietes. 

 This changes dramatically in Die Argonauten. When Jason asks, “Who are you?” he 

searches for an answer that aims much more at Medea’s moral character and trustworthiness. 



 

 

89 

 

Accordingly, we are dealing here with a denser, more problematic form of trust. Jason’s question 

sparks a series of mutual interpretations between him and Medea that dominate much of Die 

Argonauten. The resolution of the ambiguities of Medea’s character now becomes a 

hermeneutical exercise. We have moved, it seems, from Greek to bourgeois tragedy: 

 

Who are you then, equivocal creature? 

That seem so beautiful, are yet so evil, 

At once to lovable and so abhorrent?, 

What could induce you and your lovely mouth, 

That, rose-like, should like roses only breathe 

The heavenly redolence of honeyed words, 

To soil itself with utterance of black horror? 

When nature fashioned you, she wrote but: gentle, 

With gracious letters in your life’s first page, 

Who painted magic symbols on the others? 

(…) Come raise your eyes and look me in the face, 

That I might see the enigma of your ways 

Illumined in the noonday of your glance. 

(…) You’re sighing! Speak! Come, let your words resound, 

Entrust them to the air as messengers, 

Else my mouth shall induce them from your lips! 

(…) I have to hear you speaking, speaking gently, 

Were it to cost my life! 

(II, 438-47, 457-9, 464-6, 470-1) 

 

 

What is at stake here is nothing less than Medea’s status as a potential citizen of an enlightened 

political order. Jason indicates two media through which this resolution can come about: through 

a sentimental Wechselblick (which for Rousseau was the founding act of political communities) 

or through an engagement in rational discourse.
 
Both media are naturalized: for Jason man is 

naturally trustworthy unless this reliability is perverted by cultural factors. His anthropology 

calculates with the probability of trust, an anthropology that is advantageous for implementing 
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the moral imperatives of natural law.
51

 Yet Jason’s will to truth already appears problematic 

insofar as it involves a willful misrecognition of that which is “cultural” or “Barbaric” about 

Medea. 

 At the same time, Jason marks in his monolog what hinders Medea from following such 

imperatives. What obstructs Medea from becoming a citizen and what alienates her in Jason’s 

view from universal human nature is the sacred. It is thus significant that the encounter takes 

place in a religious sanctum in which Medea performs her rituals of prayer and divination. The 

ambiguity Medea embodies is that between man’s universal nature as postulated by natural law 

and the “unnatural law” of the sacred insofar as the latter stands, as Campe points out, for that 

which is unnatural in the law.
52

 For Phryxus, Medea‘s adherence to the sacred was 

unproblematic. For Jason, who comes to represent the promise of natural law, it is a provocation 

and he devotes much energy to convince Medea of the benefits of living in a political order 

beyond the sacred and the sacrifice: “Were you in Hellas, where life’s even tenor/ Serenely plays, 

in the bright sunshine there,/ Where every eye’s alight with smiles from heaven,/ Where every 

word’s a greeting, every look/ A genuine harbinger of genuine feeling,/ No hate except for lies 

and cunning…” (II, 1237-42). Jason promises a political order rooted in equality and political 

friendship that has shed all mythological claims to authority and has turned into a fully 

enlightened, trusting community. But does Jason, unjustly expelled from Jolkos on the ground of 

a Delphian oracle, truly believe in the politics of friendship? 
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Not really. Instead, over the course of the trilogy, Medea’s barbaric code of loyalty and 

Jason’s civic trust become dislocated, show their other side, maybe even switch places. “No hate 

except for lies and cunning”‒ this becomes Medea’s credo, and she justifies her retaliation in the 

tragic finale by pointing to Jason’s disloyalty. Conversely, Jason’s promise of a new constitution 

is, consciously or not, already informed by the mythography of empire. As much as its 

sentimentalism seems to be taken right out of the arsenal of eighteenth century metaphors, and as 

much as its imaginary is organized along the vector of exchange, the promise equally recalls 

descriptions of the return of a Golden Age brought about by the last emperor. Jason’s solar 

imagery (“bright sunshine,” “every eye’s alight”) obviously alludes to metaphors of 

Enlightenment, yet at the same time recalls Hapsburg iconography: since Philip II. the empire 

had created “a comprehensive solar identity” that drew on Virgil’s messianic prophecy of a new 

golden age, the Regnum Apollonis, and fused it with Christian prophecies of the Second 

Coming.
53

 The imagery of the blazing Golden Fleece fit right into this visual scheme. The solar 

iconography “reflected (...) fundamental ideas of theocratic rule and (...) was born from the 

cumulative layering of ancient imperial prerogatives.”
54

 The return of the arcadic golden age 

brought about by the emperor would bring not only eternal peace, but would also transcend 

worldly law through the reign of faith and trust. As one of Philip’s apologists put it: “In order that 

the King (...) may illuminate every heresy with his own splendid light, God has imbued his mind 

with the sun’s rays (...) and inspired [Philip’s personal Apollonic emblem] which is an oracle or a 

prophecy that the whole world will soon be illuminated with divine light through the universal 
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conversion of the infidel to the true Catholic faith.”
55

 The king may illuminate every heresy with 

his own splendid light ‒ Philip’s motto “Iam Illustrabit Omnia” seems to foreshadow the 

metamorphosis of theocracy into the modern police state.
56

 

So what is Jason’s promise? The promise of a new constitution along the savage “vector 

of exchange,” or the messianic promise that the “glorious history of power” will bring about a 

new golden age, that a new order of peace can only emerge if it fulfills the course of the old, 

absolutist, theocratic order? And if it is the latter: does the absolutist promise not also point along 

the “vector of domination”? As the vector of history, the latter can point in both directions: 

towards freedom or towards tyranny. Is Jason aware of the irony that his promise, which seems to 

offer absolution from ambiguity, is deeply ambiguous? Is he lying or is he truthful when he 

promises a new constitution that could just as well be the old one? With Jason’s promise, 

Grillparzer skillfully illustrates the hypocrisy of restoration politics. 

 What Jason fails to mention to Medea is that at the time of their encounter, he himself is 

banned from Greece and no longer part of the social contract. Expelled by his uncle, who fears 

Jason’s ambitions to the throne his uncle has usurped from his father, and charged with the 

suicide mission of recovering the Fleece from Colchis, he now depends on Medea’s magic 

powers to fulfill his task. The vectors of exchange and domination are starting to be reversed 

now. Jason, who promises a community of trusting equals, is in fact engaged in recovering a 

mythological artifact in order to renew his claim to the throne and must rely on the Barbarian 

who seeks to overcome the tragic circle of violence by way of love and trust. 
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However, when Jason returns to the light of day, he seems very troubled and displays 

great affect. Milo, one of his fellow Argonauts, is startled, as Jason carries the Fleece with him 

but emerges from the cave not victorious, but defeated: 

 

MILO (Rushing to him and grabbing his hand). 

Jason, you! 

JASON (who was standing with lowered head, looks up).  

Jason! – Where? – Ah, yes, indeed! (Extending his left hand to him. In the 

right hand he holds the banner.) Dear Milo! 

MILO (Coming forward). And with the Fleece? 

JASON (looking round in fear). Ha! with the Fleece! (Holding it up) Here it 

is! (Again looking round) 

Ah! What a hideous mantle that‒the grey one‒ 

And the man’s wrapped his very nose in it. 

(Going up to him) 

Lend me your mantle, friend. 

(The soldier hands him the mantle.) I know you well 

You are Archytes from Corinth, I’m sure. 

A gay old dog, a ghost with flesh and blood! 

(Gripping his shoulder) 

With flesh and blood. 

(Laughing hideously) Ha! ha! – I thank you friend. 

MILO. How strange– 

JASON (putting the mantle round the Fleece). 

Come, let us cover that like this, 

And keep it safely here till we require it. (II, 1657-67) 

 

Milo recognizes his old friend, but he has changed. Emerging from the cave is not the suave, 

rhetorical Jason, but a skittish stutterer. He has found the Fleece, but apparently had some 

frightening insight connected to it and seeks to cover the artifact. In an attempt to make sense of 

Jason’s transformation in the very moment of the achievement of his quest, most interpretations 

assume that some traumatic encounter with the Barbaric Medea, probably sexual in nature, must 

have taken place in cave. I contend that something completely different is taking place here that 

only becomes visible if one takes into account the iconographic significance of the Golden Fleece 

for the Hapsburg empire. In Vergil’s Aeneid, Aeneas descends to the underworld and receives 
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from his father Anchises a prophecy about the founding of Rome and the future glory of empire. 

Now the Trojan Aeneas grasps the significance of his travels to Italy as a founding mission of 

empire. If Jason now emerges from the underworld, from which he recovers the symbol of the 

Hapsburg empire, connected by mythology to the Trojan genealogy, is profoundly troubled by 

the sight of it, should we not read this as a sign that he may have had just the opposite of Aeneas’ 

revelation, not the rise, but the fall of empire? If so, then we must read the cave scene as another 

hint that Grillparzer thinks of Jason’s mission as an allegory for the decline of the Hapsburgs he 

felt in the misconceived and oppressive efforts of restoration. 

 There are two more details that may strengthen our case here. The first detail pertains to 

the state of the Fleece itself. While in some of the sources of the Argonaut myth (for example in 

Apollonius’ Argonautica) the Fleece is described as “blushing red with the fiery beams of the 

rising sun,” implying the dawn of a new Apollonian age, in Grillparzer the garment of the 

dynasty is covered in blood.
57

 For Jason, who comes to Colchis with the attitude of a colonizer, 

but who nevertheless believes in the essential moral difference between (Greek) civilization and 

(Colchian) barbarism, this sight may be shocking. But more so Grillparzer’s substitution of blood 

for prophetic Apollonic “fiery beam,” should be read as a de-mythologization of the Hapsburg’s 

mythological claims to rule that were so strongly re-asserted in Grillparzer’s time. 

 Another minor and obscure detail may supplement this reading with an evocation of the 

kind of enlightened monarchy Grillparzer favored and that he associated with the Josephinian era. 

When Jason needs a piece of clothing, he takes it from a soldier who goes by the name of 

Archytas, a name never mentioned before or after in Das goldene Vließ. Two facts, however, 

should make us curious. First, according to the sources of mythology, there was no Archytas 
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among the Argonauts. Secondly, no historical Archytas of Corinth is known to us. So where 

could the name Archytas lead us? The obvious most obvious reference would be Archytas of 

Tarentum, a Pythagorean philosopher and a successful statesman. Not only was Archytas the 

wise leader of one of the most enduring democracies of ancient times, but more than that is 

believed to have been the model for Plato’s philosopher king.
58

 Only an enlightened reformer 

such as Joseph II., whose legacy was now in Grillparzer’s eyes marred by oppressive restoration, 

may be able to cover up the shame and future decline of the empire, Grillparzer seems to say. The 

references to the politics of mistrust become more frequent and more obvious in the third part of 

the trilogy. For now, Medea has made good on her promise to help Jason to complete his mission: 

“I’ve done what I had promised.” (II, 1657). Now it is Jason’s turn to keep his side of the bargain. 

However, instead of being welcomed into a community of equals, Medea is turned into a 

scapegoat for a crisis of sovereignty. Denunciation, not trust, is what awaits Medea in Greece. 

  

 

 

Medea (The Jurisdiction of Suspicion) 

 

When tyranny breeds mistrust or even gives it legislative force, when the chancellor chokes souls 

for money, the Barbarian may appear to declare the corruption of the law, accelerate its 

destruction (which already announces itself, from within the law, in its corruption) and to demand 

that old promises of freedom be kept, that fidelities never recorded, a constitution yet to be 

written, be honored. This type of Barbarian whose emergence Foucault locates in the fifteenth 
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and sixteenth century, had by the end of the eighteenth century turned into the commonplace of 

the Barbarian as a revolutionary (and the revolutionary as a Barbarian). Medea particularly was a 

mythological figure apt for the exploration of questions of the legitimacy or illegitimacy of 

revolution.
59

 Because revolution lies on the vector of domination, on the vector of history, the 

Barbarian as revolutionary had to be excluded from those imaginaries that construe politics along 

the vector of exchange, most notably in contractual models of sovereignty. It is not too surprising 

then, that in Hobbes’ Leviathan Medea makes an appearance as in instigator to rebellion that 

threatens to tear apart the body politic: 

 

Take away, in any kind of state, the obedience (and consequently the concord of the 

people) and they shall not only not flourish, but in short time be dissolved. And they 

that go about by disobedience, to do no more than to reform the commonwealth, shall 

find they do thereby destroy it, like the foolish daughters of Pelias (in the fable) 

which, desiring to renew the youth of their decrepit father, did by the counsel of 

Medea cut him in pieces and boil him, together with strange herbs, but made not of 

him a new man. This desire of change is like the breach of the first of God’s 

commandements; for there God says Non habebis Deos alienos, Thou shalt not have 

the Gods of other nations, and in another place concerning kings, that they are 

Gods.
60

 

 

Do not trust the Barbarian, Hobbes seems to say, who promises to make a new body politic out of 

the sick and corrupted one! Intriguingly, in the third part of Grillparzer’s tragedy, it is precisely 

the parricide of Pelias that Medea is charged with, a charge that leads to her ban from Corinth. 

 In the third part of the trilogy, we find Jason and Medea asking for hospitality in Corinth. 

Hospitality is granted, but not unconditionally: Medea must be “civilized.” Jason, however, 
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despite feeling responsible for her, blames her, in a bout of nostalgia, for being a burden on his 

formerly carefree life. When a court order from Delphi arrives, accusing Medea of murdering 

Jason’s uncle Pelias in Jolkos, Medea is banned from Corinth. Jason, eager to save his own 

political ambitions, turns on her. When Medea is alienated from her children and learns about 

Jason’s marriage to Kreusa, she wreaks havoc in Corinth, killing Kreusa, her children, and setting 

the royal palace on fire. When she meets the outlawed Jason in the last scene of the play, she 

announces her plan to travel to Delphi in order to seek justice from the local priests. 

The crux in the third part of the trilogy is that Grillparzer leaves it open whether Medea 

truly had anything to do with Pelias’ death. The reader is presented with three different accounts 

of the incident: one by Jason (III, 515-49), one by the herald of the Amphyctionic court (II, 953-

83), and one by Medea herself (III, 1445-64). As the three versions differ and contradict each 

other it remains unclear whether Medea really is to blame for the king’s death, to which degree 

Jason was involved, or whether Pelias has not simply died from natural cause. While Hobbes’ 

version of the Medea myth emphasizes the dangers of revolution over the dangers of tyranny in 

that it strategically fails to mention that Pelias is a murderer, usurper and a tyrant, Grillparzer 

leaves it to the reader to decide whether Medea is a murderer, an accomplice, or just happened to 

be in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

It may be this suspension of a definite account of the king’s death that led contemporary 

commentators like Charles Sealsfield to complain about Medea’s lack of revolutionary 

credibility: “[Grillparzer’s] ›Medea‹ is a long-winded tame heroine, visibly influenced by fear, 

and the trammels of the Austrian censorship.”
61

 But Sealsfield may be missing the point: 

Grillparzer’s innovation with respect to the mytheme of Pelias’ death lies precisely in the fact that 
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Medea may not have killed the king, or ever planned to do so, but that she is charged and 

convicted nevertheless. Herein lies the tragedy of the third part and its implicit commentary on 

“the Austrian censorship.” The final outbreak of violence (murder of Creusa, burning of the royal 

palace, infanticide) is sparked by that which attempts to suppress it: denunciation, scapegoating, 

and raison d’état. Revolution is not a barbaric challenge from the outside. Instead, oppression and 

revolution mutually cause each other. 

Grillparzer’s decision to suspend a definite account of Pelias’ death is consistent with his 

use of leitmotif of trust. In Corinth, Medea is viewed with suspicion from all sides: in the course 

of Medea, king Creon, the citizenry, and Jason all express their discomfort with the Barbarian. 

Creon presses the case against Medea, but must ensure that the Fleece remains with Jason after 

the ban on the Barbarian is enacted. To this end, he is willing to bear false witness in the court of 

law. What is more, he makes it clear that he considers himself not to be under the jurisdiction of 

the law anyway. If the verdict goes the wrong way, Jason shall fulfill the empire’s apocalyptic 

prophecy, the teleological conclusion of the glorious history of power, and rise as the reborn solar 

hero: 

 

Just let her go away and you shall see. 

Before the judgment seat of the Amphictyonies 

I’ll go in person and will press your case 

And show that it was only she, Medea, 

Who perpetrated what you are accused of, 

That she’s the dark one, she the criminal. 

Your ban will be discharged‒and if it’s not, 

Then you shall stand up in your towering strength, 

High raising in the air the golden banner, 

That you have brought from that most distant land; 

And all the youth of Greece shall stream around you 

Against all adversaries, in their hosts, 

Round you the purified, the fresh arisen, 

The doughty shield, the Fleece’s mighty hero. (III, 1350-1363) 
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When Creon learns, that Medea, not Jason is possession of the Fleece, his voice takes on 

uncharacteristic urgency. The plan to marry Jason to Creon’s daughter Creusa is contingent upon 

the Fleece, the symbol of dynastic power: 

 

She must surrender it, must! 

For you it is the pledge of future greatness. 

I’ll make sure you are once more great and strong, 

You, only son of my belovèd friend! 

King Creon has great wealth and influence, 

That he will gladly share with his son-in-law. (III, 1366-1371) 

 

But not only Creon sees Medea as “the dark one,” and “the criminal.” Instead society, the “new 

subject in historiography” (Foucault) that Jason promised and that emerged in order to challenge 

the wickedness and betrayals of the “glorious history of power,” is by no means the benign entity 

Jason described. Medea’s nurse Gora describes the citizenry’s discomfort with the Barbarian’s 

aura of power and domination: 

 

The people find the Colchian woman baleful, 

And horrible the priestess of dark powers [die Vertraute dunkler Mächte]. 

Where you appear they all draw back in terror 

And curse you. (III, 72-74) 

 

This is not the community of equals Jason promised. Instead, Medea encounters a society where 

mistrust and suspicion rules. Not only does Medea fall victim to the “jurisdiction of suspicion,” 

but she becomes a mere pawn in the dynastic conflicts in Iolcos and a scapegoat in Corinth’s 

attempt to resolve the crisis of sovereignty.
62

 Neither Creon nor Jason or the Corinthians know 

that upon her arrival in Corinth, Medea has already buried both her artifacts of magic and the 
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Golden Fleece in an effort to dissociate herself from the violent past and to join the social 

contract by burying the her artifacts of magic power. While the Greeks still indulge in rumors 

about the priestess’ dark powers, she has in fact renounced her Barbarian past in an attempt to 

trade, like the savage, personal rights in return for citizenship along the vector of exchange. 

The citizens’ charge against Medea is clothed in the semantics of the barbaric, pre-

civilized, dark art of magic. But what truly unsettles the Corinthians and Jason above all is that 

the Barbarian disrupts the Greek self-image of a peaceful, harmonious community. In a passage 

echoing his own promise, Jason describes how the trusting Wechselblick, archetypal scene of the 

“savage” political imaginary of exchange, fails en face the Barbarian:  

 

Through her I won the enigmatic Fleece. 

She led me to that horror-haunted cavern, 

Where I victorious won it from the dragon. 

Since then, each time I gaze into her eyes, 

I see within their depths the serpent gleaming,  

and shuddering grant her title of my wife. (III, 470-475) 

 

Back in Greece, Jason sees in Medea’s eye not that “eye alight with smiles from heaven,” but a 

gaze carrying threats and horrors. More precisely, the gaze recalls a suppressed memory: the 

scene from The Argonauts in which Medea helps Jason to retrieve the Fleece, and that brought to 

light the dependence of the “enlightened” Jason on the Barbaric Medea in his quest for power, 

and the bloody nature of mythological claims to authority, but also a recognition of the imminent 

decline of the monarchy. 

Thus the vector of exchange, the horizontal locking of eyes, archetypal scene of the 

imaginary of the social contract, is crossed by the vector of domination, the vertical dimension of 

the cave, of authority, violence, and history. This vertical intervention disrupts both 

mythographies: that of the social contract as the birth of sovereignty through a peaceful act of 
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consent, and that of the glorious history of power as the messianic promise of the eternal peace 

provided by the coming empire. And in this disruption Grillparzer places another reference to 

Christian Hapsburg iconography, to depictions of Philipp II. slaying the dragon of impiety, a 

condensed symbolic image for the emperor’s fight against heathen Turks and savages in overseas 

colonies. Ironically, this prophetic image of faith appears here as a sign of mistrust and suspicion 

towards the Barbarian who as a figure of history disrupts the mythography of empire. 

Jason tries to rid himself of such tragic recognition by renouncing his bond with Medea 

and marrying Creon’s daughter Creusa. Grillparzer’s contemporaries may have recognized in this 

element of the Argonaut myth another reference to the mythology of the Hapsburg empire, the 

famous saying claiming that the empire makes love, not war: Bella gerant alii, tu felix Austria 

nube. Nam quae Mars aliis, dat tibi diva Venus. Jason knows that it is Mars, not Venus, who 

guarantees the translatio imperii, but he hopes that along with the Barbarian, historical memory 

may be banned as well so that he can reclaim his hypocritical humanism: 

 

Ordain that she return to her accursèd land 

And take with her the memory of her here, 

Then I will human be once more ‘mongst humans.  

[III, 825-27, translation modified.] 

 

But history banned returns to challenge the dynasty. Medea re-appropriates her powers and 

wreaks havoc on Corinth’s monarchy. Then she announces that she will travel to Delphi to return 

the Fleece to the temple of Apollo and to seek purification from its priests. Grillparzer reverses 

the sequence of events of Aeschylus’ Oresteia, in which Oreste‘s ritual purification from murder 

in Delphi, insufficient to appease the furies of vengeance, is followed by his trial before the 

newly established Areopagus court. In Grillparzer, the rule of law is corrupted by illegitimacy, 

denunciation, and raison d’état that trumps individual rights. If the Oresteia represented a 



 

 

102 

 

founding myth of Athenian democracy, The Golden Fleece represents the thwarted promise of 

constitutionalism through the restoration of the foundation myth of absolutism. 

In the end, the Barbarian remains beyond the corrupted law from which she has been 

excluded.  Her advice to the broken and exiled Jason, “Bear!”, “Be patient!”, “Atone!”, is often 

read as the resignative, phlegmatic advice of a Biedermeier author to his audience. However, the 

chutzpah with which Grillparzer strikes right at the center of the mythology of the legitimacy of 

Hapsburg rule should caution us to give Grillparzer a little more credit. After all, Medea gives 

this advice to the man who not much earlier was hailed as the possible resurrector of the empire. 

Maybe we underestimate how cathartic Gora’s repeated admonition of king Creon (“You 

treacherous hypocrite!”, III, 2234, 2242), his recognition of his own injustice (III, 2264), or 

Jason’s being reprimanded by a man of the people (III, 2296-2299) may have rung to 

Grillparzer’s contemporaries. The genealogy of empire is broken (Jason: “Childless! Alone! Alas, 

my children!”, III, 2373). Medea plans to offer herself to be sacrificed in Delphi, but playing on 

the double-meaning of German Opfer (victim/sacrifice), she is adamant that she may become the 

latter but will not die the former. In the end, Medea, not Jason is cloaked in the Golden Fleece 

(III, 2303). 

What are we to make of Medea’s announcement to go to Delphi? Medea remains a rebel 

only for a short time before submitting herself to another authority, the priests of the Apollonic 

temple in Delphi. Some critics have discovered in this gesture of penance parallels to the Spanish 

autos sacramentals.
63

 Calderón’s El divino Jasón, however, influenced by Hapsburg 

iconography, ends with Jason’s apotheosis and identification with Christ, married to humanity as 

embodied by Medea‒a prime example of how the mythography of empire stresses the Roman 
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messianic element brought to the Argonaut myth by Virgil over the violence of Greek tragedy. 

Grillparzer’s ending does not point to resurrection and restoration. Although Medea returns the 

Fleece to the temple of Apollo, Grillparzer takes care to stress that she is not offering the Fleece 

to the sun-god, restoring the messianic solar splendor of empire, but to the “dark god” Peronto 

(III, 2357). In keeping with earlier versions of the Argonaut saga, Medea refuses the usual role of 

female heroines in territorial and dynastic founding myths. By going to Delphi, she instead 

completes a tale of pollution, wandering, and purification usually reserved for male heroes.
64

 

Her journey of purification takes her back to the place where that very court is situated 

that exiled her without due process. This decision is not so much an admission of guilt in the 

Pelias case, a matter of criminal law for which the Amphyctionic court would have had no 

jurisdiction anyway, but an attempt to purge herself from her breach of the sacred laws of 

hospitality, an infraction instigated by her father Aeetes in part one of the trilogy. Thus 

Grillparzer’s Medea does not institute another sovereign, another subject of history, after her 

challenge to the “glorious history of power.” Given that the Amphyctionic court represents an 

early Greek attempt to institute an “international” law based on sacred religious principles, we 

might understand Medea’s intention to go to Delphi as a gesture towards the principles of an 

unwritten “older fidelity” of morality and justice beyond nation and empire, as it had been 

elaborated by Kant. More than that, we might think of Delphi as the locus par excellence of 

speaking truth through mysteries. The Golden Fleece is just such a Delphic riddle in that 

Grillparzer uses the language of myth to speak to the historical betrayals of his time.  
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Postscriptum: Campo Vaccino 

 

While Grillparzer was working on the third part of his trilogy, his poem Campo Vaccino was 

barred from publication by the censor. Grillparzer had written it on his trip to Italy in April 1819, 

on the same trip on which he met Count Metternich in Naples. Metternich wrote a report on 

Grillparzer’s case to the emperor, recommending that he uphold the chief of police’s decision to 

prohibit publication of the poem. In the tradition of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman 

Empire, Campo Vaccino bewails the Fall of Rome at the hand of the Church. In his report, 

Metternich reprimands Grillparzer for blasphemy and an attack on the papacy.
65

 What the report 

fails to mention‒either because it was too obvious and an embarrassment to express even in a 

secret document, or because Metternich was a New Critic avant la lettre‒are the polemic 

analogies between the archaeological rubbles of the Roman Empire and the political decline of its 

distant, Austrian successor. 
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II. POETICS 

 

Chapter 3: 

 

“Confidence Sans Bound”? The Marvelous as Spheric Medium in Ludwig Tieck’s Über 

Shakespeares Behandlung des Wunderbaren 

 

 

Das Gefühl der Welt als begrenztes Ganzes ist das mystische. 

—Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus logico-philosophicus, 6.45 

  

The Poetics of Spheres 

 

In his Versuch einer Theorie des geselligen Betragens from 1799, Friedrich Schleiermacher 

locates a mysterious liminal state at the heart of sociability. This state allows for an individual’s 

personal spheres to intersect, thus opening the possibility for a larger, more inclusive social 

sphere to emerge that comprises alterity and, in potentia, all of humankind: 

Es muß (...) einen Zustand geben... der die Sphäre eines Individui in die Lage bringt, 

dass sie von den Sphären Anderer so mannigfaltig als möglich durchschnitten werde, 

und jeder seiner eignen Grenzpunkte ihm die Aussicht in eine andere und fremde 

Welt gewähre, so daß alle Erscheinungen der Menschheit ihm nach und nach 

bekannt, und auch die fremdesten Gemüther und Verhältnisse ihm befreundet und 

gleichsam nachbarlich werden können.
1
 

In this chapter I argue that Ludwig Tieck’s conception of the marvelous, as outlined in his critico-

poetical essay Über Shakspeare’s Behandlung des Wunderbaren published in 1793, can be 

understood as such a state, one in which alterity is aesthetically transformed into familiarity, 

allowing, in the realm of art for an encounter with even the strangest fellows and circumstances, 

as Schleiermacher has it. Tieck’s Shakespeare achieves said state with a veritable poetics of 

                                                      
1
 Friedrich Schleiermacher, "Versuch einer Theorie geselligen Betragens," in Schriften aus der 

Berliner Zeit, 1796-1799, ed. Günter Meckenstock (Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, 1984), 165.  



106 

 

spheres, and the mood that characterizes these spheres in which the encounter with the marvelous 

takes place, I will argue, is best described as one of trust and aesthetic faith. 

Tieck’s essay on The Tempest continues a tradition of Shakespeare essays by writers such 

as Lessing, Schiller, Goethe, Herder, and Lenz. The “arrival” of Shakespeare in German letters 

was an event whose importance can hardly be exaggerated, and Tieck’s seminal translations of 

Shakespeare represented an enormous contribution to this cultural transfer. His essay pursues the 

question of how Shakespeare achieves credibility for supernatural characters in his plays. In 

doing so, Tieck focuses on Shakespeare’s romances and on The Tempest in particular. The 

romances not only feature marvelous objects, but are characterized as a whole by an aura of the 

marvelous, thus forming, as Tieck argues, their own genre distinct from Shakespearean tragedy 

and comedy.
2
 However, the scope of the essay reaches much further than its primary task. 

Through his analysis of Shakespeare’s poetics it formulates an Early Romantic theory of the 

fantastic and even, as I will argue, of aesthetic experience in general. Tieck’s analysis is 

strikingly ambitious and complex, but it is rooted in a profound and intimate knowledge of the 

structure of Shakespeare’s drama. His critical analysis betrays the work of the translator. 

Although Tieck’s essay has not achieved as much fame as those of his Sturm-und-Drang 

precursors, it can be read as a key document of German Early Romantic poetics.
3
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 Tieck’s approach to Shakespeare is guided by the pursuit of a specific poetological 

problem: “Wie gewinnt der Dichter (…) die Täuschung für seine übernatürlichen Wesen?”
4
 

Shakespeare’s use of the marvelous was one of many ways in which the plays of the English 

author transcended Aristotelian, and thereby neo-classical French poetics which had dominated 

the German stage up until the second half of the eighteenth century. The differentiation of a 

poetics of the marvelous from Aristotelian poetics is a process that dates back to the Italian 

Renaissance and it reached a new stage in German Romanticism of which Tieck was one of the 

earliest representatives. In poetological treatises sixteenth and seventeenth century authors such 

as Castelvetro, Mazzoni, Patrizi and Manoni, one can observe how the marvelous emancipates 

itself as poetological category to the point that il meraviglioso became almost synonymous with 

poesia as such.
5
 Tieck does not make reference to previous poetological treatments of the 

marvelous (although he makes plenty of references to plays and operas that employ the 

marvelous, among them works from the Italian Renaissance) but instead develops his discussion 

out of what today we would call a close reading of The Tempest. Yet we will see that Tieck’s 

essay takes a similar expansive course from a specific poetological problem to a conception of 

aesthetic experience in general. 

 The essay is organized in six sections: a general exposition of the problem of the 

marvelous on stage and the marvelous in The Tempest in particular, two sections that provide 

different but complementary answers (“Durch die Darstellung einer ganzen wunderbaren Welt”, 

“Durch Mannigfaltigkeit der Darstellungen”), a section on the use of the comical for the 

production of the marvelous, a section dedicated to Shakespeare’s use of music, and a section on 
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the marvelous in tragedy. The essay prefaces Tieck’s adaptation-translation of The Tempest for 

the German stage and was supposed to be part of an entire book on Shakespeare that Tieck 

planned but never finished. The adaptation was written for a production of The Tempest in a 

Berlin theater. One can imagine in this context that Tieck may have conceived of the credibility 

of the marvelous as a dramaturgical rather than a poetological problem. Indeed, at times this 

seems to be the case, but we will see that Tieck’s essay in fact shifts incessantly between 

dramaturgy, poetics, and aesthetics. 

 What is more, Tieck often rephrases the aesthetic problem that was the starting point of 

his essay as an ethical problem in a way that at times seems to echo Schleiermacher’s description 

of the origins of sociality. In these instances, the question how Shakespeare secures credibility for 

the marvelous is reformulated as the question of how we may be able to welcome alterity into our 

lifeworld without succumbing to the generic responses to alterity such as fear or ridicule, thus 

negating the other’s reality and failing to open ourselves to new experiences. Shakespeare’s art 

lets us experience supernatural or even monstrous characters as “tender and friendly 

representations” with whom the audience enters into “confidential familiarity,” however without 

losing their index of alterity (689). Through this progressive familiarization the characters lose 

their air of “terror” and “fear.” The mode of acceptance of the marvelous figures is not one of 

rational recognition, which leaves the division of alter and ego more or less intact (we here 

recognize you there as one of us), nor is it the antagonistic one of a struggle for recognition (in 

which alter and ego, master and slave, are transformed through their antagonism). Instead, the 

encounter with alterity that takes place in (Tieck’s) Shakespeare is a more symbiotic event yet 

still unsettling as it comprises an element of losing oneself in the other and finding the other in 

oneself. To be sure, Tieck’s essay remains firmly on the ground of aesthetic problems, but one 



109 

 

may discern in this Early Romantic poetological treatise an ethical model for what in Judith 

Butler following Hannah Arendt has called an “ethics of cohabitation.”
6
 

 I will pursue this line of thought only insofar as Tieck locates the solution for the ethical 

problem in which he rephrases his aesthetic question once again in the realm of aesthetics. I will 

argue that Tieck points to form of the “sphere” as a solution for his aesthetical problem turned 

ethical question. In the form of the sphere the aesthetical and the ethical converge. Shakespeare 

welcomes us, for an encounter with alterity, into his “magic circle,” a recurring metaphor in 

Tieck’s essay.
7
 As the Schleiermacher quote reflects it was possible around 1800 to imagine 

encounters between alter and ego as an intersection of auras, a crossing of individual spheres 

leading to the formation of larger social circles. While the basic form of the social sphere is one 

of “bipolar intimacy” (Sloterdijk), Tieck’s spherology comprises at least three parties, author, 

audience, and representations. Much like today thinkers in Tieck’s time were concerned with the 

question of how far one may extend the limits of sociability, a line of thought that reached one its 

high points in Kant’s cosmopolitanism. Over the course of time, Romanticism turned its gaze 

inwards and became much more fascinated with the question of alterity within ourselves, 

especially with pathological phenomena such as madness, repression, sexual perversion or 

paranoia.
8
 This is true for some of Tieck’s later works as well, particularly for his fantastic tales.

9
 

The Shakespeare essay may be placed historically and systematically between these two phases 
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of spherical expansion and retraction insofar as it still provides a non-pathological model for an 

encounter with alterity but at the same time conceives of this encounter as an utterly interior 

event taking place in our imagination only. 

Although I will make reference to a more properly historical meaning of the term sphere, 

namely within the context of the fascination with animal magnetism around 1800, I will briefly 

outline a set of abstract properties of spheres derived from Tieck’s essay (while taking cues from 

Peter Sloterdijk’s Sphärentrilogie).
10

 Although the historical context of practices that ranged 

between the medical and the occult is without a doubt relevant for Tieck’s essay, a more abstract 

concept of the sphere will allow us specifically to think together the phenomena of the marvelous 

and of trust. I conceive of spheres as having three characteristics which are essentially aesthetic 

in kind: tension, mood, and a specific type of liminality. In terms of tension, spheres are 

characterized by a certain endogenous stability that provides an impression of embeddedness and 

protection from the outside. At the same time, endogenous tension goes along with a degree of 

vulnerability. Stability and instability go hand in hand: “Sphären sind ständig von ihrer 

unvermeidlichen Instabilität beunruhigt: sie teilen mit Glück und Glas die Risiken, die zu allem 

gehören, was leicht zersplittert.”
11

 Internally, spheres are characterized by a certain mood 

(Stimmung) or emotional climate. The Romantics thought this to be true for social as well as for 

natural spaces. The destruction of a sphere often announces itself in an emotional “climate 

change.”
12

 What is more, spheres are characterized by borders that are defined but permeable. 

The more spheres are fortified against the outside, the more they are likely to implode from the 
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pressures of endogenous paranoia like immune systems that collapse if they become autoimmune. 

Vulnerability is thus a necessary condition for the sustenance of spheres. 

In Tieck’s conception of the marvelous, the encounter with alterity is couched in the 

spherical. Shakespeare makes the encounter with otherness possible by creating a spherical 

setting supporting our aesthetic faith. It is important to understand that for Tieck “the marvelous” 

does not only and maybe not even most importantly signify instances of marvelous characters or 

actions, but that the marvelous becomes synonymous to a certain degree with this spherical 

setting itself. The marvelous is in fact described as a medium, a “formal mode of presentation” in 

which what is presented must not by necessity be itself an instance of the marvelous.
13

 These 

marvelous spheres bear the characteristics of spheres we just mentioned. The marvelous-as-

medium marks an imaginary space emphatically distinguished from the space of reality. Once we 

have entered this world it completely absorbs our attention. At the same time, Tieck makes it 

clear that such a state of embeddedness in the fantastic is very vulnerable and must at any given 

point be guarded against shock and disruption. The mood governing Tieck’s spheres is that of 

trust. They are veritable “Vertrauenssphären” (spheres of trust) and it is this mood that prepares 

the audience’s openness for an encounter with alterity. Such spheres serve as a kind of emotional 

interpretants mediating such encounters. As much as the marvelous takes us into another world 

its borders to reality remain porous insofar as our state of absorption will only be sustained if we 

elements of reality appear in the sphere of the marvelous as well. All of this will become more 

clear in the course of our discussion. 

To approach both the marvelous and trust from the viewpoint of their spherical qualities is 

not idiosyncratic to Tieck or my reading of his essay. Charles Baudelaire claimed that where the 

                                                      
13

 Cf. Winfried Menninghaus, Lob des Unsinns: Über Kant, Tieck und Blaubart  (Frankfurt am 

Main: Suhrkamp, 1995). 



112 

 

marvelous succeeds as an aesthetic mode it embeds us, invisibly, like air: “[L]e merveilleux nous 

enveloppe, et nous abreuve, comme l’atmosphère, mais nous le voyons pas”.
14

 In the literature on 

trust, many references can be found to its spherical qualities. The moral philosopher Annette 

Baier uses the term “climate” for this phenomenon: “We inhabit a climate of trust as we inhabit 

an atmosphere and notice it as we notice air, only when it becomes scarce or polluted.”
15

 The 

phenomenologist Hermann Schmitz has argued for the existence of “holistic-atmospheric 

emotions” in general. Such emotions can neither be located in the cognition of a subject nor in 

the object it encounters, but are “der Differenzierung beider Seiten vor- und übergeordnet.”
16

 

Alter and ego are thus, to employ the Heideggerian term, “thrown” into a social sphere shaded by 

an emotional climate that determines to a certain degree the way their encounter will play out. 

The philosopher Martin Hartmann speaks of a trust climate (Vertrauensklima) we are thrown into 

but also participate in. He argues that as long as social practices of trust are intact, such a social 

climate is usually experienced passively, but that in times of crisis we tend to search for 

scapegoats to blame for the atmospheric changes.
17

 The psychiatrist Hubert Tellenbach argues, 

like other proponents of the notion of? primal trust (Urvertrauen), that our subjectivity is shaped 

by the emotional climate of our pre-subjective symbiotic relationship to our parents. He speaks of 

a “Begründung des Vertrauens im Atmosphärischen” and generally counts social atmosphere as a 

basic medium of human interactions.
18

 The philosopher Peter Sloterdijk has written a cultural 
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history of such re-embedding mechanisms as a history of the morphology of “spheres.” Although 

he does not discuss trust in particular, he sees such spheres characterized by emotional climates 

akin to trust such as solidarity, love and intimacy.
19

 According to the phenomenologist Anthony 

Steinbock, trust opens up a “sphere of deeper interpersonal possibilities.”
20

 While contemporary 

thinking has adopted the language of spheres to describe trust, the Romantics may have been the 

first to explore and exploit the poetical possibilities of such spatialized emotions that cut through 

a more rationalist division of subjective emotions and objective realities. 

Tieck describes Shakespeare’s marvelous as a poetics of spheres. We can discern three 

such spheres located on three different ontological levels. First, we have the sphere of the 

enchanted island in The Tempest  and the various ways Prospero directs the events in this diegetic 

space with the help of his auratic magic (I call this the sphere of magic). Secondly, we have a 

spherical communion between the audience and the marvelous figures, an imaginary space in 

which the encounter with alterity takes place (I call this the sphere of the imaginary). Thirdly, we 

have a spherical communion between Shakespeare and the audience, a state of charismatic 

fascination effected by “Shakespeare” on our faculties (I call this the sphere of charisma) (Figure 

2). 
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    Figure 2: Tieck’s spherology 

 

One of the difficult features of Tieck’s essay is that semantically and systematically Tieck 

refrains from neatly separating the three ontological levels. Implicit author, audience, and 

diegesis at times seem to exist on the same ontological plane. The architecture of spheres with its 

various levels of enchantment embodies what one might call the “event” of The Tempest. In the 

description of the three spheres Tieck is thus able to perform multiple metonymical shifts so that 

for example the way Shakespeare enchants the audience can be read in analogy to the way 

Prospero enchants the diegetic characters. The marvelous produces a constant flux between the 

sphere of magic, the sphere of the imaginary, and the sphere of charisma. One may understand 

this collation of ontological levels not merely as a deficiency of Tieck’s writing but as an integral 

part of his conception of the marvelous. As we the audience lose ourselves in total absorption we 

enter a marvelous world in which ontological differences between “us,” “Shakespeare,” and the 
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diegetic characters give way to a fantastic ontological fluency. As we will see, one difficulty 

arising from this is a certain suspension of the question of medium. As the spherical marvelous 

becomes medium it is difficult to locate any material foundation for it, despite the fact that Tieck 

occasionally appears to be talking about theater performance. 

 Each of the three spheres is the scene of an encounter. In the sphere of charisma an 

encounter between “Shakespeare” and audience takes place, in the sphere of the imaginary one 

between the audience and the diegetic characters, and in the sphere of magic one between the 

diegetic characters and Prospero. Each of these encounters is marked by an interplay of “pathos” 

and “response.” I borrow the terms from Bernhard Waldenfels’ phenomenology of the alien 

(Phänomenologie des Fremden) which in turn owes much to the thinking of Emmanuel Levinas. 

Waldenfels argues that an encounter with alterity is always already marked by what he calls “Der 

Anspruch des Anderen” (the call/demand of the other). Encountering alterity is thus first and 

foremost a pathic experience, that is an experience of being passively affected by the figure of the 

other. At the same time, such affection calls us into an ethical stance insofar as we have to listen 

to and make amends with the call/demand of the other. Our “response” to this ethical demand, in 

which we regain agency, governs the way the encounter with alterity proceeds. Pathos and 

response must be brought into a meaningful relationship or we run the danger of missing the call 

of alterity and ethics altogether.
21

 The poetics of spheres adds a third element to this encounter by 

providing an imaginary space with a specific mood, tension, and style of liminality that influence 

the response made to pathos. 

 In Tieck’s spherology pathos and response take on an aesthetic sense. In the sphere of the 

imaginary the intensity with which the marvelous affects us and our aesthetic faith must be 
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brought into balance if the experience of the marvelous is not to evaporate. The interplay of 

pathos and response once more connects all the ontological levels and provides structural 

analogies between them. In the sphere of the imaginary, the audience is affected by the marvelous 

diegetic figures and answers this challenge to their reality by trust. In the sphere of magic, 

Prospero is challenged by the pathos of usurpation and revolution and answers it with the 

response of restitution and reconciliation. In the sphere of charisma, the audience lives through 

the pathic experience of Shakespeare’s artistic psychagogy and responds with aesthetic faith. 

Trust, reconciliation, and aesthetic faith circulate through Tieck’s architecture of spheres, 

responding and corresponding to each other, keeping at bay the kind of pathic intensity that 

characterizes other dramatic genres such as tragedy. If this is indeed so, it seems justified to 

speak of Tieck’s response to the pathos of the marvelous, the “overpowering intensity” with 

which it registers (Greenblatt), as an aesthetics of trust (Figure 3).
22
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Figure 3: Pathos and response in Tieck’s aesthetics of trust 

 

It must be stressed that Tieck’s aesthetics of trust differs greatly from the response to the pathos 

of the marvelous that Stephen Greenblatt describes in Marvelous Possessions. Greenblatt sets out 

to describe the specific response to alterity in early European writings on the (from the European 

perspective) newly discovered Americas. In this case, the response to the marvelous was one of 

total appropriation: “I am fascinated by the move (…) from knowing nothing (…) to imagining 

an absolute possession.”
23

 In Tieck’s case, the response to the marvelous is one of controlled 

dispossession, that is his aesthetics of trust refrains from responding to the experienced loss of 
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subjectivity by reasserting the subject’s position of power. The marvelous in Tieck cannot be 

possessed as much as we are possessed by the marvelous. However, as I will show, an aesthetics 

of trust also implies that this being-possessed does not turn into a total loss of agency. It is 

grounded in the interplay of pathos and response, passivity and activity, much more than Tieck’s 

semantics of enchantment make it seem at times. 

To locate in Tieck an aesthetics of trust must strike the reader as audacious, if not 

misleading. Two objections, in particular, come to mind, one regarding the phenomenon of the 

marvelous, one regarding the nature of Tieck’s work. Has the marvelous in its long conceptual 

history not been discussed with regard to affective responses other than, or even opposite to trust, 

such as amazement, admiration, surprise, ridicule, and terror?
24

 And is Tieck’s work not marked 

by the dark and dangerous sides of the fantastic, such as seduction, paranoia, and the occult, that 

is precisely by the absence of anything resembling trust?
25

 To the first objection I raise two 

counter claims. First, it is important to note that although Tieck draws on the conceptual history 

as well as on contemporary conceptions of the marvelous (for example by Johann Jakob 

Bodmer), he also offers a highly original version of what the marvelous in Shakespeare 

represents and how it should be understood. In fact, Tieck performs a certain revaluation of the 

marvelous in that he makes its successful depiction contingent upon the warding off of some of 

its topical affective responses. Secondly, the conceptual history of the marvelous is complex and 

varied, but it contains without doubt a nexus between the marvelous and the larger complex of 

faith. Ernst Bloch has argued that, stripped from “catholic propaganda,” “occultism,” and 

“superstition” this nexus can be made fruitful for thinking through secular “hope,” or what more 
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often ist called the “political.”
26

 We may read Tieck’s essay in this vein as concerned with the 

secular form of aesthetic faith. To the second objection I respond by admitting that this reading 

indeed places Tieck’s essay in productive tension with some of his literary productions.
27

 To 

what extent Tieck’s conception of the marvelous is continuous and discontinuous with the motifs 

of shock and paranoia that emerge, for example, in his fantastic tales, will be addressed later. 

Indeed, the nexus of the marvelous and trust is discernible in some of Tieck’s literary 

productions. A case in point is his novella Die Elfen (1812), a text I will briefly discuss before I 

return to the main argument.
28

 The novella is set in idyllic rural landscape tainted only by a dark, 

destitute, circular forest housing a ruin. This spherical locus attracts the suspicion of the people in 

the surrounding villages, who believe it to be cursed and bewitched (“verbannt und verhext”) and 

inhabited by thieving gypsies. The place is forbidden to the local children, but when little Marie 

finds herself in a race around the forest she decides to take a short cut, crosses into the forbidden 

space, and finds herself in a marvelous world of beautiful riches such as flowers, animals, castles, 

and elves. Marie is immediately welcomed into this magic world and with childlike trust makes 

friends among the elves. During her stay she learns that through a subterranean system of rivers 

and natural resources the marvelous forest in fact sustains all of the surrounding landscape and 

agriculture. Unbeknownst to its inhabitants, society is nourished by this sphere of the fantastic. 

When news of the arrival of the elf king comes, an arrival that promises a renewal of the 

nourishing energies of the fantastic, Marie has to leave the forest and the prodigal daughter 

returns home. Upon leaving she is asked to keep the secret of the elves, whose discovery would 
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force them into exile and thus the surrounding landscape into desolation. However, when the trust 

is eventually betrayed and the existence of the elves discovered, they leave the country and 

continuous droughts cause the area fall into decay. 

 Three motifs of this novella will resonate with our discussion of Tieck‘s Shakespeare 

essay: the idea of a sphere of trust that cannot be entered but by a leap of faith; the sphere of trust 

as a space of possibility that despite its air of the imaginary is nevertheless connected to the space 

of the real; and the vulnerability of such spheres that, like trust, may collapse through a single act 

of betrayal. To be sure, Die Elfen is also a coming-of-age story. Seven years go by in the outside 

world although Marie only spends a couple of days with the elves, and when she returns the child 

has turned into a teenager. The liminal space of the marvelous serves as that other space one must 

traverse before initiation into society. Thus Tieck’s perspective on trust here is melancholic, as a 

childlike faith in alterity must be shed before one enters the adult world marked by suspicion 

towards the other. Nevertheless the space of the marvelous remains co-extensive with the sphere 

of trust, and if we learn anything from Tieck’s novella it is the fact that such spaces are 

supremely vulnerable, but cannot be entered than through an acceptance of one’s own 

vulnerability. 

 To be sure, trust in Tieck is no longer synonymous to the kind of symbiotic interpersonal 

transcendence imagined by eighteenth century Sentimentalism.
29

 As some of the characters in the 

frame narrative of Phantasus discuss, even close friendship is not only characterized by but even 

based on residues of alterity. Without these elements of mystery, friendship breaks down: 

Der Mensch, der überhaupt das Leben und sich versteht wird jedem seiner Freunde 

ein eignes Vertrauen, eine andre Zärtlichkeit fühlen und üben wollen. O das ist ja 

eben das Himmlische der Freundschaft, sich im Geliebten Gegenstande ganz zu 

verlieren, neben dem Verwandten so viel Fremdartiges, Geheimnisvolles ahnden, mit 
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herzlichem Glauben und edler Zuversicht auch das Nichtverstandne achten, durch 

diese Liebe Seele zu gewinnen und Seele dem Geliebten zu schenken! Wie roh leben 

diejenigen, und verletzen ewig sich und den Freund, die so ganz und unbedingt sich 

verstehn, beurteilen, abmessen, und dadurch nur scheinbar einander angehören 

wollen!
30

 

 

Tieck insists that trust is not synonymous to a mutual familiarity and knowledge. Instead, the 

symbiotic element of trust consists in an emphatic openness to the mystery of the other and a 

loosening of the boundaries of the subject that cannot be achieved through acts of judgments and 

understanding. Harm and injury between friends is averted only by an existential openness to the 

“event” of the other’s subjectivity, alter’s essential opaqueness and freedom. In fact, we do not 

trust despite such possibilities, but trust constitutes itself only in this leap of faith.
31

 What is more, 

trusting is not a hermeneutic process, it does not need to understand to believe. This latter aspect 

already points to the marvelous the experience of which precisely preempts understanding.
32

 

 In another passage from the frame narrative of Phantasus, Tieck presents a similar 

conception of friendship, this time employing the extended metaphor of cosmic spheres: 

[M]an lebt ... mit jedem Freunde ein eignes, abgesondertes Leben; es bilden sich 

mannigfache Kreise von Zärtlichkeit und Freundschaft, die wohl die Gefühle der 

Liebe zu andern in sich aufnehmen und harmonisch mit ihnen fortschwingen, dann 

aber wieder in die alte eigentümliche Bahn zurückkehren, daher eben so wie mir der 

Vertrauteste in vielen Gesinnungen fremd bleibt, so hebt eben derselbe auch vieles 

Dunkle in meiner eigenen Natur bloß durch seine Gegenwart hervor, und macht es 
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licht, sein Gespräch, wenn es diese Punkte trifft, erweckt es zum klarsten innigsten 

Leben, und eben so wirkt meine Gegenwart auf ihn zurück.
33

 

 

The passage recalls Schleiermacher’s description of the social as a space of intersecting spheres. 

Like planets, friends attract and repel each other. Their orbits cross, then everyone drifts back 

into their own reality. And like heavenly bodies in the solar system, friends enlighten each other 

while one side always faces away and remains unseen. In this cosmic metaphor trust and 

friendship never succumb to total transparency. Arguably, the residue of mystery and the limits 

of understanding in friendship highlight the problem of trust over the belief in transparent 

communication and sympathetic understanding prevalent in the Enlightenment culture of 

sensibility.
34

 

 Tieck insists that even friendship is still engaged in this double event of pathos and 

response, and every particular form of this interplay creates “ein eignes Vertrauen.” In friendship 

the pathic experience of the other may be more shallow as it is tempered by the experience of 

past reliability and common history. As we will see, Tieck argues that when dealing with the 

more powerfully intense representations of the marvelous, this strong pathos threatens to disrupt 

representation itself. Accordingly, the encounter with the marvelous must take place in a sphere 

of trust that tempers intensity and reduces pathic elements of the marvelous. When it comes to the 

representation of the marvelous, Tieck stresses the vulnerability of aesthetic experience. With 

respect to the aesthetics of trust as model for an ethical response to alterity this begs the question: 

how vulnerable are we able and willing to make ourselves to the call/demand of the other? How 

much sovereignty over the boundaries of our own subject are we willing and able to concede? 
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 This question will be the leitmotif for my discussion of the sphere of charisma. Here 

pathos takes on the form of artistic psychagogy to which the audience is subjected and to which it 

responds with aesthetic faith. Although Tieck’s rhetorics make it seem at times as if the audience 

is helplessly hypnotized by “Shakespeare,” I will show that even beyond the question of the 

materiality of the medium of the marvelous that Tieck suspends the encounter of “Shakespeare” 

and audience is in fact described as a continuous interplay of the pathos of artistic psychagogy 

and the response of aesthetic faith. 

 

The Sphere of Charisma: Artistic Psychagogy or Aesthetic Faith? 

 

Total transparency, the attempt to enlighten every last secret, threatens to turn trust into paranoia, 

but the same is true for its opposite, total secrecy. In his classic text Politische Romantik, Carl 

Schmitt describes the Romantics as being prone to such paranoid secrecy, giving added weight to 

the objection that trust may hardly be a useful category when it comes to analyzing Romantic 

poetics and politics. His claims are particularly relevant to my argument because he not only 

gives Tieck as a specific example, but also sets up Shakespeare’s Prospero as the model for the 

Romantic imagination of sovereignty: 

It is exciting to imagine that man, like Prospero in Shakespeare's The Tempest, holds 

the “mechanical play” of the drama in his hands, and romantics are fond of imagining 

such ideas of an invisible power of free subjectivity. (...) In the idea of a secret power 

exercised “behind the scenes,” concentrated in the hands of a small number of people, 

and enabling them to control human history invisibly and with supreme malice ‒ in 

such constructs of the “secret,” a rationalistic belief in the conscious domination of 

historical events by man is combined with a demonic-fanciful fear of an immense 

social power, and frequently with the secularized belief in providence as well. Here 

the romantic saw a theme for his ironic and scheming craving for reality: the delight 

in secret, irresponsible, and frivolous power over human beings. Thus in Tieck's early 

novels, there are superior persons who make others into the unconscious tools of their 

will and intrigue. They experiment as “great engineers in the background of the 
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whole,” and they hold the threads of the game in their hands. In the final analysis, 

however, they are obliged to realize that “in its way, fate plays with us as well ... a 

vast game, a farce in which terrible forms are strangely combined in a confused 

way.”
35

 

 

Schmitt, the theorist of sovereignty, locates in the Romantics, and in Tieck specifically, a deep-

running obsession with secret all-sovereign power. In this passage, Schmitt construes the 

Romantic strife for sovereignty not primarily as the pursuit of artistic prowess, but as an 

obsession with political control exerted from behind the scenes of the political marketplace. 

Schmitt casts a suspicion on Romantic conceptions of politics as “frivolous,” “irresponsible,” and 

prone to paranoia. But although he foregrounds the politics of Romantic art, or, to be precise, that 

which reveals itself in his analysis to be the secret politics of what might otherwise appear as 

mere artistic production, he nevertheless does so by employing the language of theater and 

puppetry—even when discussing novels. Not only does he use the analogy of Romantic 

sovereignty as marionette theater (“mechanical play,” “great engineers in the background,” “hold 

the threads of the game in their hands”), but even the breakdown of the desired sovereignty is 

described in terms of dramatic genre. This breakdown occurs first as tragedy, that is, as the 

realization that “fate plays us as well,” and then as farce, that is, as the recognition that reality in 

the final analysis consists of nothing but “terrible forms (...) strangely combined in a confused 

way.” Ultimately, sovereignty has to give way to the contingent forces that play itself out on the 

stage of the theatrum mundi. 
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 To be sure, the brotherhood of poet and sovereign had been established long before 

Romanticism.
36

 But we must ask: does Schmitt’s Prospero do justice to Tieck’s Prospero? Or put 

differently (but in a way that for the Romantics amounted to the same question): does Schmitt’s 

Prospero do justice to Tieck’s Shakespeare? (And for the time being I will suspend the question 

whether he even does justice to Shakespeare’s Prospero). The answer to this question has 

immediate consequences for my argument in this chapter, for if the answer is yes, then we may 

hardly speak of trust at all in this context. On the contrary: Romantic sovereignty as conceived by 

Schmitt is so mired in secrecy, paranoia, malice and domination that trust in alterity seems to 

have no place in the Romantic conception of either the political or the aesthetic (the conflation of 

which Schmitt criticizes as the centerpiece of Romantic ideology). 

In the opening paragraph of the exposition, Tieck presents Shakespeare’s theater as the 

theater of genius, or, as Schmitt had it, “of an invisible power of free subjectivity.” Shakespeare’s 

art is so powerful that it might cast a spell on us even against our will. The passage not only 

offers an original characterization of the great Englishman, but also gives the reader a taste of 

Tieck’s own rhetorical prowess. It is part of a general introduction on Shakespeare’s use of the 

marvelous and not yet exclusively geared towards The Tempest: 

Man hat oft Shakespeare’s Genie bewundert, das in so vielen seiner Kunstwerke die 

gewöhnliche Bahn verläßt, und neue Pfade sucht; bald Leidenschaften bis in ihre 

feinsten Schattierungen, bald bis zu ihren entferntesten Grenzen verfolgt; bald den 

Zuschauer in die Geheimnisse der Nacht einweiht, und ihn in einen Kreis von Hexen 

und Gespenstern versetzt; ihn dann wieder mit Feen und Geistern umgibt, die jenen 

fürchterlichen Erscheinungen völlig unähnlich sind. Man hat zu oft über die 

Kühnheit, mit der Shakespeare die gewöhnlichen Regeln des Drama verletzt, die 

ungleich größere Kunst übersehen, mit der er den Mangel der Regel unbemerkbar 

macht; denn eben darin besteht der Probierstein des echten Genie’s, daß es für jede 

verwegene Fiktion, für jede ungewöhnliche Vorstellungsart, schon im voraus die 

Täuschung des Zuschauers zu gewinnen weiß; daß der Dichter nicht unsre 
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Gutmütigkeit in Anspruch nimmt, sondern die Phantasie, selbst wider unsern Willen, 

so spannt, daß wir die Regeln der Ästhetik, mit allen Begriffen unsers aufgeklärteren 

Jahrhunderts vergessen, und uns ganz dem schönen Wahnsinn des Dichters 

überlassen; daß sich die Seele, nach dem Rausch, willig der Bezauberung von neuem 

hingibt, und die spielende Phantasie durch keine plötzliche und widrige Überraschung 

aus ihren Träumen geweckt wird. (685) 

 

Tieck’s Shakespeare is not the Sturm und Drang  Shakespeare of Lenz and the young Goethe 

who admired the Englishman’s brash negligence of Aristotelian poetics that had since been 

restorated in neo-classical French drama. For the Sturm und Drang poets, Shakespeare’s genius 

consisted in the way he transgressed (the German is verletzen, lit. to injure) the limits set by the 

rules of poetics and such transgressive theater was capable of liberating the full and 

overpowering arsenal of human passions. While the Sturm and Drang Shakespeare remained 

bound to the rules of poetics insofar as they defined the boundaries he emphatically shattered 

(and could still be perceived, albeit as lacking), Tieck’s Shakespeare is committed to an art he 

deems superior. This is, namely, an art capable of making even the lack of rules imperceptible, 

one that gives the impression that there are none to begin with. Such art is predicated on fantasy 

unbound, “jede verwegene Fiktion,” “jede ungewöhnliche Vorstellungsart” can become its 

object. 

 Although Tieck describes the effect of “Shakespeare” on the audience as pure pathos in 

no need of response (“…daß der Dichter unsere Gutmütigkeit nicht in Anspruch nimmt…”), 

Shakespeare’s psychagogic power is not identical with Schmitt’s description of malicious, 

paranoid, and dominating Romantic sovereignty. The image that comes to mind here is not so 

much the controlling puppeteer, but the charismatic magnetizer. One may therefore place Tieck’s 

description of Shakespeare’s artistic powers safely in the context of the fascination with animal 
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magnetism and Mesmerism around 1800.
37

 To be sure, in the later stages of Romanticism this 

fascination inspired more occult descriptions of the magnetizer as driven by a will to power much 

more akin to Schmitt’s paranoid sovereignty. Cases in point are E.T.A. Hoffmann’s story Der 

Magnetiseur (1813) or E.A. Poe’s The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar (1839).
38

 Animal 

magnetism, like charismatic leadership, is a double-edged sword, both potentially beneficial and 

harmful: 

[D]ie “magischen” bipersonalen Blasen sind nicht nur durch äußere Störungen 

bedroht; ins Kreisinnere gehen gelegentlich Motive mit ein, die zu Sprengungen aus 

endogenen Mißverhältnissen führen müssen. Dies hat sich besonders in der 

Wirkungsgeschichte des animalischen Magnetismus bemerkbar gemacht, die von 

Anfang an in einer Doppelspur: als Vertrauensgeschichte und als 

Mißtrauensgeschichte, vorankam.
39

 

 

This ambiguity in charismatic fascination not only pertains to the moral character of the 

magnetizer but also to the assumed degree of autonomy or heteronomy of the fascinated person. 

When being enchanted by a charismatic leader (or poet) or hypnotized by a skillful magnetizer 

what part does our trusting play in it? Are we helplessly drawn to his magic powers or do we 

have to give in and deliver ourselves to the experience? We will see that this question keeps 

recurring in different forms throughout Tieck’s essay. The answer defines whether we conceive 

of Tieck’s marvelous as pointing to an occult Romantic poetics of the fantastic characterized by 

paranoia and overwhelming secret powers or to a more benign aesthetics of vulnerability that 

establishes a careful interplay of call and response between the poet/the work and its audience. 
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 In his consideration of charismatic leadership, Max Weber has addressed the same 

ambiguity when it comes to the rapport between charisma and trust.
40

 Charismatic leadership is 

based on the leader’s effectiveness (Bewährung), “ursprünglich durch Wunder” (sic!) and the 

follower’s recognition of the leader stemming from trust.
41

 Although the latter appears to be 

freely given, Weber calls said trust a “duty” (Pflicht) and recognition of the leader thus 

voluntaristic only in form.
42

 Like poetic genius, the charismatic leader does not rule in the name 

of the law but with the help of spontaneous acts of law-giving effected from case to case.
43

 Of 

course, trust that is only formally voluntary is no trust at all and has no legitimizing or binding 

power in relation to authority. Ultimately, the follower of the charismatic leader is at the latter’s 

mercy. 

 Nevertheless, according to Weber, there also exists an anti-authoritarian and more rational 

form of charismatic leadership in which the vectors of power are reversed so that recognition of 

leadership is not seen as the effect of its legitimacy but rather as its cause. Weber describes this 

reversal as one of the forms of transformation of charisma into the mundane (Veralltäglichung 

des Charismas). Now the legitimacy of rule is derived from the freely given trust of the subjects. 

This form of charisma points to more democratic and less authoritarian forms of political 

leadership.
44

 Shakespeare’s art (as interpreted by Tieck) leans more towards this type of 

charisma, an aesthetics of trust more than a poetics of occult domination. Tieck’s Shakespeare is 
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not so much the transgressive genius creating his own poetological law, but more the skillful 

enchanter who, although he plays with the audience’s fantasy must carefully balance the elements 

of the marvelous in order not to lose their aesthetic faith. 

 What we are after here is that what at first appears to be an overwhelming power of the 

enchanter-seducer is contingent upon a certain degree of intentionality from the side of the 

audience. We will later see that this has implications for the question of medium. Shakespeare 

“wins” the “deception of the audience,” but the formulation leaves open whether such deception 

is pure hypnosis or whether it involves a willing suspension of disbelief, that is a certain degree 

of self-deception and an initial leap of faith. While the following formulation “against their will” 

points to the former, the later turn of phrase “sich willig hingeben” indicates the latter. Similarly, 

“in Anspruch nehmen” and “spannen” point to the former, while “sich überlassen” indicates the 

latter. Although Tieck contends that Shakespeare does not enlist our good will (“Gutmütigkeit”), 

Tieck’s own semantics suggest otherwise. We can discern in these phrases the interplay of pathos 

and response. 

 The semantics of seduction perceptible in phrases such as “sich willig hingeben” and 

“sich überlassen” should further caution us against reading Tieck’s Shakespeare through the lense 

of Schmitt’s Prospero. For, although it may comprise elements of manipulation and make-belief, 

seduction involves a certain degree of reciprocity, a luring, demanding fascination as well as an 

act of giving oneself over. And giving oneself over involves making oneself vulnerable to 

deception and betrayal, in other words: it involves an element of trust. I want to make clear at this 

point that I am not interested in a reading of Tieck’s essay that equates the staging of the 

marvelous (an aesthetic act) with an act of deception (a moral act), as if Shakespeare were Don 

Juan and we, the audience, one of the maidens to whom he promises marriage just to leave them 

wanting. Tieck’s Shakespeare delivers something completely different in his theater of the 
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marvelous: a kind of social thaumaturgy, that is an encounter with alterity that keeps at bay 

generic responses to otherness threatening to render such encounters impossible, such as desire, 

appropriation, fear, and ridicule. Shakespeare’s seduction initiates us artistically, and by 

extension politically, into the art of the possible. Such initiation has little to do with Schmitt’s 

conception of Romantic paranoid sovereignty. In fact, one may understand it as its exact 

opposite. 

 But we must ask ourselves (and our text at hand): is there, in aesthetics as well as in 

politics, an art of infinite possibilities? And if so, must it not be predicated on set limits if it shall 

not turn into tragedy (the recognition of its own powerlessness) or farce (limitless confusion)? It 

appears to me that this question is one posed by The Tempest itself. When in the first act Miranda 

inquires about the story of Prospero’s downfall, the latter relates the story of how his brother 

Antonio usurped the throne. Prospero blames himself and specifically the limitless confidence he 

had in is brother: “my trust,/Like a good parent, did beget of him/A falsehood in its contrary, as 

great/As my trust was, which had indeed no limit,/A confidence sans bound.”
45

 Prospero’s 

beautiful speech has implications both for the problem of trust as much as (via our reading of 

Tieck) for the problem of an aesthetic suspension of disbelief. The irony of Shakespeare’s 

comment on the tragedy of parenting notwithstanding, the intrigue of Prospero’s words lies in the 

phrase “sans bound,” which can be read to mean “unconditional, limitless,” but also “without 

binding power, ineffective.” An entire discussion of the phenomenon of trust could take its 

departure from this ambiguity, as both a certain degree of unconditionality (in itself problematic 

as true unconditionality precludes gradation) and a certain degree of binding power are 
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characteristic of trust.
46

 The implication here is that truly unconditional trust runs the risk of 

losing its binding force. If trust fails to mark the limits of its own vulnerability, it may be less 

effective in generating trust in the other. Boundless confidence may be perceived as mimicking 

indifference. 

By employing another ambiguity Prospero makes clear that indifference to and a closing-

off from day-to-day politics is precisely what characterized his behavior. He delegated his office 

to his brother in the first place because instead of governing he chose to study, “all dedicated/To 

closeness and the bettering of my mind.”
47

 From the context it is clear that with closeness 

Prospero means closedness, the walling-off from the world that goes along with the monastic 

pursuit of knowledge. In other words, his confidence is boundless not only in the sense that it is 

unconditional, but in the sense that it retreats from the spherical intimacy that goes along with 

trust. It loses its binding force because such a retreat from human intercourse fails to address the 

other and make demands of them, thus establishing a bond even, and especially when we are 

physically absent. Ironically, Prospero’s studies have furnished him with the means to right the 

wrongs that result from his brother’s betrayal, but trust can only be recovered through the 

narrative crossing of another marvelous sphere, the Tempest’s enchanted island. 

 According to Tieck, it is spherical intimacy that Shakespeare provides in order for the 

audience to accept his “verwegene Fiktionen.” Such marvelous spheres distinguish The Tempest 

from the terror of Shakespeare’s grand tragedies: 

Man findet [in The Tempest] keine Schule der Leidenschaften, keine Geisterwelt, die 

uns mit Schrecken und Schauder füllt: Shakspeare läßt seine Donner schweigen, um 

ungestört die Imagination bei den reizenden Bildern verweilen zu lassen; er weiht in 
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diesen Stücken den Zuschauer in seine Zauberwelt ein, und läßt ihn mit hundert 

magischen Gestalten in eine vertrauliche Bekanntschaft treten, ohne daß ihn 

Schrecken und Schauder von der geheimnisvollen Werkstatt in einer grauenhaften 

Entfernung halten. Man darf daher im Sturm nicht Szenen erwarten, die denen im 

Macbeth oder Hamlet ähnlich sind. Der Dichter hat uns hier die Geisterwelt näher 

gerückt, sie nicht in jener furchtbaren Entfernung gelassen, nicht mit jenem 

undurchdringlichen Schleier umhüllt, der die Blicke der Sterblichen zurückschreckt. 

Das Reich der Nacht ist hier von einem sanften Mondschein erhellt: wir treten dreist 

zu den freundlichen und ernsten Gestalten hinzu, die uns eben so wenig schrecklich 

als schädlich sind. (689) 

 

Not Prospero’s indifference is contrasted here with spheres of trust, but the terror and fear exerted 

by the appearance of ghosts and witches in some of Shakespeare’s tragedies. Tieck is 

unequivocal about what makes those appearances particularly frightening, not so much their 

ghastly nature as such, but the setting in which they are presented, a setting that is particularly 

characterized by distance (“furchtbare Entfernung”) and by impenetrable closed-offness (“mit 

jenem undurchdringlichen Schleier umhüllt”).
48

 Contrasted to such terrifying distance and 

hermeticism is the decidedly spheric-romantic image of a moonlit night, a setting in which even 

ghosts and witches appear friendly and serious, but most importantly neither terrifying nor 

violent. In such a setting even supernatural beings look so approachable that we step trustingly 

and audaciously into their presence. In tragedy, however, Shakespeare “encloses” (umhüllt) his 

spirits with darkness (712). 

 Tieck dedicates most of his essay to examining how Shakespeare achieves such a 

marvelous effect. From the start this inquiry is haunted by the question of how the temporality of 

Shakespeare’s art of the marvelous works. What comes first: Shakespeare’s enchantment-

seduction, or our willing suspension of disbelief? The “näher rücken” or the “dreist hinzutreten”? 

                                                      
48

 Such a conception of the dramaturgy of terror differs considerably from Kant’s conception of 

the sublime, in which it is precisely distance that makes otherwise terrifying phenomena palatable 

for aesthetic pleasure. 



133 

 

The interplay of pathos and response or the spheric mood into which it is embedded? Tieck is 

explicit on this question: he maintains that Shakespeare wins our “deception” “in advance” (im 

voraus), that is he creates a certain atmosphere conducive to our suspension of disbelief way 

before any instances of the marvelous appear on stage. 

 Before Tieck lays out the dramaturgic details of Shakespeare’s art, he rejects allegory as 

an artistic means of procuring our suspension of disbelief. Such rejection was so topical in his 

time that in his view it hardly warrants much discussion: 

Daß die Allegorie diese täuschende Kraft nicht habe, bedarf wohl kaum einer 

Bemerkung. Man sieht den Direkteur gleichsam mit der Hand unter seine 

nachahmenden Marionetten greifen; man sieht den dargestellten, moralischen oder 

philosophischen Satz, für sich da stehen: und eben dadurch, daß nur allein dem 

Scharfsinn Beschäftigung gegeben wird, verliert sich das Spiel der Phantasie; und in 

eben dem Augenblicke spricht der Verstand auch über die ganze übrige Komposition 

ein Verdammungsurteil aus; denn der Dichter lehrt ihn selbst zuerst, wie inkonsistent 

seine Erdichtungen sind. (690) 

 

In the realm of allegory, we find a different type of marionette artist here, more visible and less 

powerful than Schmitt’s Romantic sovereign. What is rejected in allegory is art with edifying or 

intellectual purpose, art as crutch for morality or philosophy. Setting the topical nature of Tieck’s 

rejection of allegory aside, we may yet take it as one more indication that Tieck slowly begins to 

rein in his own emphatic description of the sovereignty of genius. After all, if the expression of 

the latter is that it can make us approve of any kind of fiction, why not of an allegorical one as 

well? Apparently, ingenious sovereignty finds its limits in the audience’s faculties, which must be 

engaged in a very specific way for them not to disrupt the spectacle at hand. Reason constantly 

threatens to disrupt imagination, and as will become clear later this threat is not one present in 

allegory alone, but is indeed pertinent to all aesthetic experience. 
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 Moreover, Tieck has to address the fact that even his prime example of the art of genius, 

The Tempest, contains an allegorical interplay belonging to the genre of the Masque, a courtly 

form of theatrical performance and secular liturgy common in English court culture around 

1600.
49

 He deals with this challenge to his argument by declaring the masque without further ado 

as inessential to the play: “Die Masken in den alten Englischen Schauspielen sind oft allegorisch, 

und selbst die Maske im Sturm hat einen Anstrich davon; allein sie gehört nicht wesentlich zum 

Stück, und ist auch vielleicht der größte Fehler des Stücks.” (691) Accordingly, in his adaptation 

of The Tempest, Tieck made the most changes to the performance of the masque within the play. 

The claim that Tieck’s marginalization of the Masque is not merely owed to the topical 

rejection of allegory but to the fact that it challenges his conception of Romantic genius is 

confirmed when we take a closer look at how the Masque in The Tempest relates to Prospero’s 

phantasmagorical powers. The masques were usually performed at the occasion of visitations to 

the court or to aristocratic estates, or at festive occasions such as betrothals (as in The Tempest  

between Ferdinand and Miranda) or weddings. The courtly masques celebrated the absolute 

power of the king in an allegorical dance of “triumphal royal metaphysics,” and even in their 

aristocratic versions were geared at “confirming the rightness of resident values, even if those 

values are only fully revealed by the enlightening force of an honored visitor.”
50

 They frequently 

featured instances of the supernatural, “the revelation of underlying supernatural presences 

(nymphs, watergods, wodwos) called into visibility by the particular (...) ‘ontological excitement’ 
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of the occasion.”
51

 In the Masques, marvelous strangers, be they celebrated guests or visiting 

deities, never called into question, but instead glorified, the monarch’s sovereignty. 

Not so, however, in Shakespeare’s Tempest. The mere fact that Shakespeare makes such 

marvelous allegories part of the diegetic world of his plays stresses their artificiality and 

strategical use: “For whereas the grand political fictions of the masque are offered and, perhaps, 

taken at face value, even where the occasion itself (...) is riddled with tensions, in Shakespeare’s 

dramatic practice the arrangement of those fictions as fictions works to erode their emblematic 

confidence, their self-sufficiency, and something of their charm.”
52

 Once the masque enters the 

universe of drama, it reveals its contingencies and “Machiavellian utility,” thus losing some of its 

phantasmagorical power and, by extension, the aura of absolute sovereignty surrounding the 

center of power and meaning that is the absolutist court.
53

 Although Prospero’s controlling 

presence “clearly recalls the shaping fictions of the court masque” with its “vision of the monarch 

as the point-like radiant source of a magical force that purges and orders change,” Prospero’s 

staging force is not only questioned by the genre of drama, but more significantly by an 

interruption that occurs when Prospero remembers that Caliban has plotted to have him killed, 

“that foul conspiracy/Of the beast Caliban and his confederates/Against my life,” a realization 

that “cause[s] Prospero’s wedding masque to crumble.”
54

 In the light of this precariousness of 

Prospero’s staging of the marvelous, we may now appreciate a little better why Tieck excludes 

not merely allegory as such from Shakespeare’s art of the marvelous, but the specific allegory 

that forms part of The Tempest. Because if Prospero himself is the model for Shakespeare’s 
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supposed artistic sovereignty over our imagination, then his failure of maintaining the 

phantasmagoric spectacle of the masque may point to the overall precariousness and vulnerability 

of Shakespeare’s fiction. Not only is the masque in The Tempest interrupted and the power of its 

form questioned, but as modern commentators have noticed, The Tempest as a whole draws on 

the form of the Masque.
 
Not, however, in a way that confirms monarchic/artistic sovereignty, but 

in a way that draws attention both to the Masque’s “strengths as an imaginative form—clarity, 

harmonic resonance, psychagogic power—and its vulnerabilities—brittleness, naivety, 

servility.”
55

 The same can be said of Tieck’s conception of the marvelous and its dependence on 

the audience’s aesthetic faith. After all, what disrupts Prospero’s artistic sovereignty is the 

challenge of mistrust, Caliban’s “foul conspiracy” that threatens to ruin Prospero’s careful 

orchestration of events in the diegetic sphere. Of course, from the perspective of Tieck’s rejection 

of allegory Caliban disrupts Prospero’s mask at exactly the right time, namely before it disrupts 

itself by its unconvincing allegorical character. Thus Caliban’s disruption accomplishes with 

respect to the experience of the marvelous precisely the opposite of what it performs in the play: 

it ensures faith in the marvelous by disrupting allegory. Thus Caliban’s foul conspiracy can be 

read as actually salvaging the audience’s faith in Prospero. Such is the master-slave dialectic in 

Tieck’s essay on the marvelous. 

 

In an extended metaphor, Tieck opposes dreaming as a paradigm for marvelous art to allegory, 

impotent at creating poetic fiction. However, the threat to artistic sovereignty by disruption is no 

less present here. Because it touches on many of the questions we are dealing with in this chapter 

it is warranted to quote this passage in extenso: 
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Der Sturm und der Sommernachtstraum lassen sich vielleicht mit heitern Träumen 

vergleichen: in dem letztern Stück hat Shakspeare sogar den Zweck, seine Zuschauer 

gänzlich in die Empfindung eines Träumenden einzuwiegen; und ich kenne kein 

anderes Stück, das, seiner ganzen Anlage nach, diesem Endzweck so sehr entspräche. 

Shakespeare, der so oft in seinen Stücken verrät, wie vertraut er mit den leisesten 

Regungen der menschlichen Seele sei, beobachtete sich auch wahrscheinlich in 

seinen Träumen, und wandte die hier gemachten Erfahrungen auf seine Gedichte an. 

Der Psychologe und der Dichter können ganz ohne Zweifel ihre Erfahrungen sehr 

erweitern, wenn sie dem Gange der Träume nachforschen: hier läßt sich gewiß oft der 

Grund entdecken, warum manche Ideenkombinationen so heftig auf die Gemüter 

wirken; der Dichter kann hier am leichtesten bemerken, wie sich eine Menge von 

Vorstellungen an einander reihen, um eine wunderbare, unerwartete Wirkung 

hervorzubringen. Jedermann von lebhafter Phantasie wird gewiß schon oft gelitten, 

oder sich glücklich gefühlt haben, indem ihn ein Traum in das Reich der Gespenster 

und Ungeheur, oder in die reizende Feenwelt versetzte. Mitten im Traume ist die 

Seele sehr oft im Begriff, den Phantomen selbst nicht zu glauben, sich von der 

Täuschung loszureißen, und alles nur für betrügerische Traumgestalten zu erklären. 

In solchen Augenblicken, wo der Geist gleichsam mit sich selber zankt, ist der 

Schlafende immer dem Erwachen nahe; denn die Phantasien verlieren an ihrer 

täuschenden Wirklichkeit, die Urteilskraft sondert sich ab, und der ganze Zauber ist 

im Begriff zu verschwinden. Träumt man aber weiter, so entsteht die 

Nichtunterbrechung der Illusion jedesmal von der unendlichen Menge neuer 

magischen Gestalten, die die Phantasie unerschöpflich hervorbringt. Wir sind nun in 

einer bezauberten Welt festgehalten: wohin wir uns wenden, tritt uns ein Wunder 

entgegen; alles, was wir anrühren, ist von einer fremdartigen Natur; jeder Ton, der 

uns antwortet, erschallt aus einem übernatürlichen Wesen. Wir verlieren in einer 

unaufhörlichen Verwirrung den Maßstab, nach dem wir sonst die Wahrheit zu messen 

pflegen; eben, weil nichts Wirkliches unsere Aufmerksamkeit auf sich heftet, 

verlieren wir in der ununterbrochenen Beschäftigung unserer Phantasie, die 

Erinnerung an die Wirklichkeit; der Faden ist hinter uns abgerissen, der uns durch das 

rätselfhafte Labyrinth leitete; und wir geben uns am Ende völlig den 

Unbegreiflichkeiten Preis. Das Wunderbare wird uns itzt gewöhnlich und natürlich: 

weil wir von der wirklichen Welt gänzlich abgeschnitten sind, so verliert sich unser 

Mißtrauen gegen die fremdartigen Wesen, und nur erst beim Erwachen werden wir 

überzeugt, daß sie Täuschung waren. (691-2. My italics.) 

 

Once again, we do not encounter the Romantic sovereign, but rather Shakespeare as a caring 

parent who cradles us carefully into a dream state. Once again the marvelous takes its starting 

point, metaphorically, from a sphere of trust, in this case the archetypal scene of Urvertrauen 

(primal trust) that shades, either through its presence or its absence, the way the world looks to us 

and the way we look at the world. However, Shakespeare appears on both sides of the dream, as 
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the sleep-inducer and as the dreamer himself. His experience with dreams and their analysis 

allows him not only to gain deep insight into the recesses of human interior life, but in addition 

lets him discover the first principles of the art of the marvelous. In Tieck’s analogy, the 

production and continuation of an aesthetic experience of the marvelous is presented as a drama 

that plays out between our mental faculties such as imagination, soul, spirit/reason (Geist), and 

attention. 

 If we follow the logic of the analogy, we find that in giving ourselves over to 

Shakespeare’s art of the marvelous, we not only open ourselves up to an encounter with alterity, 

but more than that it means that we get to experience the richness of imagination that governs 

Shakespeare’s own inner life. Another encounter takes place in the marvelous: we are allowed to 

experience genius’ pure imagination. However, the dream analogy dislocates once again the 

image of genius as artistic sovereign. Where the latter’s position would be expected in the 

comparison to be the place where marvelous art originates and is sustained from, we find a 

gaping hole. Whether our imagination wards off the challenge of reason and we get to experience 

the marvelous to the fullest degree is utterly contingent. The “Nichtunterbrechung der Illusion” is 

dependent on the indefatigable creative power of our imagination, but whether imagination gets a 

chance to produce is itself dependent on the tautological and contingent fact of whether one 

continues dreaming or not. If in the analogy Shakespeare is the creative center of our 

imagination, then he is utterly dependent in his production of the marvelous from the 

contingencies of our individual mental make-up and the current state of our attention in the 

interplay of our faculties. If we stay with the program, however, then the marvelous takes on an 

auto-poietic quality in that it produces itself out of itself. Only then are we able to fully give 

ourselves over to the experience of the other. This other is, in the logic of the dream analogy, not 

so much located on some marvelous island in some marvelous land, but much more within 



139 

 

ourselves. From here one could easily a draw a line from the Romantic theory of the marvelous to 

Freud’s unconscious and the recognition of alterity in our own subjectivity, and once again we 

are led from a position of sovereignty to a much more dialectical place where we are called upon 

to respond to something other that speaks to us is in strange and unknown languages and is 

located either at the most outer edge of experience or in the very center of it.
56

  

 

Beyond the dream analogy that threatens to further unsettle the idea of sovereign artistic 

psychagogy, the problem of how to produce aesthetic faith momentarily seems nothing but a 

mere dramaturgical problem that can be solved by dramaturgical means. In order to put us in the 

mood for the marvelous and to welcome us into the marvelous sphere of trust, Shakespeare 

employs the spectacular, a tempestuous thunderstorm that severs our ties to reality and throws us, 

without preparation, right into the world of the other: 

Seine Einleitungen sind sonst immer sehr kalt und ruhig; er führt uns gewöhnlich erst 

in das Interesse seines Sujets, eher er unsre Phantasie erhitzt. Da er aber beim Sturm 

einen ganz unterschiedenen Zweck hatte, so spannt er gleich anfangs die Imagination 

und die Erwartung auf einen sehr hohen Grad. Durch die kühne Darstellung des 

Ungewitters und des geängstigten Schiffes erschüttert er den Zuschauer fast, und 

bereitet ihn schon hierdurch für alles Wunderbare vor, das nachher erst in seinem 

Stücke erscheint. Der erste und größte Schlag ist dadurch geschehen; die wunderbare 

Welt des Dichters ist uns dadurch weniger fremdartig; alles Abenteuerliche und 

Seltsame ist uns gleich durch die Einleitung näher gerückt; die Einbildung wird zu 

einem hohen Grade erhitzt, und jeder Aberglaube erscheint uns itzt natürlicher. (695-

6) 

 

This dramaturgy of almost-shock and tempered pathos is no doubt part of what Tieck had in mind 

when he claimed that Shakespeare wins our aesthetic faith for the marvelous “in advance.” 

Nevertheless it seems to contradict Tieck’s other claim that in his romances Shakespeare “läßt 
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seine Donner schweigen.” It appears that in its connection to the marvelous the aesthetics of 

shock truly represents a parergon, that is a phenomenon that is relegated to the margin or frame 

of the marvelous, but in the framing it performs is nevertheless essential for the latter’s 

emergence.
57

 The formulation “er erschüttert uns fast” is characteristic of this shock-as-parergon, 

and it points to the complex economy of affects that Tieck unfolds in the course of his argument, 

in which it is precisely the avoidance of shock, or more precisely the tension inherent to almost-

shock, that is central to the sustenance of the sphere of the charisma. The challenge of alterity is 

still felt in Tieck’s marvelous but never turns into a terror-inspiring threat. 

 We may call this careful balance of affects Tieck first describes here and that he fleshes 

out in the course of his essay an aesthetics of vulnerability. In an instant, Shakespeare takes us to 

the brink of shock, thereby securing our interest and anticipation and making sure that we do not 

just become indifferent to whatever is about to occur on stage. At the same time he is careful 

never to push us over the boundary of shock, a boundary that as I will show in the next section, is 

marked by tragic affect whose occurrence would foreclose our openness to alterity and throw us 

back onto our own realities and selves. The marvelous and its credence in Tieck emerges from 

this liminal and tense affective state of almost-affectedness, an emotional vulnerability that 

allows for an experience of the other as long as it kept from tilting into harm and suffering. 

Moreover, this state of tense aesthetic faith is itself prone to vulnerability, and at all times 

threatened by shock and disruption. Thus Shakespeare’s art is by no means that of the sovereign 

artistic gesture, but a carefully calibrated art of illusion that is as precarious as it is capable of 

opening the door to the world of the other. 
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The Sphere of the Imaginary and its Vulnerabilities 

 

Although I have separated the spheres of charisma, the imaginary, and magic analytically, in 

Tieck’s text permanently operates with metonymic displacement from one sphere to another 

which results in an overall ontological instability. So far I have followed Tieck’s lead and 

discussed the encounter between Shakespeare and the audience in the sphere of charisma as if 

such an encounter would actually take place. Of course, “Shakespeare’s” psychagogy can only be 

understood as being effected by an implicit author, that is can only unfold its powers in the 

sphere of the imaginary in which The Tempest is ultimately realized. This at least is the 

impression created by the fact that the question of the materiality of the medium is subject to 

similar displacements. If Shakespeare initiates us into the “marvelous world of the poet” by the 

representation of the thunderstorm and the affect it creates, does it not matter for our pathic 

experience whether we are see the thunderstorm performed on stage or whether we just read it on 

the page? Would we be affected in the same way? Or would our affect not depend on our mental 

state, the power of our own imagination, and an essential openness to aesthetic phenomena? If 

allegory was rejected because it drew too much attention to its own mediality, the opposite seems 

to be true for the marvelous: it is a medium of immediacy that transcends all ontological and 

material borders. “Shakespeare” is as much a figure of the imaginary in Tieck’s conception of the 

marvelous as is Prospero. 

 Maybe the sphere of the imaginary is, then, where the marvelous has its proper place. 

Here the sphere of charisma, the way The Tempest through its implicit author fascinates us and 

keeps us in a state of absorption, and the sphere of magic with its multiplicity of characters 

converge. The convergence is actualized in a complex interplay of our faculties. As a whole the 

sphere of the marvelous is characterized by spheric unity separating it neatly from reality: “Wie 
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gewinnt der Dichter (...) die Täuschung für seine übernatürlichen Wesen? (...) Durch die 

Darstellung einer ganzen wunderbaren Welt, damit die Seele nie wieder in die gewöhnliche Welt 

versetzt, und so die Illusion unterbrochen werde” (689). However, such unity can only be formal 

property as it is hard if not impossible to imagine a representation of pure fantastic 

otherworldliness. The mental equivalent to this unity of the marvelous world is a state of total 

absorption. 

Within the sphere of the imaginary that emerges from the state of total absorption (which 

in turn is sustained by the implicit interplay of artistic psychagogy and aesthetic faith) we do not 

encounter a total marvelous world, not a “unendliche() Menge neuer magischer Gestalten,” but a 

plethora of beings from both the realms of the real and the imaginary, the full arsenal of 

characters from Prospero’s enchanted island. In fact, Tieck stresses that what he described as the 

formal property of the sphere of the imaginary, a total marvelous world, must not be the property 

of the representations that emerge within it, as such a firework of the marvelous would be tiring 

for the audience and fail to keep their interest in the play awake: 

Es läßt sich kein Schauspiel denken, in welchem der Zuschauer bloß durch 

Dekorationen, Erscheinungen und Wunderwerke befriedigt würde. (…) Um das 

Wunderbare vollkommen täuschend zu machen, scheint die Menge und 

ununterbrochene Wirkung der übernatürlichen Wesen selbst nicht hinreichend, 

sondern Mannigfaltigkeit der dargestellten Wesen scheint unentbehrlich. (698-9) 

 

The sphere of the imaginary thus exhibits the type of specific liminality we have described as a 

general characteristic of spheres, emphatic separation from inside and outside (total marvelous 

world / reality) together with porous borders that allow for a re-entry of that which the sphere 

according to its formal characteristics is distinguished from. In order to sustain the sphere of the 

imaginary, Tieck argues, is must engage representations from both arsenals of the fantastic and 
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reality. Were this not the case, the tension of the sphere of the imaginary would give in to its 

vulnerability and illusion would vanish: 

Mag die Täuschung auch noch so künstlich durchgeführt sein, das Auge wird ohne 

die Seele beschäftigt: die Empfindung des Zuschauers muß eben so sehr, als seine 

Imagination, in Tätigkeit gesetzt werden, sonst ermüdet das Spiel der übernatürlichen 

Wesen am Ende, und die Täuschung zerstört sich eben dadurch, daß sie der Dichter 

zu wenig auf sein ganzes Stück zu verteilen, und an manchen Stellen zu mindern 

versteht, um das Interesse auf andere Gegenstände zu lenken, und das Wunderbare 

dann mit neuer Kraft hervortreten zu lassen. (698-9) 

 

The diversity of representations Tieck sees at work in the sphere of the imaginary is not only an 

“ontological” diversity of “fantastic” and “real” representations, but also and more importantly of 

the different affective responses they elicit. The tension of the sphere of the imaginary is 

sustained by Shakespeare’s careful dispersion and moderation of affects: “in Ansehung der Art 

(...), wie Shakespeare die Affekte verteilt, sie verstärkt oder mildert, nachdem es sein Zweck 

erfordert, hat er vielleicht mehr wie irgendein anderer dramatischer Dichter den Namen des 

Weisen verdient” (699). The audience remains absorbed by the sphere of the imaginary because 

from the latter emerge changing representations, some bearing the index of the fantastic, some 

that of reality, whose dance creates a fascinating dynamic of attention and distraction, empathy 

and admiration, shock and embeddedness. This can be demonstrated for example by the affective 

responses Prospero and Miranda elicit: 

[D]er Dichter läßt [Prospero] als einen Charakter auftreten, der sich dem Ideale 

nähert; er ist über die Leidenschaften der Menschen erhaben, er hat ihre Schwächen 

abgelegt. Dadurch können wir freilich für sein Unglück nicht gerührt werden, weil er 

selbst nicht tief genug fühlt; der Charakter verliert die Teilnahme, die wir dem 

Elenden schenken, aber er wird in eben dem Augenblicke ein Gegenstand unsrer 

Bewunderung, und eben dadurch, daß die Hauptperson kein gewöhnlicher Mensch 

ist, wird das Wunderbare im Stück wieder um einen Grad erhöht. Er lebt aber nicht 

ganz einsam in seiner Verbannung; seine Tochter ist seine Begleiterin gewesen. Auf 

ihre zarte Unschuld, auf ihre feinen Empfindungen, auf das reizendste weibliche 



144 

 

Geschöpf wird nun die Liebe des Zuschauers gelenkt, die den über ihm erhabenen 

Prospero nicht erreichen kann. Durch diesen Charakter verbindet Shakespeare sehr 

geschickt seine wunderbare mit seiner wirklichen Welt; die letztere muß die 

Empfindungen des Zuschauers für sich gewinnen, wenn ihn die erstere nie von 

seinem Erstaunen, und der daraus entstandenen Illusion zurückkommen läßt. (693-4) 

 

Tieck’s Prospero is beyond human passions and approaches the sublime and the ideal. Like the 

tragic hero, his character is larger than life, but unlike the hero he is even beyond vulnerability. 

Such sublimity leads to spheric problems as Prospero stands so far removed from our experience 

that he cannot become an object of our affection, the coldest and most distancing affect of 

admiration notwithstanding. Prospero’s sublimity places him in an hermitic space of closedness, 

where he would be “ganz einsam in seiner Verbannung,” were it not for “the admiring one,” 

Miranda, who attracts our warm affections (“love”) thus supplying the fantastic with a touch of 

the real. Although for a moment it seems as if admiration could be an affective motor of the 

“Nichtunterbrechung der Illusion,” that is of a kind of fascination from which no way leads back 

to reality (“ihn ...nie...zurückkommen läßt”), Tieck insists that our commitment to the marvelous 

other requires an anchoring in the real, the intellectual affect of admiration requires the emotional 

affect of love if it shall amount to an aesthetic experience.
58

 However, the emotional connection 

“real” characters like Miranda supply is no end in itself, but has a purely an instrumental function 

in that it enables the encounter with the marvelous by keeping its pathos in the right register. 

Here, the threat that we miss the experience of alterity stems from too little pathos, it is the treat 

of indifference. As we will see later the sphere of the imaginary must also be guarded against the 

overpowering intensity of too much pathos that stems, for example, from instances of the tragic. 

                                                      
58

 “Die Liebe Ferdinands und Miranda’s erregt unsre Teilnahme bis zum Schlusse des 

Schauspiels, das zarte Gefühl dieser beiden Charaktere erwärmt unser Herz, und verhindert, daß 

wir nicht bloß das magische Maschinenspiel Prospero’s anstaunen, und leer und kalt den 

Vorhang endlich fallen sehen.” (699) 
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 By supplying her father with a certain degree of vulnerability, of which he had none if he 

were not father but merely a wizard who transcends all human weakness, Miranda ensures that 

the marvelous stay connected to reality and close to our heart. Through her Prospero becomes 

aesthetically what he is in status in The Tempest, a vulnerable sovereign, a sovereign banned from 

sovereignty. Yet, in the very next paragraph Tieck seeks to reestablish Prospero’s sovereignty 

with the help of another pair of characters, Ariel and Caliban. With their help he exercises his 

will to power. Prospero is now described as a supernatural being (ein übermenschliches Wesen) 

in full control of his magic powers. Tieck identifies Prospero’s main objectives as the punishment 

of his enemies and the marriage of Miranda to Ferdinand. The instruments of the realization of 

his plans are Ariel and Caliban. By now it will hardly come as a surprise that such sovereignty is 

once again established against permeability through a rigorous distinction between fantasy and 

reality: 

Prospero führt seinen Plan durch Hülfe seiner dienstbaren Geister aus: Ariel ist der 

oberste seiner Diener. Der Zuschauer wird nun selbst zu den geheimsten Anschlägen 

hinzugelassen; er sieht alle Mittel, durch welche Prospero wirkt; kein Umstand bleibt 

ihm verborgen. Die Macht der Geister selbst ist ihm zwar unbegreiflich; aber es ist 

ihm genug, daß er sie wirken, und Prospero’s Gebote erfüllen sieht. Er verlangt keine 

näheren Aufschlüsse; er glaubt sich in alle Geheimnisse eingeweiht, indem keine 

Wirkung erfolgt, die er nicht gleichsam selber zubereiten sah, ‒ keine Erscheinung, 

kein Wunder eintritt, von dem er nicht vorher wußte, daß es in demselben Augenblick 

eintreten würde. Er wird daher durch nichts überrascht oder erschreckt, ob ihn gleich 

alles in ein neues Erstaunen, und in einen traumähnlichen Rausch versetzt, durch 

welchen er sich am Ende in einer wunderbaren Welt, wie in seiner Heimat befindet. ‒ 

Durch die Charaktere Ariels und Calibans erschafft Shakespeare vorzüglich diese 

ganze wunderbare Welt um uns her; sie sind gleichsam die Wächter, die unsern Geist 

nie in das Gebiet der Wirklichkeit zurücklassen: Ariels Gegenwart erinnert uns in 

allen ernsten, Calibans in allen komischen Szenen, wo wir uns befinden. Prospero’s 

magische Veranstaltungen, die ununterbrochen eine nach der andern einfallen, lassen 

das Auge auf keinen Moment in die Wirklichkeit zurück, die sogleich alle Phantome 

des Dichters zu Schanden machen würde. Auch der seltsame Kontrast zwischen Ariel 

und Caliban erhöht unsern Glauben an das Wunderbare. Die Schöpfung dieses 

abenteuerlichen Wesens war die glücklichste Idee des Dichters; er zeigt uns in dieser 

Darstellung die seltsamste Mischung von Lächerlichkeit und Abscheulichkeit; dies 

Ungeheuer steht so weit von der menschlichen Natur entfernt, und ist mit so höchst 
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täuschenden und überzeugenden Zügen geschildert, daß wir uns jetzt durch die 

Gegenwart des Caliban in eine ganz fremde, bis itzt uns unbekannte Welt, versetzt zu 

sein glauben würden. (694-5) 

 

The border of the sphere of the imaginary is patrolled by the spirit Ariel and the monster Caliban, 

the sphere of the imaginary created with their help. In his description of Ariel’s actions, Tieck 

comes dangerously close to the way he described allegory. While the latter was discarded as not 

being appropriate for the production of the fantastic, the audience’s insight into the inner 

workings of the play is now described as a guarantor for sustained illusion, preventing the sphere 

of the imaginary from being disrupted by terror or surprise. Once again we see the by now 

familiar mechanism of exclusion and re-entry. Tieck’s Shakespeare immunizes the sphere of the 

imaginary with elements of reality against reality and with elements of allegory against allegory. 

 The passage offers a seamless transition from Prospero’s sovereignty to Shakespeare’s, a 

good example for the kind of shift between ontological levels we have discussed earlier. Both of 

them rely on their servants Ariel and Caliban. Prospero’s “magische Veranstaltungen” ensure our 

being bound by fascination, but they are effected through his spirits, and in Shakespeare’s hands 

they become the guardians who keep our spirit (Geist) from re-entering our own reality to the 

extent that they, and not Prospero, appear to be the figures from which the marvelous emanates. 

Caliban, who takes center stage at the end of the passage, is an especially curious choice for the 

center of Tieck’s conception of the marvelous. In more than one way he is positioned as another 

parergon. Not only is he at the heart of the marvelous in The Tempest (“Durch diese 

Charaktere...”), but he is also positioned at its margins, guarding the border between the sphere of 

the imaginary and reality. A similar double positioning of Caliban emerges when we remember 

that Tieck’s condition for our acceptance of the marvelous monsters, magicians, and spirits was 

that they appear as “tender and friendly representations” and that their strangeness give way to a 
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familiarity. Now Tieck claims that Caliban’s presence alone is able to transport us into the sphere 

of the marvelous despite the fact that he does not appear familiar to us at all. Caliban’s 

monstrousness does not fade into familiarity since he is characterized by the ridiculous and the 

grotesque. Tieck justifies his claim by pointing out how convincingly and with how much 

probability Caliban is represented, despite being so far removed from human nature. However, 

Tieck’s argument is rather tautological here insofar as the guiding question for the essay was 

precisely how Shakespeare achieves the impression of probability for the marvelous. The 

monstrous shows itself to be the ground zero of Tieck’s conception of the marvelous. Either we 

grant aesthetic faith to the monster or we do not, but Tieck’s argument implies that such suspense 

of disbelief can ultimately neither be forced upon us by the monster itself nor by Shakespeare’s/ 

Prospero’s art. Our response to alterity must be a willing suspension of disbelief (as Coleridge 

had it), an openness to trusting an encounter with the radically other, which ultimately in Tieck’s 

essay is synonymous with an openness to aesthetic experience as such. According to Tieck, 

Caliban is the guardian who keeps our spirit bound in the sphere of the imaginary, but time and 

again in his essay we see that our faith must be the guardian of Caliban insofar as we chose to 

believe him‒that is, in his validity as a character‒despite his ridiculous and grotesque appearance. 

 

As Tieck’s essay progresses, the distribution of affects of which Shakespeare is a master becomes 

more and more connected to the question of genre. While Miranda’s reality compensates for 

Prospero’s marvelousness, Caliban’s probability is heightened by another marvelous character, 

Ariel, or rather by the contrast between them. Tieck argues that while Ariel ensures the presence 

of the marvelous in the serious scenes, Caliban secures it in the serious ones (695). We can 

discern in this division of labor a reference to comedy and tragedy. Although Shakespeare’s 

romances employ elements of both, Tieck is eager to establish Shakespeare’s drama of the 
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marvelous as a separate, self-contained genre, for which he at times uses the rather general term 

Schauspiel. Schauspiel can be emphatically distinguished, especially from tragedy: “Kein anderer 

Dichter zieht zwischen der Tragödie und dem Schauspiel eine so genaue Grenze, und von dieser 

Seite hat man nie Shakespeare’s dramatische Kunst hinlänglich geschätzt” (699). 

 According to Tieck, the reason why Shakespeare avoids the tragic in The Tempest is that 

the pathos of tragic affect would disrupt the mood of trust and aesthetic faith that pervades 

Tieck’s architecture of spheres. Not only does Shakespeare not venture into the tragic, but in a 

true poetics of Tragödienvermeidung he shields The Tempest against the intensity of tragic 

pathos
59

: 

Tragische Situationen und hohe Affekte lagen dem Stoff seines Schauspiels ziemlich 

nahe: Prospero konnte sich höchst unglücklich fühlen, Alonso konnte verzweifeln, 

seine Gefährten konnten vom Hunger und dem ganzen Gefühle ihres Elends auf einer 

wüsten Insel gemartert werden; wie lebhaft konnte der Dichter ihr Entsetzen beim 

Anblick der Geister zeichnen, ‒ aber alle diese Gelegenheiten vermeidet Shakespeare 

(...). [D]er Dichter fühlte es zu lebhaft, wie eine einzige Szene voll hohen Affekts den 

Glauben an das Wunderbare zerstören, und so die Einheit seines Schauspiels 

vernichten würde. (...) Wenn das Wunderbare und hoher Pathos auf eine solche Art 

abwechseln, so entsteht dadurch die widrigste Unterbrechung. (700-2) 

 

In order to bring closer to us what seems far removed from our experience, that which seems 

naturally close to the “Romantic situations” (693) shown in The Tempest (the tragic) must be held 

at bay. Strong affect is another element that threatens to disrupt the sphere of the imaginary, and 

because tragedy aims at the production of overpowering pathos, it must be excluded from the 

marvelous. Tieck emphasizes the sphere of the imaginary’s vulnerability to strong affect. As one 

breach of trust can destroy the bipolar intimacy between two people, one affect too strong can 
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 Cf. Wolfgang Braungart, "Die Anfänge der Moderne und die Tragödie," in Literarische 

Moderne: Begriff und Phänomen, ed. Sabina Becker and Helmuth Kiesel (Berlin, New York: De 

Gruyter, 2007), 83. 
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disrupt the dreamy world of the imaginary. Obviously, Tieck’s concept of the unity of the sphere 

of the imaginary that must be protected against tragic pathos is very different from the 

Aristotelian unities. It is not a property of the artwork itself, but rather the continuous flow of 

absorption in the audience that characterizes aesthetic experience. 

 To this end, the way Shakespeare distributes, disperses, and moderates affect mainly 

serves the production of attention. We have seen how our sympathy for Miranda keeps us 

committed to the aesthetic experience that would otherwise be in danger of being interrupted due 

to a lack of connection to reality. By the same logic humor (das Komische), which Tieck 

introduces as producing distraction, can support the experience of the marvelous. Tieck points out 

“daß es die komischen Szenen vorzüglich sind, durch welche der Dichter unsre Aufmerksamkeit 

zerstreut, und verhindert, daß wir nicht ein zu festes und prüfendes Auge auf die Wesen seiner 

Imagination heften, das sie nicht aushalten würden” (704). Elements of humor keep the 

“structural paranoia of the image” (Butler) at bay according to which depictions of suffering 

(Butler) just as depictions of allegory (Tieck) are in danger of losing their aesthetic impact 

because they elicit rational doubts about the intent behind their emergence: “After all, who put 

this image in my face, and what are they trying to make me feel, or what are they trying to do to 

me?”
60

 Comical elements achieve the distraction of attention by providing affective diversity in 

the imaginary insofar as the humorous characters add yet another element to the sublimity of 

Prospero and the loveliness of Miranda, and insofar as the extraordinary character of the 

marvelous is complemented through the element of the prosaic banality (Alltäglichkeit) of 

comedy (704-5). Like our sympathy for Miranda our laughter about the comical characters helps 

to create the right mood in the sphere of the imaginary in order to moderate the pathos of the 

marvelous and thus to enable us to respond to alterity with a trusting attitude. 
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 Butler, "Precarious Life, Vulnerability, and the Ethics of Cohabitation," 136. 
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 Tieck illustrates the poetics of distraction with a quote from the closing paragraph of 

Jacques Cazotte’s fantastic tale Le diable amoureux, a passage that in various ways speaks to the 

issues at hand: 

After having beguiled you as much as you let him [the devil], forced to reveal himself 

to you in all his deformity, acquiesces [obéit] like a slave premeditating revolt; he 

does not wish to leave you with any coherent and clear impression of himself [aucune 

idée raisonnable et distincte], so he mingles the grotesque and the dreadful; the 

childishness of his luminous snails and the ghastly vision of his horrible head; even 

lie and truth; sleep and wakening; thus your confused spirit can no longer make 

distinctions, and you may believe that the vision which has beset you is rather a 

dream occasioned by the vapours of your brain than the effect of his evil doing.
61

 

The biblical topos of the devil as the master of hybridity and confusion as appropriated by 

Cazotte serves as a metaphor for Shakespeare’s use of mundane comedic characters for the 

purpose of phantasmagoric distraction. The devil’s deception is equated with Shakespeare’s: 

“Auf eben diese Art hintergeht uns der Dichter, indem er Charaktere einführt, die seiner 

wunderbaren Welt zu widersprechen scheinen, da sie ganz aus der gewöhnlichen genommen sind 

(...)” (705). Any impression of the marvelous too coherent and clear would threaten to disrupt 

illusion and Shakespeare thus mingles genres as does Cazotte’s devil. The effect of Cazotte’s 

diabolic art is very much the same Tieck ascribes throughout the essay to Shakespeare’s art of the 

marvelous, that we may believe the vision which has beset us is rather a dream occasioned by the 

vapours of our brain than the effect of his ingenious artistic technique. 

 But the passage from Le diable amoureux resonates with The Tempest and by extension 

with Tieck’s essay in more than one way. Childish and ghastly, grotesque and dreadful, a 

deformed slave premeditating revolt: Cazotte’s description of the devil might as well be a 

description of Caliban. If for a moment we entertain this similarity,  Caliban appears not only as a 
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trans. Judith Landry (London: Dedalus, 1991), 108. 
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threat to sovereignty, but even as a diabolic maître de conférence. This extrapolation hidden in 

Tieck’s use of Cazotte seems to be supported by the next passage in Tieck’s essay: 

[D]er Dichter läßt [die komischen Charaktere] nicht ganz gewöhnlich und alltäglich 

bleiben, dies würde sie von der wunderbaren Komposition des Ganzen zu sehr 

trennen, er bringt sie durch Caliban in eine abenteuerliche Gruppe zusammen, und 

durch diesen seltsamen Charakter verknüpft der Dichter wieder auf die geschickteste 

Weise das Wunderbare und Komische seines Stücks. Caliban selbst ist nur halb 

komischer Charakter, aber er bringt Trinkulo und Stephano in den Gesichtspunkt, in 

welchem sie komisch erscheinen, er ist zugleich die Person, die uns unaufhörlich in 

die Welt voller Seltsamkeiten und Wunderwerke versetzt, die uns der Dichter nie will 

aus den Augen verlieren lassen. (705) 

 

In this passage it appears that not Prospero’s pure and sublime magic but Caliban’s hybrid alterity 

is source and structural principle of the marvelous. Not only does Caliban ensure our transport to 

an imaginary world by his mere strangeness, but more than that he puts everyone in the play in 

his “proper” place by ensuring everyone else’s aesthetic hybridity, which is the precondition for 

the art of distraction on which the coherence of the experience of the marvelous depends. In the 

whole section on the comical Prospero makes no appearance at all. 

 Of course, with the promotion of Caliban to purveyor of the marvelous we find ourselves 

confronted with the earlier problem of the ground zero of the experience of the marvelous: if 

everyone else’s believability depends on Caliban, why should we believe him? If Caliban 

vouches for everyone else, who is vouching for him? Who accounts for our response to the 

pathos of Caliban’s alterity? Because Caliban is positioned on the margins of the sphere of the 

imaginary, as its border guard and gatekeeper, the mood that governs the “inside” of that sphere 

of trust can hardly be the source of our faith. The answer to these questions, the same as we gave 

earlier, may also hidden in Cazotte’s tale: “After having beguiled you as much as you let him...” 

Just like diabolic temptation, the experience of the marvelous is a game of pathos and response. 
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We must approach the encounter with alterity with an openness and trust that cannot be 

accounted for by the mood and absorption “Shakespeare” effects on us. Indeed, it may need an 

initial confidence sans bounds for us to enter the sphere of the imaginary. Maybe this is where 

Tieck’s aesthetics coincide with an ethics of cohabitation, namely that in order to open ourselves 

to the experience of alterity it needs an initial leap of faith that cannot be provided by any 

carefully calibrated technique of psychagogy. 

 

Hemispheric Theater? The Question of Medium 

 

So far I have conducted a text-immanent analysis of the architecture of spheres that Tieck locates 

in Shakespeare’s Tempest. We have found this careful construction to be a complex interplay 

between an implicit author, the audience, and a marvelous diegetic world inhabited by a 

multiplicity of characters. I have argued that Tieck conceives of no ontological priority among 

these different spheres, instead Shakespeare’s charismatic art, Prospero’s magic, and our 

imagination all seem to exist in an ontological plane of immanence. The effect of this conception 

is twofold: on the one hand it creates an ontological insecurity about the materiality of the 

marvelous-as-medium, on the other hand it creates the impression of a symbiotic identification 

between Shakespeare’s art and the powers of our imagination. Not only the supernatural 

characters become more familiar to us in Tieck’s marvelous, but “Shakespeare” and his rich 

interior life comes very close to our imaginative faculties to the degree that the “event” of 

Shakespeare seems to become an entirely interior event and coincide with our innermost dreams 

and alterities. This impression is supported by the affinity of Tieck’s essay to the paradigm of 

Aesthetics, an affinity betrayed by the fact that ultimately Tieck conceives of the emergence and 

sustenance of the sphere of the imaginary as dependent on the interplay of our inner faculties of 
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imagination, attention, and emotion. Here is not the place, but in this line of inquiry it may be 

fruitful to compare and contrast Tieck’s conception of the marvelous with Kant’s aesthetics of the 

beautiful. 

 In Aesthetics, aesthetic experience is described as by and large independent from the 

material medium occasioning it. Similarly, the question of medium is, where not altogether 

suspended in Tieck’s, subject to irritating displacements. Nevertheless, I want to close this 

chapter with some considerations on medium by retracing a major shift Tieck seems to perform 

from drama/performance to book reading. In doing so I agree with von Mücke that Romantic 

conceptions of the fantastic are best understood in the historical context of changing reading 

practices.
62

 Peter Sloterdijk has argued that one may read the history of media as a history of 

changing spheric experiences these media provide.
63

 Tieck’s spherology, it seems to me, may be 

most akin to the experience of reading. It is important to note that the question of medium is not 

an afterthought. After all, Tieck’s essay pursues what appears to be a dramaturgical question 

more than anything, that is with the question of the credibility of the marvelous on stage. Over 

the course of the essay this stage seems to turn more and more into a theater of the mind. The 

question then remains: if we are merely talking about imaginary representations, does this not 

undermine Tieck’s whole enterprise insofar as our aesthetic faith for marvelous figures can 

hardly be distinguished from our aesthetic faith in any characters in fiction. Are they not just as 

marvelous? Are not all encounters with literary characters taking place in the hemispheric 

“vapours of our brain”? 
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Right at the beginning of section one, Tieck addresses the question of medium in quite 

clear and simple terms, in that he contrasts the prose author from the playwright with respect to 

their treatment of the marvelous: 

Dem erzählenden Dichter wird es ungleich leichter, den Leser in eine übernatürliche 

Welt zu versetzen: Schilderungen, poetische Beschreibungen stehen ihm zu Gebot, 

wodurch er die Seele zum Wunderbaren vorbereitet; man sieht die Erscheinungen erst 

durch das Auge des Dichters, und der Täuschung widersetzen sich nicht so viele 

Schwierigkeiten, da sie auch nie so lebhaft werden kann, als die Täuschung des 

Drama’s werden soll. Man glaubt dem epischen Dichter gleichsam auf sein Wort, 

wenn er nur einige Kunst anwendet, seine wunderbare Welt wahrscheinlich zu 

machen; aber im Schauspiele sieht der Zuschauer selbst; der Schleier, der ihn von den 

Begebenheiten trennt, ist niedergefallen, und er verlangt daher hier auch eine größere 

Wahrscheinlichkeit. (...) [A]ber wie soll die Schwierigkeit überwunden werden, daß 

uns die Geschöpfe, die bloß in der Phantasie existieren, nicht immer übernatürlich 

erscheinen? (689-90, my italics) 

 

The immediacy of drama is owed to the visual nature of stage performance. While narrative prose 

represents its objects mediated through the voice of the narrator, theater is characterized by 

immediate presence insofar as characters are embodied by actors on stage. In representing the 

marvelous, prose can hide behind the veil of mediation through words, in which marvelous 

objects are merely told not shown, but theater must find a way to secure probability (which is 

equated with liveliness) for the supernatural. 

 Such occupation with staging and dramaturgy falls in line not only with Tieck’s own 

career as Dramaturg at the court theater in Dresden (although that began thirty years after he 

wrote the Shakespeare essay), but also with his keen interest in the Shakespearean stage, which 

culminated in plans to reconstruct the Globe theater.
64

 Goethe, Wieland, and Herder took 

Shakespeare’s plays to be un-performable except in adaptations for the stage. With his adaptation 
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of The Tempest, the young Tieck followed their lead. However, as A.W. Schlegel recognized in 

his review, Tieck’s version is by and large faithful to Shakespeare, placing the text in a zone of 

indifference between translation and adaptation. While his changes to the Tempest may be partly 

due to the Berlin theater for which he undertook the adaptation, Tieck later expressed his wish for 

stagings that would leave the original text unchanged.
65

 This would explain why Tieck discusses 

The Tempest as if the text already contained its own dramaturgy, as if it staged its own staging, as 

continuous collation of text and performance. The conclusion Tieck drew from his infinite faith 

in Shakespeare’s theater was that instead of adapting Shakespeare for the stage, the stage had to 

be adapted to Shakespeare. 

Tieck was adamant that the stage of his time, which still resembled the baroque 

Kulissenbühne characterized by the impression of infinite depth and successive “layers” of 

scenery that were moved mechanically to create changing stage settings, was inappropriate for 

modern theater. Instead, Tieck wanted to recover the width of the Shakespeare stage as well as 

the proximity of the audience to the actors. If we consider Tieck’s comments on the 

disadvantages of the baroque stage compared to the Elizabethan stage we will see that his 

rejection of allegory might not only be understood as a rejection of “mechanical” writing, but of 

mechanical staging as well: 

Seitdem (...) wir die alte Bühne eingerissen und eine neue ganz ungeziemende 

aufgebaut haben, auf welcher uns statt Kunst Wirklichkeit und statt der poietischen 

Täuschung ein gaukelendes Hintergehen als die Aufgabe der Poesie erscheint, thun 

sich Widersprüche hervor, welche sich die alten Dramatiker nicht konnten träumen 

lassen. Muß sich unsere gaukelnde Gemäldeausstellung erst bei jeder Zwischenscene, 

welche oft unbedeutend, vorübergehend, die Aufmerksamkeit zerstreuend sein soll, 

verwandeln, so wird schon dadurch eine Wichtigkeit auf sie gelegt und eine 
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Erwartung veranlaßt, die den getäuschten Zuschauer nachher umso verdrießlicher 

stimmt.
66

 

 

The mechanical change of scenery that Tieck calls a “circus-exhibition of paintings” calls 

attention to itself and to the less important parts of the play, thus interrupting the flow of 

theatrical experience. We see that for Tieck the problem of directing the audience’s attention was 

by no means a problem restricted to staging the marvelous. In turn, this confirms our suspicion 

that when Tieck discusses the marvelous he is not only interested in a specific poetological 

problem but more than that with the problem of representation and aesthetic faith as such. 

Although the previous considerations locate Tieck’s essay firmly in the realm of staging 

and performance, he only makes rare references to stage performance at all. Instead, Tieck uses a 

variety of different generic terms for The Tempest and mentions a plethora of media when 

discussing the problem of representing the marvelous. Among the terms designating The Tempest 

are some associated with drama proper such as “Schauspiel” or “Stück” (705), but he equally 

uses “Kunstwerk” (686), “Gemälde” (688), “Zeichnung” (689), “Komposition” (697), “Illusion” 

(702), “Bild” (703) and “Darstellung” (713), most of which continue the theme of visuality but 

are borrowed from the realm of painting. When discussing the problem of representing the 

marvelous, Tieck mentions dramatic forms like opera and operetta, but also folktales (686), 

gothic tales (703), and caricatures (703). The two examples for the kind of furor aestheticus 

Shakespeare achieves in the audience’s minds are taken from works of prose, Cervantes’ novel 

Don Quixote (697) and Cazotte’s story Le diable amoureux (704). Moreover, Tieck explicitly 

says that Shakespeare’s stage art can be and has been matched in epic: “Nicht bloß der 

dramatische, sondern auch der epische Dichter kann auf die bis itzt bemerkte Art seiner 
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wunderbaren Welt einen höhern Grad von Wahrscheinlichkeit geben” (707). He goes on to say 

that Ariosto has achieved this, glossing over the fact this claim directly contradicts the earlier 

distinction made between narrative genre and drama. 

 Whenever Tieck refers to stagecraft, it becomes clear that the aforementioned distinction 

did not quite hold up in the first place. It is never quite clear whether these are literal references 

to stage performance or whether he uses them as metaphors. “Im Schauspiele sieht der Zuschauer 

selbst” seems clear enough. But when Tieck just a sentence earlier says about narrative “man 

sieht die Erscheinungen erst durch das Auge des Dichters,” it is clearly metaphor he is after. 

Therefore, if in the second example visuality is metaphor, how can we be certain that in the first 

example it is not? The same instability is at work when Tieck uses expressions like “der Vorhang 

fällt” (697), which may reference an actual theater curtain but may just be used metaphorically as 

when Tieck speaks about a curtain that may fall between the audience and the soul of a character 

(720). When Tieck says “[e]s läßt sich (...) kein interessantes Schauspiel denken, in welchem der 

Zuschauer bloß durch Dekorationen, Erscheinungen und Wunderwerke befriedigt würde,” he 

only momentarily seems to talk about actual stagecraft, that is material decoration or trompe 

d’œuils achieved by technical means. As the passage continues, we realize that he is referring to 

semiotic elements of the play rather than staged performance. Tieck may be cognizant of the fact 

that Shakespeare was involved in the performance of his plays either as actor or director 

(although he does not make any reference to this fact), but this obviously makes no difference to 

our engagement with Shakespeare’s work when it comes to the credibility of the marvelous. 

 More than once the reader is left with the impression that Tieck is not thinking of the 

stage at all, but that he imagines the impact of the marvelous on readers much more than on a 

theater audience. “Wenn man so eben von der Lesung des Macbeth oder Othello zurückkommt, 

so wird man versucht, den Sturm und Sommernachtstraum sehr tief unter diese großen 
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Zeichnungen zu setzen.” (689) The term “Lesung” may refer to dramatic readings not uncommon 

to European salon culture around 1800. To be sure, neither Macbeth nor Othello belong to the 

distinct class of “Schauspiele” marked by the experience of the marvelous. But why compare 

apples and oranges, the staging of The Tempest with the reading of Macbeth? If anything, The 

Tempest is more of a closet drama than Othello. Or did Tieck have reading scenes in mind all 

along? But if so, where would the marvelous then appear? In the collective imagination of a 

group of people attending a dramatic reading? Or may Tieck even be thinking of a lone and 

private reader withdrawn from the world, who enters, with his or her eyes glued to the page, the 

space of his or her own fantasy? 

 Both would have strong implications for Tieck’s argument. If reading tragedy could 

produce an effect of “transportation” into another world from which we “return” only after we 

have reached the Finis, then another of Tieck’s distinctions would fall, namely the one most 

emphatically made between “Schauspiel” and “Tragödie.” This would indicate once more that 

marvelous experience is not tied to the experience of marvelous objects per se, but rather 

embodies the experience of fictional representation as such. 

 If that is so, it may not be by coincidence that a reading scene is featured in the 

supplementary section on the marvelous in tragedy. According to Tieck, although Shakespearean 

tragedy features marvelous objects, it does not provide marvelous experience. Tieck claims that 

Shakespeare uses marvelous objects strictly as an amplifying tool for the terror that characterizes 

tragic affect: “die wunderbare [Welt] dient ihm nur dazu, das Furchtbare zu verstärken, uns noch 

tiefer zu erschüttern” (709-10). Here, the audience is not familiarized with the marvelous. 

Instead, it remains truly uncanny: “In dem Dunkeln und Rätselhaften dieser wunderbaren Welt 

liegt das Erschreckende; ‒ daß wir so unendlich weit von ihr entfernt stehen, und mehr ahnden, 
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als wir wirklich wahrnehmen, dies ist es, was unsern Schauder erregt, und uns so stark 

erschüttert” (710). 

 Tieck insists that in tragedy, Shakespeare always takes care to provide a natural 

explanation for the supernatural and along these lines discusses several examples (716-21). One 

of them features a reading scene from Julius Caesar that Tieck places prominently close to the 

end of his essay: 

In der nächtlichen Stille setzt [Brutus] sich zum Lesen nieder,‒ eine Gestalt tritt ein, 

Brutus erschrickt,‒ der Geist verschwindet in eben dem Augenblicke, da Brutus 

wieder kalt geworden ist. Hier ist die Erscheinung fast nur eine sichtbar dargestellte 

böse Ahndung; der Held ist schwach und abergläubisch, indem er sich dieser 

Ahndung überläßt, sie verschwindet, indem er seine Kräfte wieder sammelt. (720) 

 

While reading, the supernatural emerges from Brutus‘ imagination. Such appearance is owed to a 

moment in which the hero allows himself to be weak, vulnerable, and impressionable, so much so 

that the specter (Geist) momentarily takes on bodily presence (Gestalt). According to Tieck, the 

affect produced by the uncanny disrupts the illusion of the supernatural. However, the Brutus 

episode reveals such disruption to be ambiguous as precisely in taking a product of the 

imagination to be real fantasy achieves its highest possible perfection. Indeed, the specter does 

not vanish through the terror and thus the shock it causes, but only once Brutus “has gotten cold 

again,” that is when reason has regained sovereignty over the vulnerable state of fantasy. 

According to this logic, it is not terror that disrupts the supernatural but the distancing mechanism 

of reason (as Tieck himself argues in his discussion of allegory). 

 If the distinction between Schauspiel and Tragödie is less clear than Tieck makes it out to 

be, and if his conception of the marvelous-as-medium is concerned with successful aesthetic 

experiences in general rather than with respect to the marvelous only, one may read Brutus’ 
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reading scene as transcending the problem of the marvelous in tragedy and pointing to reading 

rather than performance as the medium of the marvelous. Then Shakespeare’s Tempest may 

provide a similarly emphatic experience of the imaginary as the Romantic fantastic tale: 

The model of a hallucinatory, absorptive, and identificatory reading has become the 

standard for the reception of fiction, as a way of accessing and consuming ersatz 

sensuality and reality. Later fantastic tales explore this media climate more self-

consciously, developing the earlier exploration in the fantastic tale of the issue of 

animation and the strange life-giving powers of the artist – the artist as seducer and 

technician of the imaginary.
67

 

 

This leaves us ever more uncertain about the ontological status of Shakespeare’s marvelous 

figures as they appear in Tieck’s essay. In the marvelous-as-medium Caliban is no less a figure of 

the imagination than is Miranda or Ferdinand, all “Geschöpfe, die bloß in der Phantasie 

existieren” (690). If the “media climate” of absorptive reading is the ultimate sphere of 

enchantment, comprising us readers, the text, and the figures of our imagination, then Tieck’s 

question of how Shakespeare secures our aesthetic faith for the supernatural must be rephrased as 

the question how texts can secure aesthetic faith at all. Tieck’s “Shakespeare” is more than an 

author name a chiffre for the faculty of imagination as a whole, and The Tempest a fascinating 

dance of marvelous figures performing the conditions of the possibility of their own emergence. 

If we want to imagine the media conditions of the emergence of the sphere of the imaginary we 

may thus best imagine Prospero hunched over his books in total spheric absorption, only that his 

confidence sans bounds is now directed not towards his brother, but towards the magic chiffres 

on the pages of his books. 

I have argued that Tieck’s conception of the marvelous in Shakespeare is best understood 

as a poetics of spheres setting up three encounters across ontological boundaries: between 
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“Shakespeare” and the audience, between the audience and the diegetic characters, and between 

the diegetic characters and Prospero (who in turn is a chiffre for Shakespeare). Each encounter 

can be understood as an encounter with alterity, but Tieck insists that the overpowering pathos of 

the encounter with the marvelous must be moderated by the response of reconciliation, trust, and 

aesthetic faith respectively. Tieck’s marvelous can thus be called an aesthetics of trust. Such 

spheric art of the marvelous is characterized by a feeling of embeddedness and absorption. 

However, although the aesthetics of trust aims at familiarizing alterity, is does not altogether 

assimilate the other but keeps the audience in a state of almost-shock that ensures a continued 

experience of the marvelous that does neither succumb to indifference nor to terror. Altogether, 

familiarization of the marvelous goes along with a loosening of stable ontologies and 

subjectivities, which characterizes the fantastic. In terms of literary history I located Tieck’s 

aesthetics of trust between an expansive openness to alterity in Enlightenment cosmopolitanism 

and the discovery of interior pathological alterity in Romanticism. With regard to the history of 

media I have argued that the aesthetic experience Tieck describes may best be understood as 

arising from private absorptive reading. The shift from performance to reading not only 

highlights the “fantastic” nature of all representations, and not only of instances of the 

supernatural, but arguably highlights importance of the reader’s willing suspension of disbelief 

for emphatic imaginary experiences over the power of theatrical psychagogy. 
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Postscriptum. The Screech Act: Baudelaire’s Une mort héroique as Literary Response to 

Tieck’s Marvelous Aesthetics 

 

Ludwig Tieck’s fantastic tales can be understood as paving the way for a modern aesthetic of 

shock that came to full fruition in the artistic aestheticism of the second half of the nineteenth 

century.
68

 As we have seen, Tieck’s conception of the marvelous represents an aesthetics of the 

avoidance of shock. However, insofar as the marvelous medium is characterized by the tension of 

almost-shock and vulnerability, it already contains the seed for an aesthetics of shock. The 

historical trajectory one might draw from Tieck’s occupation with Shakespeare, the darker and 

more gothic phase of German Romanticism as represented for example by E.T.A. Hoffmann’s 

work, and let’s say, Baudelaire’s aestheticist “nervous” poetry of shock and boredom, is thus 

characterized by both continuities and ruptures. One may equally find affinities between Tieck’s 

representation of the pathology of aesthetic hypersensitivity in fantastic tales such as Love Charm 

and Baudelaire’s oeuvre.
69

 

 In the spirit of this literary-historical trajectory I will offer a short reading of Charles 

Baudelaire’s prose poem Une mort héroique, a text that echoes many of the motifs I have 

discussed in Tieck’s essay: the marvelous as a sphere of trust threatened by shock and disruption, 

the question of artistic sovereignty versus aesthetic faith, differences and similarities of a poetics 

of the marvelous with the tragic, and differences and similarities in the phantasmagoric power of 

performance and text, to name a few. Leaving the question of direct influence aside, I will show 

how Baudelaire’s poem can be read as a response to Tieck’s conception of the marvelous. 
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 Une mort héroique tells the story of Fancioulle, a comedic actor at an unnamed court. 

Fancioulle is the monarch’s favorite actor and friend, but out of yearning for serious subject 

matters more than out of political conviction the buffoon takes part in a bourgeois conspiracy to 

overthrow the regent.
70

 After the conspiracy is denounced, all conspirators including Fancioulle 

are convicted to death. Out of an insatiable appetite for art and an unfulfilled desire for grand 

theater, the monarch seemingly gives the convicted a chance to redeem themselves by performing 

a grand spectacle with his friend in the lead. Fancioulle, who excels most as an actor in 

marvelous drames féeriques, enters the stage with such ease and grace that he embodies to the 

audience of the court theater the idea of tenderness and pardon. For a moment it seems as if the 

performance of marvelous grace were able to restore trust betrayed between director-ruler and 

actor-subject. 

 However, as Fancioulle’s performance intensifies and reality and illusion collide, it takes 

hold of the audience with overpowering intensity. Baudelaire’s description of the performance 

now shifts from the marvelous object of the drame féerique to the marvelous medium of powerful 

performance which is heightened to a state of madness. Strikingly, this shift features prominently 

the motif of the spheric: 

Fancioulle fut, ce soir-là, une parfaite idéalisation, qu’il était impossible de ne pas 

supposer vivante, possible, réelle. Ce bouffon allait, venait, riait, pleurait, se 

convulsait, avec une indesctructible auréole autour de la tête, auréole invisible pour 

tous, mais visible pour moi, et où se mêlaient, dans un étrange amalgame, les rayons 

de l’Art et la gloire du Martyre. Fancioulle introduisait, par je ne sais quelle grâce 

spéciale, le divin et le surnaturel, jusque dans les plus extravagantes bouffonieries. 

(...) Fancioulle me prouvait, d’une manière péremptoire, irréfutable, que l’ivresse de 

l’Art est plus apte que toute autre à voiler les terreurs du gouffre; que le génie peut 
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jouer la comédie au bord de la tombe avec une joie qui l’empêche de voir la tombe, 

perdu, comme il est, dans un paradis excluant toute idée de tombe et de destruction.
71

 

 

Baudelaire’s marvelous performance is, much more than Tieck’s, described in terms of a 

religious experience. The spheric qualities of this experience emerge in two ways: the charismatic 

and fascinating aura Fancioulle brings to the stage materializes for the narrator as the corona of 

an artistic saint; what is more, the ingenious performance, given, like Garrick’s, on the edge of 

the grave, re-embeds modern man, temporarily, in one of the paradigmatic spheric spaces, 

paradise. 

 But like paradise, the performance of the supernatural turned supernatural performance is 

characterized by vulnerability and already carries the seeds of its own destruction: “Daß 

unversehrte Sphären ihre Zerstörung in sich tragen: auch dies lehrt die jüdische Paradies-

Erzählung mit strenger Konsequenz. An der Perfektion der ersten pneumatischen Blase bleibt 

nichts auszusetzen, bis eine Sphärenstörung die Ur-Katastrophe herbeiführt.”
72

 The disruption of 

the marvelous sphere is eventually effected by the monarch, but Fancioulle’s performance carries 

the seed of its own destruction insofar as, in its perfection and overpowering might, it threatens 

the sovereignty of the monarch. In his narrator’s speculations, Baudelaire directly pits artistic and 

political sovereignty against each other: “Se sentait-il [the monarch] vaincu dans son pouvoir de 

despote? humilié dans son art de terrifier les coeurs et d’engourdir les esprits?”
73

 The threat to 

sovereignty comes at the point when the marvelous performance becomes so overpowering and 

so real that it creates strong affects in the audience, an intensity that is even still felt at the 
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moment the narrator records the story: “Ma plume tremble, et des larmes d’une émotion toujours 

présente me montent aux yeux pendant que je cherche à vous décrire cette inoubliable soirée.”
74

 

We may say that Fancioulle violates Tieck’s advice that the marvelous must be held in a delicate 

balance between attention and distraction, affect and indifference, distance and proximity in order 

to sustain itself. By causing great affect, Fancioulle moves beyond the marvelous and thus 

beyond grace both aesthetically and politically. 

 Yet the ultimate disruption of Fancioulle’s performance occurs when, during his exploit, 

the monarch calls a page and gives him a whispering order. A few minutes later, in one of 

Fancioulle’s finest moments, the page’s sharp whistle cuts through the auratic performance. 

Fancioulle, struck by the piercing noise, dies on stage: “Fancioulle, secoué, réveillé dans son 

rêve, ferma d’abord les yeux, puis les rouvrit presque aussitôt, démésurement agrandis, ouvrit 

ensuite la bouche comme pour respirer convulsivement, chancela un peu en avant, un peu en 

arrière, et puis tomba roide mort sur les planches.”
75

 The same night, the other conspirators are 

put to death, and the prose poem ends with the discovery that although many more actors graced 

the court theater with their performances, none of them ever reached Fancouille’s “merveilleux 

talents.”
76

 

 In this scene of disruption the vulnerability of trust and the vulnerability of aesthetic 

fascination coincide. As the monarch has Fancioulle’s marvelous performance disrupted, he 

declares trust and grace to be forfeited. It seems appropriate that this declaration effects 

physically what it represents symbolically: the carrying out of Fancioulle’s death sentence. 

However, not only the possibility of trust is disrupted with this death on stage, but also the 
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reader’s aesthetic faith. Did Fancioulle really die on stage? The narrator himself casts doubt on 

his own narrative: “Le sifflet, rapide comme un glaive, avait-il réellement frustré le bourreau? Le 

Prince avait-il lui-même deviné tout l’homicide efficacité de sa ruse? Il est permis d’en 

douter?”
77

 All of a sudden, we find ourselves dazzled by poetic ambiguities. And although the 

narrator suggests his own unreliability it is not even sure from his suggestion what precisely we 

should doubt ‒ the fact that Fancioulle died or whether the monarch had anticipated the 

effectiveness of his plan? 

 But the most intriguing reading of Fancioulle’s death is one that pits not political and 

artistic sovereignty against each other but makes them part of the same art of deception. What if 

the entire scene, Fancioulle’s performance as well as his death on stage, is just a way for the 

sovereign to pardon his favorite actor while saving face? Maybe the entire event is staged by 

Fancioulle and the monarch and the actor’s death just a pretense that allows Fancioulle to live 

and leave the kingdom while the monarch retains his sovereign authority vis-à-vis the people, 

thus deterring future attempts at revolution. This would not only satisfy the monarch’s desire for 

grand spectacle but would also put his acting skills on par with Fancioulle’s. Was the affect the 

narrator observed in the monarch’s face during Fancioulle’s performance nothing but playacting? 

“[S]ur [le visage du Prince] une pâleur nouvelle s’ajoutait sans cesse à sa pâleur habituelle, 

comme la neige s’ajout à la neige. Ses lèvres se resseraient de plus en plus, et ses yeux 

s’éclairairent d’un feu intèrieur semblable à celui de la jalousie et de la rancune, même pendant 

qu’il applaudissait ostensiblement les talents de son vieil ami.”
78

 Baudelaire’s narrative exploits 

the surplus of self-referentiality and ambiguity that written texts offer compared to theatrical 

performance. Our aesthetic faith is thrown into a merry-go-round of possibilities that can only be 
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stopped if we decide to read the poem a certain way. However, Baudelaire’s art seems to offer an 

altogether different aesthetic pleasure than the art of the marvelous that Tieck describes, an 

intellectual joy of exploring the range of ambiguities which force us to account for our own 

aesthetic faith rather than a fascinated state of absorption. What is more, as Tieck in his fantastic 

tales, shock is here not a threat to aesthetic experience that has to be warded off, but can become 

itself part of modern aesthetic forms. 
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Chapter 4: 

“Niemals mehr im endlosen Vertrauen ausruhen:” Nietzsche’s Trust 

 

Trust, Power, and the Logic of the Gift 

In the first section of Genealogie der Moral, Nietzsche casts a suspicion on the origins of our 

moral vocabulary. According to this suspicion, we unconsciously lie when we use words like 

“good,” “bad,” and “evil.” We do so, because we use them without historical consciousness. 

What we really say when we say “good” and “evil,” so the hypothesis, remains hidden from us 

(and from experts, like philosophers and psychologists in particular), and must be exposed by 

means of the genealogical method. Genealogy is the rediscovery of a forgotten yet still powerful 

language. 

 The charge is disquieting for the moderns: the vocabulary of freedom, for example, of 

liberalism, equality, and justice: what do we really say, when we use these terms? Do we even 

have the right language for our political endeavors? Or is this language hiding something from 

us, something that is not necessarily irrelevant to our political realities? Last but not least, what 

will we find if we ask the genealogical question par excellence: Who invented this vocabulary? In 

what circumstances? With which intentions? Nietzsche’s main intuition is that our moral and 

political vocabulary (even before it was “moral” or “political”) at all times emanates from the 

center of power (which is not necessarily the same as claiming that it always serves the interest of 

power). Naming is the prerogative of the master.
1
 The first aim in this chapter is to cast a similar 
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suspicion on a term that has recently become a key term in the theory of democracy: trust. The 

second aim is to evaluate what Nietzsche himself had to say about the matter. However, it would 

be misleading to separate these two endeavors all too strictly as Nietzsche’s self-description of 

his gay science is too intimately intertwined with the problems of trust and suspicion: “Du wirst 

niemals mehr im endlosen Vertrauen ausruhen…”
2
 Writing about trust in Nietzsche means to 

think with him as much as it means to think about―and against!― him. 

In the last twenty-five years or so, “trust” has gained currency as a key term for the 

description of the functioning of liberal democracies, especially among sociologists, political 

theorists, and economists.
3
 Even where trust is not explicitly identified with liberal democracy it 

is fashioned as a key term of modernity.
4
 The flood of publications indicates that trust is a 

contested concept. Not surprisingly, there is no consensus among the authors on either the 

definition or the evaluation of their object at hand. For some it is an emotion, for some a strategy 

of decision-making, a means of cooperation, for many a necessary pedigree for social order, for 

some it is all of the above. There are four hypotheses, however, with which all of these 
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Barbara A. Misztal, Trust in Modern Societies: The Search for the Bases of Social Order  

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996); Jan Philipp Reemtsma,                                    

eine besondere Konstellation der Moderne  (Hamburg: Hamburger Edition, 2008); Charles Tilly, 

Trust and Rule  (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2005); Mark E. Warren, ed. Democracy and Trust 

(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999). 

4
 Especially Luhmann and Giddens develop their conceptions of trust within their theories of 

modernity. 
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conceptualizations seem to agree; first, that complex, open societies rely by necessity on a certain 

degree of trust among social actors; secondly, that modern societies have, in comparison to 

earlier forms of social structure, an increased functional need for trust; third, that trusting is a 

form of empowerment, the granting of discretionary power over a certain good. Such 

empowerment is usually described as a form of risk taking. And fourth, that trust plays a role in 

what Tocqueville called the art of association, that is in the way societies and communities 

establish the kind of social networks that we understand to be a part of what we call “civil 

society.” 

 Philosophically speaking, these conceptualizations imply the idea of subjects as social 

agents that are more or less free―free to “invest” their trust here and there, free to make a 

decision to take a risk. Materially, they imply social agents that actually have something to lose. I 

can only grant power over a good if it is in my possession. None of these two assumptions are 

acknowledged in the literature to a satisfying degree (this however, will not be my focus here, 

although Nietzsche would have something to say to this, especially to the first assumption). What 

is more, the authors pay a price for identifying trust so strongly with modernity, namely that their 

theories tend to be blind for the genealogy of the term, and with it for the historical and social 

implications this genealogy carries with it, thus confirming, in this case, Nietzsche’s taunting 

remark about the “hemmende[n] Einfluss, den das demokratische Vorurtheil innerhalb der 

modernen Welt in Hinsicht auf alle Fragen der Herkunft ausübt.” (GM, 276) The many re-

inscriptions and metamorphoses of the term trust are largely lost on the sociological, political, 

and economic imagination. 

 The latter develops largely along the lines of an Anglo-Saxon tradition of social 

philosophy in which trust is mostly conceptualized as a positive civic virtue. “Trust” has its firm 
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place within the liberal social imagination. Where the latter has not or only dismissively been 

received, trust is usually seen in a much more negative light. The latter is certainly true for much 

of the German reception of the term. Even a theorist as liberal in his basic convictions as 

Helmuth Plessner discussed trust in a negative light, identifying it as an anti-liberal affect 

belonging to “Gemeinschaft” rather than “Gesellschaft.”
5
 Nietzsche, who was always blatantly 

outspoken in his rejection of Liberalism, is certainly no exception to the rule. However, there 

have been attempts to appropriate more liberal conceptions of trust. Niklas Luhmann made an 

early attempt to describe trust as a necessary ingredient of pluralistic societies (although he 

eagerly attempts to keep normative evaluations out of his functional approach), Oskar Negt and 

Alexander Kluge describe trust in Marxist terms as “Arbeitsvermögen” in collective processes, 

and Jan-Phillip Reemtsma locates trust as a counter-term to violence within the changing 

attitudes towards violence, and particularly the state’s Gewaltmonopol since the seventeenth 

century.
6
 Despite these conceptual translations the state of theories of trust remains asymmetrical 

between the “Anglo-Saxon” and the “continental” world. For our purposes here this asymmetry 

provides a rather exciting prospect, because we can find resources in German intellectual history 

to establish a critique of “trust,” and equally we can find resources in the Anglo-Saxon tradition 

to sharpen our historical sensibility for the anti-liberal tendencies that have pervaded so much of 

the nineteenth and twentieth German social and political theory. 

                                                           
5
 Cf. Helmuth Plessner: Grenzen der Gemeinschaft. Eine Kritik des sozialen Radikalismus. 

Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 2002, Helmuth Plessner, Grenzen der Gemeinschaft: Eine Kritik 

des sozialen Realismus  (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2002), 58. 

6
 Cf. Luhmann, Vertrauen: Ein Mechanismus der Reduktion sozialer Komplexität; Oskar Negt 

and Alexander Kluge, Geschichte und Eigensinn: Entstehung der industriellen Disziplin aus 

Trennung und Enteignung, 3 vols., vol. 1 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1993), 109-11. 
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As Dorothea Weltecke points out, the concept of trust has underdone many semantic 

shifts: "Für die Entstehung des Neuworts ›Vertrauen‹ sind (…) verschiedene Prozesse der 

semantischen Verschiebung verantwortlich. Vor allem ihre Prägung durch verbindliche 

Verpflichtung und sanktionierte Treue unterscheidet die ältere Semantik von der modernen. Sind 

es doch gerade die Freiwilligkeit und die Unbestimmbarkeit, die Vertrauen heute ausmachen."
7
 In 

a passage from Martin Luther's tractate Von weltlicher Obrigkeit, wieweit man ihr Gehorsam 

schuldig sei from 1523, we can observe how trust had long not been associated with equity or 

freedom, but was rather an element of social relations marked by asymmetrical power structures. 

What is more, we can discern a strong suspicion in Luther towards the unreliability of trust. 

Luther wrote this tractate as a response to the question of prince Johan I. of Saxony whether 

worldly rule was justified by the Christian faith. The passage will allow us, together with a 

passage from John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government, to situate the question of trust in 

Nietzsche historically, and provide us with many of the motifs we will come across in Nietzsche. 

Specifically, Luther makes a distinction between two kinds of trust that will become a leitmotiv 

in what follows. The passage is taken from the third part of the tractate in which Luther gives 

direct advice on the art of governing: 

Und hüte dich nur vor denen am meisten, die sagen: "Ei gnädiger Herr, vertraut mir 

denn Euer Gnaden nicht mehr als nur so viel? Wer will Euer Gnaden dienen usw.?" 

Denn ein solcher ist gewiss nicht lauter; er will Herr im Lande sein und dich zum 

untätigen Maulaffen machen. Denn wenn er ein rechtschaffener Christ und redlich 

wäre, würde er es sehr gern haben, dass du ihm in nichts vertraust, und würde dich 

darum loben und lieben, dass du ihm so genau auf die Finger siehst. (…) Und wenn 

er deswegen murrt, so sprich: Mein Lieber, ich tue dir kein Unrecht; Gott will nicht, 

dass ich mir selber und irgendeinem Menschen vertraue. Zürne mit ihm selber 

darüber, dass er das haben will oder dass er dich nicht zu mehr als zu einem 

Menschen geschaffen hat. Freilich, auch wenn du ein Engel wärest, wollte ich dir 

                                                           
7
 Dorothea Weltecke, "Gab es ‘Vertrauen’ im Mittelalter? Methodische Überlegungen," in 

Vertrauen: Historische Annäherungen, ed. Ute Frevert (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 

2003), 75-76. 
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auch dann noch nicht so völlig vertrauen, nachdem doch auch Luzifer nicht zu trauen 

gewesen ist; denn trauen soll man Gott allein. (…) 

Sagst du dann: “Wenn man niemand vertrauen soll, wie will man Land und Leute 

regieren? Antwort: Anbefehlen und Wagen sollst du, vertrauen und dich darauf 

verlassen sollst du nicht, außer allein auf Gott. Du musst freilich die Ämter jemand 

anbefehlen und es mit ihm wagen, aber du darfst ihm nicht weiter vertrauen als 

einem, der versagen kann, so dass du weiter zusehen musst und nicht schlafen darfst. 

Es ist wie bei einem Fuhrmann: der vertraut seinen Rossen und Wagen, die er lenkt; 

aber er lässt sie nicht allein fahren, sondern hält Zügel und Geisel in der Hand und 

schläft nicht. Und beherzige die alten Sprichwörter (...): “Des Herrn Auge macht das 

Pferd fett”, ferner “Des Herrn Fußstapfen düngen den Acker gut”; d.h. wenn der Herr 

nicht selber nachsieht und sich auf Ratgeber und Knechte verlässt, dann geht es 

niemals recht.
8
 

 

In this short hypothetical dialogue, the ruler rejects the initiation of a relationship of trust on two 

grounds: one profane and one theological. By offering his trust the subject attempts to undermine 

the domination of the ruler, or so it is interpreted, and rejecting the offer of trust is thus a 

provision of raison d’état. Instead of a relationship of trust Luther advises a regime of strict 

supervision, a worldly regime of discipline that is erected on the ground of a theological doctrine: 

the Supreme Being alone commands all trust. In fact, trust is excluded from worldly matters 

altogether. One must not even trust oneself, let alone others. 

 This rather strict theological dogma is met with a practical demur: When it comes to 

governing one’s subjects, can one really do without trusting? The answer is slightly paradoxical: 

Government cannot be exercised without taking risks (“Wagen”), because it necessarily involves 

subjects and ministers and because man is fallen and therefore unreliable. Fortunately, the risk 

inherent to trust can be compensated by means of a permanent, insomniac regime of supervision, 

                                                           
8
 Martin Luther, "Von weltlicher Obrigkeit, wie weit man ihr Gehorsam schuldig sei," in 

Schriften 1520-24, ed. Otto Clemen, Luthers Werke: Studienausgabe (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1967), 
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the latter being crucial to successful government, because “wenn der Herr nicht  selber nachsieht, 

(…) dann geht es niemals recht.” The absolute self-abandonment of the Christian in his 

relationship to God is contrasted with the total regime of supervision exerted by the ruler over the 

subject in the realm of the profane. 

 Luther apodictically excludes trust from the political realm. On the contrary, power must 

be defended against the pretense of trust, which is always under the suspicion of being false and 

wicked. The little room that Luther carves out for trust within the technique of government hardly 

resembles what we have come to identify as trust. We think of paranoid supervision as 

detrimental to trust; we would not speak of trust where it would not be, to a certain extent, 

synonymous to “relying on someone.” That, after all, is wherein we see its element of risk. But 

although Luther makes the connection of trust and risk, risk remains largely alien to trust, both in 

spiritual and in profane matters. This is one of the recurring Lutheran motifs we will encounter in 

Nietzsche. 

 While Luther recommends a regime of supervision in worldly government, he carves out 

space of freedom, even a right to passive resistance in                O   gk   … Although 

worldly government is justified by the will of God, Luther insists that the worldly ruler must only 

govern the bodies of his subjects, not their souls. Because absolute trust is only owed in the 

sacred realm, the good, Christian subject has no absolute duty of loyalty towards the lord. If the 

latter attempts to force a certain belief on his subjects the latter need not obey.
9
 In this sense, 

Luther’s notion of trust is part of the “first critical movement of the art of not being governed” 

                                                           
9
 Cf. Ulrich K. Preuß, "Martin Luther, Von weltlicher Obrigkeit (1523)," in Geschichte des 
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175 

 

that is, according to Foucault, the Reformation.
10

 In fact, Luther’s two regimes anticipate the 

paradigm shift in the art of government that takes place towards the end of the seventeenth 

century when the focus shifts from the conduct of the person governing to the conduct of the 

persons governed.
11

 

 Luther’s tractate speaks of a suspicious power that clings to its weapons, carefully holding 

on to its absolute prerogative to govern land and subjects. It is not until the 17
th

 century that an 

altogether different form of power is invented, one that is in fact―unthinkable in the 16
th

 

century―established by being given away. The name for this form of power as gift is “trust.” In 

John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government (1689), we read the following passage: 

Though in a constituted commonwealth, standing upon its own basis, and acting 

according to its own nature, that is, acting for the preservation of the community, 

there can be but one supreme power, which is the legislative, to which all the rest are 

and must be subordinate; yet the legislative being only a fiduciary power to act for 

certain ends, there remains still in the people a supreme power to remove or alter the 

legislative, when they find the legislative act contrary to the trust reposed in them. 

For all power given with trust for the attaining of an end, being limited by that end; 

whenever that end is manifestly neglected or opposed, the trust must necessarily be 

forfeited, and the power devolve into the hands of those that gave it, who may place it 

anew where they shall think best for their safety and security. And thus the 

community perpetually retains a supreme power of saving themselves from the 

attempts and designs of any body, even of their legislators, whenever they shall be so 

foolish, or so wicked, as to lay and carry on designs against the liberties and 

properties of the subject.
12
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 Michel Foucault, "What is Critique?," in The Politics of Truth, ed. Sylvère Lotringer 

(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2007), 52. 

11
 Cf. Niklas Rose, "Governmentality," Annual Revue of Law and Social Science 2(2006): 84. 
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 John Locke, Second Treatise of Government  (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1980), 77. 
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We are now in the realm of natural law and the division of powers. The supreme power, 

identified as the legislative branch of government, becomes supreme only by being invested with 

power, and it is established for and limited by a specific purpose, namely to act on behalf of the 

investor. It is thus fiduciary power. Ultimately, power resides in the natural rights of the citizens 

of the commonwealth to liberty, safety, and property; however, the abstract nature of such power 

becomes politically effective only by being handed over, it manifests itself (quite literally) by 

being “given with trust”―a gift that must be returned with interest (the interest being the 

fulfillment of the purpose attached to it) and if neglected must “devolve into the hands of those 

that gave it.” 

 In economic terms, Luther’s conception of power bespeaks a mercantilist imagination: 

power is a finite resource and the ruler must watch carefully that none of it is taken away from 

him; entrusting any of it onto other people carries with it the danger of losing it. Locke’s 

teachings betray the dawn of an altogether different economy of power: in this economy it is 

possible to “give” and yet to “retain.” That is, although power may be abused, neglected, and 

opposed, as a resource it is not being lost. It merely devolves into the hands of those who gave it. 

Power, here, is an “inalienable possession,” something one could not give away, even if one 

wanted to.
13

 This implies a distinction being made between factual and symbolic power: while 

factual power is given to the trustee, symbolic power remains with the trustor. At the same time, 

this symbolical power establishes a hold over the trustee in restricting factual power to serve a 

defined end. By giving the gift of trust the trustee is in fact put in debt. There are duties to be 
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 Cf. Annette B. Weiner, Inalienable Possessions: The Paradox of Keeping-While Giving  (Los 

Angeles: University of California Press, 1992). 
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discharged.
14

 In the case that factual power is used against this symbolical bind, it loses its 

legitimacy and ceases. In the case of tyranny and usurpation, the hold of the symbolic over the 

real must be defended by revolution, and much of Locke’s tractate is devoted to stake out the 

precise conditions and legitimations for this right to resistance. 

 Locke’s use of trust vacillates between the general use of trust (“all power given with 

trust”) and its more narrow use as a legal metaphor (“the trust must necessarily be forfeited”). 

The former uses the word in the sense of an act of confidence, the latter uses it in analogy to the 

private laws of trusts that had been developing since the 12th century at the Court of Chancery 

within the legal set of principles known as “equity.” Both uses were applied frequently in the 17
th

 

century to describe political trusteeship. The legal concept of trust describes a relationship 

whereby property is managed by one person for the benefit of another. The concept emerged 

when Crusaders of the twelfth and thirteenth century who had conferred the care of their estates 

to friends in many cases were denied their property upon return. Faced with the Crusader’s 

implorations for equity at the Court of Chancery, the latter developed the legal concept of trust. 

What had previously been a matter of conscience and honesty ― the use of the entrusted property 

in the spirit of the use defined by the trustor ― was now molded into legal form. Trusts delineate 

the trustee’s responsibilities with regards to the goods bestowed upon him. 

 Scholars are in disagreement about the extent to which Locke has the legal trusts in mind 

when he uses the word in his conception of legislative power. However, it is clear that where he 

refers to the trust he uses the term only metaphorically. To this day, constituents have no legal 

means to enforce a legal claim against a representative who betrayed their trust. Why the legal 
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 Cf. J. W. Gough, "Political Trusteeship," in John Locke's Political Philosophy (Oxford: 
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metaphor was attractive to Locke is obvious: it allows, in analogy to the legal trust, to tame 

political power by defining ends for its use. But political trusteeship in fact restores the older, 

more general meaning of trust, that is of trust that puts a moral rather then a legal responsibility 

on the trustee to act bona fide. The attentive reader will have noticed by now that political 

trusteeship follows not the legal form of trusts, but rather the “logic  of the gift,” in that the act of 

giving creates a symbolic or moral bind over the receiver. 

 It would be quite misleading, however, to think of the metaphorical use of the legal trust 

as “weaker” in its effects than a hypothetical political philosophy that would in fact apply the 

legal trust to political trusteeship. The latter would establish a legal liability for legislative power 

to the constituents. As enticing as this sounds it implies that the power to decide on whether the 

trust was discharged or not would in fact be conveyed to the judiciary. The metaphor of political 

trusteeship, however, explicitly allows to leave this power of judgment with the people and thus 

in fact legitimizes the most extreme act of political power, namely to overturn the legislative 

altogether in revolution if it conspires to endanger liberty and property. It is the metaphorical 

character of trust in the treatise that places trust beyond the law with the consequence that even 

the law itself cannot keep the people from enforcing the discharge of their trust. 

Nietzsche saw very clearly the connection of trust to the logic of the gift, and he flat-out 

rejects it: 

Gegen die Vertraulichen. — Leute, welche uns ihr volles Vertrauen schenken, 

glauben dadurch ein Recht auf das unsrige zu haben. Dies ist ein Fehlschluß; durch 

Geschenke erwirbt man keine Rechte. (MA, 311)
15
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 The complex of gifts and gift-giving has been treated amply in the secondary literature on 

Nietzsche, not specifically, however, in relation to the problem of trust as gift. Cf. e.g. Kathleen 
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The first sentence states a received idea, namely that in trust there is an inherent demand for 

reciprocity. The second sentence describes the received idea as a false conclusion, implying that 

even received ideas follow the logic of premises and conclusions. The third sentence counters the 

first one with what is seemingly another commonplace, stating that presents do not entitle the 

giver to any kind of returning favor. The aphorism has itself the structure of a syllogism in which 

the conclusion (“dies ist ein Fehlschluss”)―which states, ironically, that we have a false 

conclusion here―stands between the two premises that are presented, as premises usually are, as 

known facts. In the light of our previous discussion of trust in Luther and Locke, Nietzsche’s 

intricate syllogism is interesting in multiple ways: the identification of trust and gift, the wavering 

between the general and the legal meaning of trust, and the demand of reciprocity inherent in the 

gift of trust. This inconspicuous apothegm carries, unfolded, a surprising amount of political 

significance. 

 The idea of trusting as a form of gift giving is semantically more evident in German than 

it is in English: das Vertrauen schenken. Nietzsche picks up on this in the first sentence of the 

aphorism. Whereas the English idea of the legal trust acknowledges that the trust is a form of gift 

(however, one that is under obligations to be returned and/or to be used for a specific purpose), 

the German idiom uses the metaphor of gift-giving for the act of trusting proper. But between the 

two premises we see rhetorical shifts both in the terms schenken and Recht that call into question 

their metaphorical status. The first premise works in accord with what we called the general idea 

of trust in Locke’s treatise: the act of trusting is presented as creating a symbolical or moral bind 
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over the receiver to give something in return (in this case: to trust in return). Note that this 

general idea is in fact supported by two metaphors: the metaphor of trust as gift and the metaphor 

of a legal title (“ein Recht haben”) for what is in fact only a moral or social entitlement, not a 

matter of law but of courtesy. The second premise literalizes these metaphors, that is it takes trust 

now to be in fact a present and the matter of courtesy in fact a legal matter. 

 Historically speaking, Nietzsche’s aphorism betrays the fact that in the continental 

tradition the legal trust was much less formally developed than in the English common law. The 

metaphor of political trusteeship therefore remained somewhat alien to the continental political 

tradition. The literal reading contained in the second premise is therefore, in a legal context, a 

somewhat accurate statement of fact. The development of legal trust proved the conclusion that 

Nietzsche mentions to be a valid, not a false one: what initially had only been a moral imperative 

was turned into a legal institute. On the other hand, the rejection of the first premise, that is of the 

performative force of trust, betrays the fact that Nietzsche thinks of trust along Luther’s 

suspicion, that is as a demand that must exactly be rejected precisely because it seeks to establish 

power over the trustee. Linguistically or philosophically speaking, Nietzsche’s dense aphorism 

puts into play the tensions between metaphorical and literal uses of trust and the question of the 

respective forces of these uses that was already present in Locke’s use of the terms. 

Nietzsche acknowledges the idea of trust as gift, but excludes it from the order of law. 

Since Through the gift of trust no legally enforceable claim is acquired, trust is excluded from the 

realm of the law. What is more, whoever offers their trust as a gift  has no right  to  expect that 

we may return the favor. Also below the law, in the social realm, trust is excluded from 

reciprocity and circulation; it is rejected not only as a claim to legal entitlements, but also as a 

medium through which forms of cooperation or community emerge. 
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 But how, if not as claim to legal entitlements or as means of social cooperation does 

Nietzsche conceive of trust, then? That he rejects the idea of reciprocity and circulation when it 

comes to trust indicates that he demands for it to be what Derrida, in his discussion of Marcel 

Mauss’ Essai sur le don calls a “pure gift.”
16

 Neither political trusteeship as conceived in Locke, 

nor Luhmann’s notion of trust represents such a “pure gift”―a gift that evades the economic 

imperative of circulation. On the contrary, trust as gift is thought to hold sway over the recipient, 

putting obligations on him, it is “Chance und Fessel.”
17

 Nietzsche, at least the Nietzsche who is a 

promoter of aristocratic virtues, turns this relation around, in a sense that recalls Luther’s 

asymmetric conception of trust: “Die Vertraulichkeit des Überlegenen erbittert, weil sie nicht 

zurückgegeben werden darf” (JGB, Aph. 182). Trust is a pure gift, then, that must not be 

returned. However, it is Gift (poison) insofar as it leaves a bitter taste with the inferior party. 

 The earlier Nietzsche showed more of an awareness of the social dimension of trust, and a 

more sensible idea of the problem of power connected to it. He even offers a positive evaluation 

of social trust whose proliferation he identifies with modernity by and large: 

Es ist heute in der Gesellschaft eine große Menge von Rücksicht, von Takt und 

Schonung, von gutwilligem Stehenbleiben vor fremden Rechten, selbst vor fremden 

Ansprüchen verbreitet; mehr noch gilt eine gewisse wohlwollende Instinkt-

Abschätzung des menschlichen Wertes überhaupt, welche sich im Vertrauen und 

Kredit jeder Art zu erkennen gibt; die Achtung vor den Menschen ― und zwar ganz 

und gar nicht bloß vor den tugendhaften Menschen ― ist vielleicht das Element, 

welches uns am stärksten von einer christlichen Wertung abtrennt. Wir haben ein gut 

Teil Ironie, wenn wir noch Moral predigen hören; man erniedrigt sich in unseren 
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Augen und wird scherzhaft, falls man Moral predigt. Diese moralistische Liberalität 

gehört zu den besten Zeichen unsrer Zeit.
18

 

 

Here, trust is associated with recognition, a concept that is sometimes offered as an alternative to 

trust in social analysis.
 
Yet one feels a kinship here to what Luhmann means when he says that 

trust is a technique of dealing with contingency, the freedom of the other.
19

 Where Vertrauen 

means Takt, Schonung, Stehenbleiben vor fremden Rechten, in short a general vindication of what 

Nietzsche called the pathos of distance and a liberation from the suffocating pretense of morality, 

Nietzsche welcomes it as a sign of progress. Under modern conditions trust must not be 

redundant to morality, a claim that flies in the face of conservative conceptions of trust and their 

attempt to present trust as grounded in ethics. 

 In an aphorism of Menschliches, Allzumenschliches entitled “Der Wert der Arbeit,” 

Nietzsche even acknowledges, in historical perspective, that not only moral intolerance but also 

material exploitation leads to a social climate characterized by suspicion: 

Die Ausbeutung des Arbeiters war, wie man jetzt begreift, eine Dummheit, ein Raub-

Bau auf Kosten der Zukunft, eine Gefährdung der Gesellschaft. Jetzt hat man fast 

schon den Krieg: und jedenfalls werden die Kosten, um den Frieden zu erhalten, um 

Verträge zu schließen und Vertrauen zu erlangen, nunmehr sehr groß sein, weil die 

Torheit der Ausbeutenden sehr groß und langdauernd war.
20

 

If we explore for a moment the historical significance of Nietzsche’s observation about social 

trust here, we will see that the historical context of the worker’s movement lends itself to an 
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analysis of trust as gift. At the time of the publication of Menschliches, Allzumenschliches (1878), 

after the belated kick-off of German industrialization and frantic economic activity, including the 

major financial crisis of 1873, pauperism, the foundation of socialist parties, and the repressive 

Sozialistengesetze from 1878, the social question was ever more pressing. With revolution 

imminent, the costs to maintain social peace can be identified quite precisely: they amounted to 

Bismarck’s invention of a new governmental technique and a massive appeasement project, the 

modern welfare state. The introduction of health insurance (1883), accident insurance (1884), 

pensions and disability insurance (1889) realized “die Kosten, um den Frieden zu erhalten”―at 

least temporarily. (With regards to the latter insurance one cannot but wonder whether Nietzsche, 

who lost his ability to work in exactly that year, would have been eligible.) Bismarck’s reforms 

can be understood as a kind of trust management. 

 Mauss analyses the introduction of such social legislation in terms of the logic of the gift. 

The worker, at the end of his life, has given his labor to his employer, but also to society as a 

whole, which has not sufficiently recompensed him, according to Mauss, by the payment of 

wages: “The state itself, representing the community, owes him, as do his employers, together 

with some assistance from himself, a certain security in life, against unemployment, sickness, old 

age, and death.”
21

 The gift of labor has put society in debt, and it is by returning the gift (which 

for Mauss is never just an equivalent, for example a wage, but a certain economic excess) that the 

members of society associate in solidarity. In Bismarck’s case, however, one is tempted to turn 

Mauss upside-down and to give a somewhat starker reading of social legislation: Bismarck’s gift 

was rather of the Greek kind, in that it was explicitly intended to undermine the solidarity of the 

workers movement. The debt that Bismarck tried to create on the side of the unions and workers 
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was what he called the “konservative Gesinnung.” Given Nietzsche’s aphorism about the 

stupidity of the ruling class it comes as no surprise that Bismarck (for whom Nietzsche had gone 

to war in 1870) dismissed the book when it was sent to him by Nietzsche’s publisher. Nietzsche: 

“Trotz dem daß er so artig dankt, glaube ich, im Vertrauen gesagt, er wirft, wenn er wirklich im 

Buch liest, es an die Wand” (officially, the chancelor rebuked the book for its Latin typeface).
22

 If 

he had continued reading he could have learned from a philosopher what he already knew as a 

statesman: that what he called „praktisches Christentum” was in fact a function of the will to 

power.
23

 

The comparatively positive representations of trust in the early Nietzsche, that seem to 

betray an awareness and even a support for a civil society, find their extreme contrast in the idea 

of trust that Nietzsche exhibits within the sketch of the sovereign ruler he projects in the second 

section of Genealogie der Moral. This section is devoted to a genealogical study of what 

Nietzsche calls “die lange Geschichte von der Herkunft der Verantwortlichkeit” (GM, 309). The 

main focus of this section is Nietzsche’s speculation about the origin of moral conscience. 

According to Nietzsche, these origins must be understood in relation to the history of corporal 

punishment and the successive sublimation and interiorization of these purely external, physical 

sanctions into interior processes of moral obedience and bad conscience. At the (speculative) end 

of this history of domestication, Nietzsche imagines to find “das souveraine Individuum, das nur 

sich selbst gleiche, das von der Sittlichkeit der Sitte wieder losgekommene, das autonome 

übersittliche Individuum (…), kurz den Menschen, der versprechen darf” (GM, 309). This 
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sovereign is the product of the history of the art of government that reaches from a brutal, but 

orgiastic government of bodies to a civilized, but lifeless government of the soul. For him, 

conscience has become second nature to the extent that his sense of responsibility has become 

instinctual, independent from moral imperatives. He, and only he and people of the same nature 

can command trust: 

[D]ieser Herr des freien Willens, dieser Souverain ― wie sollte er es nicht wissen, 

welche Überlegenheit er damit vor Allem voraus hat, was nicht versprechen und für 

sich selbst gut sagen darf, wie viel Vertrauen, wie viel Ehrfurcht er erweckt ― (…) 

und wie ihm, mit dieser Herrschaft über sich, auch die Herrschaft über die Umstände, 

über die Natur und alle willenskürzeren und unzuverlässigeren Creaturen nothwendig 

in die Hand gegeben ist? Der „freie” Mensch, der Inhaber eines langen 

unzerbrechlichen Willens, hat in diesem Besitz auch sein Werthmaass: von sich aus 

nach den Andern hinblickend, ehrt er oder verachtet er; und eben so nothwendig als 

er die ihm Gleichen, die Starken und Zuverlässigen (die welche versprechen dürfen) 

ehrt, ― also Jedermann, der wie ein Souverain verspricht, (…) der mit seinem 

Vertrauen geizt, der auszeichnet, wenn er vertraut, der sein Wort giebt als Etwas, auf 

das Verlass ist, weil er sich stark genug weiss, es selbst gegen Unfälle, selbst gegen 

das Schicksal aufrecht zu halten―: eben so nothwendig wird er seinen Fußtritt für die 

schmächtigen Windhunde bereit halten, welche versprechen, ohne es zu dürfen, und 

seine Zuchtruthe für den Lügner, der sein Wort bricht, im Augenblick schon, wo er es 

im Munde hat.” (GM, 309-10) 

 

Many things are irritating about this rather totalitarian imagination of the sovereign beyond good 

and evil. However, with respect to trust we see a familiar theme here, namely Luther’s worldly 

regime of government with its rejection of equity and the asymmetrical power structures involved 

in trust. This sovereign can keep his promises against all contingencies―accidents, incidents, 

even fate. Nietzsche indicates this guarantee for promising by using the phrase “versprechen 

dürfen” instead of “versprechen können.” Everyone can make promises; but not everyone should 

make them, only those who can keep them. And only those will ultimately be worthy of trust. 
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Also the theme of the rejection of trust as a performative is returning here, this time 

highlighted by the fact that Nietzsche uses the promise as the quintessential measuring stick for 

trustworthiness; the promise has also been the paradigmatic example of speech act theory. From 

the vantage point of this theory, the sovereign promise is in fact no promise, just as from the 

vantage point of social theory the trust described here would not be considered trust―precisely 

because the element of risk, the possibility of infelicity that is paramount to the nature of the 

speech act, is missing. These promises are no speech acts because the speech (the promise) can 

only be sensibly distinguished from the act (the fulfillment of that promise) if the promise is at 

least potentially broken. The same is true for the other extreme, the liar whom Nietzsche contrasts 

to the sovereign: his promise is not a speech act either, because the moment it is given it is 

already broken; it is out of the question that the speech will ever be followed up by an act. We 

can learn something about speech acts as well as about trust here: both derive their power from a 

zone of indeterminacy. Trust can be powerful, because it is given despite the suspicion that it 

might be disappointed. Speech acts can be powerful because they transcend the realms of words 

and deed without making them redundant to each other. By argumentum e contrario we may 

conclude that as long as modernity is still waiting for the superman, we will have to do with trust 

and promises. 

 

Trust and Truth 

What holds  in the social and political realm for Nietzsche―that trust has a performative force 

that must be made ineffective―is also true for the realm of epistemology. In other words, 

Nietzsche does not make this distinction as the realm of truth, logic, and science is not 

autonomous from the effects of power and morality. The following considerations on truth and 
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trust, largely based on a reading of Nietzsche’s foreword to Morgendämmerung, start with this 

premise precisely. 

The earliest meaning of the word “Truth,” attested for Old English, is “The character of 

being, or disposition to be, true to a person, principle, cause, etc.; faithfulness, fidelity, loyalty, 

constancy, steadfast allegiance,” “One’s faith or loyalty as pledged in a promise or agreement; a 

solemn engagement or promise, a covenant,” or simply “Faith, trust, confidence.” Only in the 

16
th

 century, with the rise of the empirical sciences, the word takes on the meaning familiar to us 

today, “Conformity with fact; agreement with reality; accuracy, correctness, verity (of statement 

or thought).”
24

 Nietzsche the philologist had a real knack for such etymological shifts, and uses 

them frequently to unveil the genealogy of concepts (e.g. in his discussion of 'good' and 'evil' in 

Genealogie der Moral). In the case of 'trust' and 'truth' he does not address the etymology 

explicitly. (In German, after all, the etymologies are different, and Nietzsche’s English was 

mediocre. But he would have been conscious of the nexus of Vertrauen and religious revelatory 

truth in Luther). However, in his foreword to Morgendämmerung, Nietzsche establishes a 

conception of truth that can be read as informed by the unity of the distinction between its 

original ('faith', 'trust', 'confidence') and its derivative meaning ('conformity with fact'): “[N]icht 

die logischen Werturteile sind die untersten und gründlichsten, zu denen die Tapferkeit unsres 

Argwohns hinunterkann: das Vertrauen auf die Vernunft, mit dem die Gültigkeit dieser Urteile 

steht und fällt, ist, als Vertrauen, ein moralisches Phänomen...”. Truth according to scientific 

standards (reason, logic) is in fact grounded in confidence, and therefore not a matter of 

epistemology (“Gültigkeit der Urteile”), but of practical philosophy (“ein moralisches 

Phänomen”), that is of a group of people who have confidence in each other and in the veracity of 
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their discourse.
 
Performativity pervades Nietzsche's grounding of truth in trust: expressions of 

trust must not be understood as locution, that is as a single or a bundle of statements whose truth 

can be evaluated according to the code true/false, but must be interpreted as illocutionary acts.
25

 

 If truth is grounded in trust, or in the trust of the code of a specific language community, 

than the communicability of “a” truth becomes, in reverse, the sign of its validity: 

Das Vertrauen zu einer gefundenen Wahrheit zeigt sich darin, daß man sie mittheilen 

will. Man kann sie nun doppelt mittheilen: in ihren Wirkungen, so daß die anderen 

durch sie rückwärts von dem Werthe des Fundamentes überzeugt sind. Oder durch 

Beweisen der Entstehung und logischen Verflechtung von lauter sichern und bereits 

erkannten Wahrheiten. Die Verflechtung besteht im richtigen Unterordnen spezieller  

Fälle unter allgemeine Sätze — ist ein reines Rubrizieren. (KGW III.4, 86) 

 

Here, Nietzsche offers a variation in the constellation of logic and performative speech; they are 

not linked in a causal relationship, but they are presented as two different languages, two ways of 

communicating truth: Truth can be communicated performatively (or rhetorically) in its 

perlocutionary force or truth-effect, or it can be communicated within a system of logic, 

induction, taxonomy, rubrication—in short: either as performative or as constative utterance, or 

to use other terms employed by Austin, as force or as meaning.  

 Nietzsche does not exclude the possibility that these two languages can overlap, and occur 

within the same discourse (“man kann sie nun doppelt mittheilen” could, but need not necessarily 

be understood in this way). In fact, Nietzsche's earlier assumption that the validity of logical 

utterances is grounded in the trust in such a validity, seems to suggest such a case: within an 

accepted discourse constative utterances can be effective because their effectiveness is generally 
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agreed upon. And yet Nietzsche's tone (“reines Rubrizieren”) suggests that he deems the second 

language weak, ineffective, and unoriginal. The communication of truth by means of 

perlocutionary force, however, is truly productive, as it retroactively creates new truths and new 

values, and this is, after all, one of the stated goals of Nietzsche's philosophy. His own writing is 

informed by a language—performed through a language—that avoids the scientific tools of 

reasoning, induction as well as deduction. Like Adorno, Nietzsche is suspicious of systematic 

thinking and takes “das Unterordnen,” constitutive of taxonomy and systematic classification, to 

be a sign of subjecting thought to method.
26

 

 Nietzsche's claim that logic (as the basis of scientific truth) is based on trust can be 

understood in terms of speech act theory as the expansion of an implicit to an explicit 

performative. Austin dislocated his original distinction between constatives and performatives 

when he claimed that every constative is potentially a performative, and this is precisely 

Nietzsche's claim for  logic: every constative statement of the form “it is true that x” is based on a 

performative of the form “I trust that it is true that x,” or “Trust me that it is true that x!”. Now 

the task of critique is to uncover the performative underlying the constative. 

 This archaeological undertaking is itself not scientific: not only does it want to reveal 

something, but it is aimed at creating its own effects and forces. Unlike the archaeologist, who 

wants to preserve what he excavates, Nietzsche's ausgraben is in fact “angraben,” and 
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“untergraben:” “[I]ch stieg in die Tiefe, ich bohrte in den Grund, ich begann ein altes Vertrauen 

zu untersuchen und anzugraben,” “ich begann unser Vertrauen zur Moral zu untergraben.” 

Excavating trust is at the same time undermining it, and insofar as the archaeological work is the 

work of writing, it is performative as well: this writing does not just show us the foundation of 

truth, it does not just state, what this foundation is, but by stating it it seeks to act on this 

foundation, untersuchen (scientific, locutionary) and untergraben (performative, illocutionary) 

take place in one and the same speech act. Against the illocutionary force of trust, Nietzsche 

employs the illocutionary force of suspicion. 

 Nietzsche is the first, however, to admit that this speech act can be unsuccessful, that it 

can be, in Austin's words, “infelicitous.” “Ich stieg in die Tiefe, ich bohrte in den Grund...”—

Nietzsche writes these words in 1886, in a foreword to Morgenröthe, describing the project of the 

book, five years after it was first published. The past tense suggests that this is the work of the 

past, and that the book that follows is merely the record, the trace of such work. If the speech act 

would have been successful, “Ich begann unser Vertrauen zur Moral zu untergraben” (and 

therefore our confidence in a logical, scientific foundation of morality) would be a mere 

statement uttered, so to say, from a position  beyond morality, perfectly intelligible to the reader 

who has been led to take a look into the abyss (Abgrund) of logic. But in the very next sentence 

Nietzsche indicated that this is not the case: “Aber ihr versteht mich nicht?”. Suspicion as speech 

act has misfired (to use another of Austin's terms), it was unsuccessful, infelicitous. 

 This changes the status of the whole passage. Changes it, in fact, from scientific to 

performative language: when Nietzsche says, “Ich begann das Vertrauen zur Moral zu 

untergraben,” he does not make a statement, but he approaches a truth, to use his own phrasing, 

from its effect and hopes to convince the reader, retroactively, of the value of its foundation and 
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legitimacy. He does not describe the effect the book had, but the effect he hopes it will have. The 

foreword that poses, performatively, as an afterword (as locution), prepares the reader for a truth 

to come, not for a truth already established. In this sense, Nietzsche frequently described his 

philosophy as a promise—that kind of linguistic activity that happens to be the paradigmatic 

example of a speech act. 

 But as much as Nietzsche uses the performative force of suspicion, he is suspicious of this 

very performative force. In the foreword to Morgenröthe, suspicion meets an incomparably more 

effective performative force, morality itself:  

Es gelingt ihr, oft mit einem einzigen Blicke, den kritischen Willen zu lähmen, sogar 

zu sich hinüberzulocken, ja es giebt Fälle, wo sie ihn gegen sich selbst zu kehren 

weiß: so dass er sich dann, gleich dem Skorpione, den Stachel in den eignen Leib 

sticht. (...) Die Moral hat sich eben von jeher, so lange auf Erden geredet und 

überredet worden ist, als die grösste Meisterin der Verführung bewiesen — und, was 

uns Philosophen angeht, als die eigentliche Circe der  Philosophen. (KGW V.I, 5) 

 

Nietzsche offers a drastic illustration of the “scandal of the speaking body,” and a curious 

variation on the theme of emasculation in the Circe myth: the goddesses stifling gaze, which is, in 

fact, the perlocutionary force of the discourse of morality (“geredet,” “überredet”), paralyzes the 

“body” of the will to suspicion, turning it, even, violently against itself.
27

 If Shoshana Felman is 

right to assume that the rhetoric of seduction almost exclusively consists in the deployment of 

speech acts, then the critical philosopher (the “Unterirdische,” “Bohrende,” “Grabende,” 
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Untergrabende”) has found his mistress in the mistress of seduction (morality in the appearance 

of Circe, the “Überirdische”), in the seductive force of the performative (cf. KGW V.I, 3-4).
28

 

 Nietzsche, suspicious of the power of his speech act in the face of the seductive force of 

morality, turns, in the last section of his foreword, to what may be construed as the opposite of 

performativity: Philology. Philology is the art of reading, not the art of performing; and as 

opposed to performativity she is cold, secretive, slow, and mute. Now Nietzsche denies 

performativity altogether:  

[W]ozu müssen wir Das, was wir sind, was wir wollen und nicht wollen, so laut und 

mit solchem Eifer sagen? Sehen wir es kälter, ferner, klüger, höher an, sagen wir es, 

wie es unter uns gesagt werden darf, so heimlich, dass alle Welt es überhört, dass alle 

Welt uns überhört! Vor Allem sagen wir es langsam... (...) Man ist nicht umsonst 

Philologe gewesen, man ist es jetzt vielleicht noch, das will sagen, ein Lehrer des 

langsamen Lesens. (KGW V.I, 9) 

 

If morality is the Circe of philosophers, then philology is their Hermes—Hermes, who endowed 

Odysseus with a magic herb to counter the spell of Circe. The counter-spell against 

performativity, we are led to believe, is Hermeneutics. 
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193 

 

But do we, the readers, the philologists, trust Nietzsche here? How do we know that this 

move to philology is not the ultimate seductive move? After all, is Nietzsche's writing really 

written for philologists? Is it not rather highly performative, seductive, bezirzend? Was it not 

exactly the field of philology in which Nietzsche’s first speech act, the Giving-(Re-)Birth-to-

Tragedy, was the least felicitous? To answer these questions would lead us to a more thorough 

analysis of the performative style of Nietzsche’s philosophy and the response it triggers in its 

(implicit) readers. However, such an undertaking would lead us too far away from our more 

specific focus on trust.
29

 

 

The Rhetoric of Self-Confidence 

We have seen how Nietzsche describes trust as a potentially performative force in both the 

social/political realm and in epistemology. Despite occasional positive valuations of trust, 

Nietzsche is overall suspicious towards it and is eager to render its perlocutionary force 

unfelicitous. Nietzsche is suspicious of the performative power of trust, both in the social realm 

and in epistemology. However, next to the suspicion towards trust, Nietzsche also acknowledges 

that pure suspicion amounts to pessimism and that the real skeptic mistrusts even his skepticism 

and thus arrives, at least temporarily at some positive belief, some form of Ja-Sagen: “Wenn der 

moralische Skeptiker beim Mißtrauen gegen die Moral angelangt ist, so bleibt ihm noch ein 

Schritt zu tun ― die Skepsis gegen sein Mißtrauen. Leugnen und Vertrauen ― das giebt einander 

die Hände.” (KGW VII.1, 68) For the Nietzsche of the freethinker phase this paradoxical 

interplay between suspicion and trust does not lead to any firm ground of certainty (as Descartes’ 
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suspicion) but rather produces philosophy in the form of romantic poetics, “ein Feuerwerk der 

bodenlosen Reflexion und (…) ein freies Spiel der zweifelnden Kraft.”
30

 But over the course of 

Nietzsche’s work this free flowing interplay of suspicion and belief gets out of hand: Nietzsche’s 

critique becomes more and more aggressive in its attitude towards its objects, while at the same 

time becoming more and more apologetic, affirmative, and often self-aggrandizing towards the 

self of the author―which hitherto had explicitly not been excluded from suspicion (Sloterdijk 

even talks about Nietzsche’s “kreisenden Totalverdacht gegen sich”).
31

 The desire to find a place 

where suspicion comes to a halt, the desire for a relationship to the self that is unsuspecting, 

becomes progressively more evident: 

Den Beweis für die erreichte Macht und Selbstgewißheit damit geben, daß man sich 

„zu fürchten verlernt hat”; das Vertrauen zu seinen Instinkten eintauschen dürfen 

gegen das Mißtrauen und den Verdacht; daß man sich liebt und achtet in seinem Sinn 

― in seinem Unsinn noch ― ein wenig Hanswurst, ein wenig Gott; kein Düsterling, 

keine Eule; keine Blindschleiche … (KGW VIII.3.248) 

 

The quest for a redemption of the self is never quite absent from Nietzsche’s writing. Here, the 

redemption takes a form of a substitution of self-doubt for what Rousseau called “amour de soi” 

(as opposed to “amour propre”), an instinctual, pre-social and pre-intellectual self-confidence. 

Beyond the purely (and probably unattainable) instinctual, self-confidence is a matter of honesty 

towards one’s strengths and weaknesses, an acceptance of the nature of man that Nietzsche 

describes in terms that sound like a well-intentioned parody of Renaissance anthropology: “ein 

wenig Hanswurst, ein wenig Gott…” 
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 Nietzsche’s quest for self-confidence and honesty towards oneself includes the imperative 

not to disguise self-confidence under the veil of humility. With an explicit reference to Luther’s 

conception of trust, Nietzsche charges all moral imperatives with such seemingly self-negating, 

but in fact self-elating hypocrisy: 

Alle Menschen bemühen sich, ihrer Pflicht einen unbedingten Charakter zu geben: sie 

fühlen sich erniedrigt bei dem Gedanken, daß sie einem Menschen, Fürsten Staate 

Partei aus Furcht sich opfern und einem anderen Intellekt ihren Intellekt unterordnen: 

sie wünschen, daß eine nicht mehr beschämende Übergewalt existirt, die ihnen 

gebietet, sich so unterzuordnen, eine absolute Pflicht, ein Wort Gottes (z.B. seid 

Gehorsam der Obrigkeit). Auch jetzt noch suchen die Moralphilosophen die Ethik 

endgültig zu fundamentieren: ohne dies, fühlen sie, hat man kein Recht zum großen 

Pathos, zu schönen Attitüden als Politiker und Socialist. „Man muß ein Wesen haben, 

dem man unbedingt sich anvertraut” sagt Luther d.h. wir wollen uns selber unbedingt 

vertrauen dürfen und unsere Handlungen als indiskutabel und absolut erhaben der 

Welt gegenüber stellen. Eitelkeit!” (KGW V.1, 553) 

 

Nietzsche reveals Luther‘s conception of trust (“Vertrauen sollst Du Gott allein…”) to be a 

smoke screen disguising two rather profane ways of construing reality: first, the “shame” of 

factual powerlessness is averted by construing a moral imperative for obedience (this is, 

unmistakably, an instance of what Nietzsche calls “Sklavenmoral”); secondly, the need for self-

confidence and self-justification is achieved by an act of trust that is seemingly an act of humility 

and selflessness. In a very typical gesture of transvaluation, Nietzsche sees at the bottom of the 

Christian virtue of humility the drive of the Christian vice of vanity: “Eitelkeit!” 

 Nietzsche strives for an utterly different style of self-confidence. He resents the pathos of 

the sublime in Luther’s sacred trust as well as in the categorical imperatives of Ethics or the 

public attitudes of politicians and social reformers. He prefers the style of “aristocratic” virtue of 

self-confidence that does not excuse itself for its vitality and will to power over the 18
th

 century 

taste of the sublime that seeks self-aggrandizement in fake humility (Kant’s analytic of the 
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sublime explicitly argues that man gets a taste for his own grandeur faced with the sublimity of 

nature). Such open and shameless aristocratic self-confidence is ready to admit that man is both a 

joker and a god, and that there is no need for a reinterpretation of man’s nature that favors his 

sublime over his ridiculous side. Aristocratic self-confidence is thus contrasted to resentment, 

which Nietzsche suspects to be part of any Christian (Luther’s sacred trust) or crypto-Christian 

(socialism) ideal: “Während der vornehme Mensch vor sich selbst mit Vertrauen und Offenheit 

lebt (…), so ist der Mensch des Ressentiments weder aufrichtig, noch naiv, noch mit sich selber 

ehrlich und geradezu.” (GM, 286). 

 Resentment is not only a form of false, disguised, dishonest form of self-elation that 

stands in contrast to the aristocratic ideal of natural, instinctual confidence; because it is 

categorical in its moral pretense the former also threatens to undermine the latter. Resentment has 

the structure of Vertraulichkeit, that is of a demand against which the aristocrat of the mind has to 

constantly guard and defend himself (in fact, the term “Ressentiment” seems to absorb, starting 

with Genealogie der Moral, the term “Vertraulichkeit” in Nietzsche’s work; where he 

polemicises against those who are resentful he is still speaking “Gegen die Vertraulichen”): 

“[D]ie Schwächsten sind es (…) welche unser Vertrauen zum Leben, zum Menschen, zu uns am 

gefährlichsten vergiften und in Frage stellen.” (GM, 386) True self-confidence, which is 

confidence in life, instincts, reality, must be achieved, regained, and sustained against the tacit or 

express moral demands of trust―trust that is ultimately nothing but resentment in disguise. 

Abstractly speaking, Nietzsche’s rejection of the symbolic power of trust is now, in the phase of 

Genealogie der Moral, supplemented with a direction that true self-confidence has to take; the 

suspicion towards the power of the symbolic is supplemented by a confidence in the real (in 

instincts, life, the body): “Was am complicirtesten ist, enthält mehr Anlaß zum Vertrauen als das 

Einfache (z.B. das Geistige ― Der Leib als Leitfaden).” (KGW VII.2, 292) 
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 Such a desire for a self-confidence as a return to the pre-cultural and instinctual is 

“modern” or “romantic” in the sense that there is no way to return to the real that would be 

unmediated by culture. Self-confidence is something that has not just been lost, but it must be 

positively achieved and sought after. To achieve self-confidence one requires, to borrow a term 

from Foucault, technologies of the self. The third section of Genealogie der Moral poses the 

question whether the classical Christian technology of the self, asceticism, is a tool adept for such 

an undertaking. While the question is unsurprisingly answered negatively―the rejection of the 

body and its instincts could hardly be a model for the recovery of exactly those resources of 

power and vitality―we might think of Nietzsche’s writings as an alternative technology of the 

self. Nietzsche wanted to achieve self-confidence by writing a type of philosophy that was 

decidedly un-ascetic, a philosophy that denied to consider itself separate from the body, the 

instinct, the vital life of its author.
32

 The epitomy of Nietzsche’s shameless authorial self-

confidence, not untouched, however, by modern irony, can be found in one of the sections of 

Nietzsche’s “autobiography” Ecce Homo: “Warum ich so gute Bücher schreibe.” 

Nietzsche had found a model for such a form of heroic, romantic, and solitary authorial 

quest for self-confidence―and here we are in the realm of culture again, the realm of writing and 

reading―in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay on “self-reliance,” which had been translated to 

German (Nietzsche’s English was mediocre) as Selbstvertrauen. Emerson is an interesting case, 

because he is in many ways a quintessentially American thinker, and yet, being largely 

influenced by German Romanticism (and that part of English Romanticism that was in itself 

heavily indebted to it, especially Coleridge). It is therefore hardly surprising that he comes down 
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 Elisabeth Strowick interprets the hermeneutics of suspicion as a technology of the self, a form 

of care for the self. Cf. her article "Moderne Selbstdisziplinierung: Hermeneutik des Verdachts 

(Foucault, Nietzsche, Thomas Mann)," in Askese: Geschlecht und Geschichte der 

Selbstdisziplinierung, ed. Irmela Krüger-Fürhoff and Tanja Nusser (Bielefeld: Aisthesis, 2004). 
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on the “continental” side when it comes to trust. Nietzsche’s reading of Emerson is in fact a kind 

of re-import of continental thinking. 

This is not the place for an extensive interpretation of Emerson’s essay, even though it is 

full of “Nietzschean” motifs: the polemics against conformity and charity, the contempt for the 

desire for security, the apotheosis of creativity and the great men of history, the aversion against 

received ideas and clichés, the apology of forgetting, to name a few. However, I will restrict 

myself to commenting on two quotes from Emerson’s essay―one that shows Emerson’s 

proximity to Nietzsche’s Lebensphilosophie of self-confidence, and one that illustrates that self-

confidence should indeed be interpreted as a part of the history of governmentality. 

As much as Emerson polemicizes against society as stuck in convention and inimical 

against innovation (“society never progresses”), he also insists on genius as a force for cultural 

renewal. To uphold originality against conformity, however, genius must be self-reliant, that is it 

must be able to support itself against the pressure of convention, and it must find in itself the 

source for innovation. But what is it, asks Emerson, that is that self-reliance relies on? 

The magnetism which all original action exerts is explained when we inquire the 

reason for self-trust. Who is the Trustee? What is the original Self, on which a 

universal reliance may be grounded? What is the nature and power of that science-

baffling star, without parallax, without calculable elements, which shoots a ray of 

beauty even into trivial and impure actions, if the least mark of independence appear? 

The inquiry leads us to that source, at once the essence of genius, the essence of 

virtue, and the essence of life, which we call Spontaneity or Instinct.
33

 

   

Like Nietzsche, Emerson sees self-confidence as a form of trust, i.e. not as a mere certainty of 

conviction with respect to one’s own faculties, but as an act of trust towards an Other―only that 
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 Ralph Waldo Emerson, "Self-Reliance," in The Complete Essays and Other Writings, ed. 

Brooks Atkinson (New York: Random House, 1950), 151. 
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this Other is not another person or community but a life force that resides within. Nevertheless, 

Emerson seems more optimistic than Nietzsche about the ease with which this force can be 

accessed. Despite his enthusiasm for the forces of instinct, life, body, and will, Nietzsche always 

stresses that it remains a project for the future, maybe even a project for future generations of 

“supermen,” to abandon themselves completely to them. He suspected that “wir Psychologen 

heutzutage einiges Misstrauen gegen uns selbst nicht los werden … Wahrscheinlich sind auch wir 

noch zu gut für unser Handwerk, wahrscheinlich sind auch wir noch die Opfer, die Beute, die 

Kranken dieses vermoralisirten Zeitgeschmacks.” (GM, 405) Consequently, Nietzsche stresses 

the need for techniques of the self to arrive at self-confidence. 

 With the second quote from Emerson we return to the question of governmentality and, at 

least implicitly, to the Lockean notion of trust. Emerson pits the latter against the notion of self-

reliance: 

[T]he reliance on Property, including the reliance on governments which protect it, is 

the want of self-reliance. Men have looked away from themselves and at things so 

long that they have come to esteem what they call the soul’s progress, namely, the 

religious, learned and civil institutions as guards of property, and they deprecate 

assaults on these because they deem them to be assaults on property. (…) But that 

which man is, does always by necessity acquire, and what the man acquires, is 

permanent and living property, which does not wait the beck of rulers, or mobs, or 

revolutions, or fire, or storm, or bankruptcies, but perpetually renews itself wherever 

the man is put.
34

 

 

Emerson presents trust as finite resource that can be invested in either the reliance on the state, or 

into one’s own genius. Emerson is playing on the double meaning of property: either we acquire 

material property and are then bound to spend our energies on securing and caring for them; or 
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we tap into the eternal spring of our properties, our creative faculties and live the strenuous but 

independent life of originality. From what I have said earlier it should have become clear that 

both Nietzsche and Emerson chose the latter option. 

We have seen that trust is a central issue within the history of governmentality and should 

thus be considered as a contested concept with strong political implications beyond the scope of 

civil society proper. The two regimes of trust we encountered in Luther reappear in disguised 

forms throughout this discussion. It is the sacred, “bottom-up” regime of trust, for example, that 

reappears, although excluded from the political realm by Luther, in Locke’s conception of trust as 

gift. In general, the conceptions of trust waver between absolute demands towards trust and more 

pragmatic forms of trust that factor in risk and possible infelicity. Nietzsche sees trust at work 

both in the social/political realm and in the realm of epistemology. In both fields, he identifies 

trust with secretive performative demands that should be rejected if possible by a subject that 

strives for autonomy. Critique is the exercise of suspicion towards trust. However, the 

hermeneutics of suspicion strives towards new horizons of trust and towards a government of the 

self rooted in self-confidence. 
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Conclusion 

 

In the course of this study, the topos of trust in the works of Kleist, Grillparzer, Tieck and 

Nietzsche has revealed itself to be more complex and intricate than initially expected. Trust is 

such a fruitful topic for interpretation because it serves as a seismographic echo for paradigm 

changes in poetical as well as in political practices. In Germany, this is particularly true for the 

historical period around 1800. From Goethe to Grillparzer we have a particularly dense era of 

thinking, questioning, and staging the problem of trust. As has become clear in the course of the 

argument, these performances are characterized by a continuous drift of the problem of trust 

between “poetics” and “practices,” invention and representation, the imaginary and the real. 

As I have shown, throughout this period tragedy or rather “the tragic” is a constant 

shadow, complement, or opposite to trust. The artistically fruitful tension between trust and 

tragedy that Wolfgang Braungart has located in texts from Hobbes to Schiller continues to be 

echoed, re-appropriated and transformed from Tieck to Grillparzer.
1
 In Tieck, tragedy is held at 

bay in his conception of a poetics of trust that severs, in terms of poetics, all ties to the past (as 

did Shakespeare in the Romantics’ view) in the name of the phantasmagoric art of the marvelous. 

In Kleist and Grillparzer, the insistence of the past puts trust is under pressure. Their take on 

tragedy is thus closely intertwined with the particular (and different kinds of) politics of memory 

at work in each text. Last but not least, Nietzsche’s philosophy performs its own struggle with the 

ghosts of the past. Preparing the philosophy of the future means to give oneself over to radical 

mistrust. At the same time, such radical breaks with the past mean, like in Tieck’s Romantic 

poetics, that one must go to great rhetorical lengths in order to secure an ethos for one’s own 
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 Cf. Wolfgang Braungart, "Vertrauen und Opfer: Zur Begründung und Durchsetzung politischer 

Herrschaft im Drama des 17. und 18. jahrhunderts (Hobbes, Locke, Gryphius, J. E. Schlegel, 

Lessing, Schiller)," Zeitschrift für Germanistik 15, no. 2 (2005). 
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discourse. The hermeneutics of suspicion does not escape the rhetorical problem of the 

production of pistis—in fact it aggravates it. In Nietzsche we see the ancient orator turn into the 

modern psychagogue. 

 My analysis lays the groundwork for further inquiries about trust, both in other works by 

the authors discussed here and the literature of other periods. Of all the German writers, Kleist’s 

treatment of trust has so far garnered the most attention in scholarship. Yet there are still 

unexplored questions, such as the relation between Kleist’s insistence on trust in his letters and 

the rather sombre representation of trust in his literary works. In the case of Tieck we need a 

better understanding of how the poetical program of the marvelous relates to both to the problem 

of trust in his prose writings and to the particularly auto-referential poetics performed in his 

comedy Der gestiefelte Kater. With regards to Grillparzer we need more in-depth research on 

how the challenge he poses in Das goldene Vließ to Hapsburg mythography relates to his much 

more overtly mythographical plays such as Libussa or König Ottokars Ende. Furthermore, my 

discussion of the topos of trust in the trilogy could be easily extended to plays such as Weh dem, 

der lügt and Die Jüdin von Toledo. For Nietzsche we need a more detailed account of the 

problem of trust in one of his most influential works, Die Genealogie der Moral. After all, 

Nietzsche presents the primal scene of the genealogy of conscience, in which the debtor puts the 

physical integrity of his body at stake as a guarantee to the creditor, as essentially pre-occupied 

with the problem of trust production (KGW VI.2, 313-6). From here one would have to draw 

connections to the mighty sovereign who, beyond morality and conscience, need not trust anyone 

or anything (cf. ibid., 309-10). 

 In terms of literary history, the focus on the topos of trust could be fruitfully extended in 

either direction. While there is some literature on trust in Schiller, an inquiry into trust in Goethe 

is still a desideratum. Obvious choices would be texts like Iphigenie auf Tauris (where once 
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again the questions of the relation of trust and myth, as well as of trust and tragedy are posed) and 

Torquato Tasso (where the problem of trust is closely related to the figure of the artist). At the 

other end of the spectrum, Modernism offers itself as another field of inquiry as the question of 

trust becomes highly pertinent again as a contested concept in the political realm.
2
 We are lacking 

a comprehensive account of what kind of concepts and practices of trust philosophers such as 

Simmel, Scheler, and Plessner precisely reacted to in their accounts of trust. The 1920s are 

undoubtedly another period of rapid historical and social transformations that witnessed an 

intensified production of thinking and writing about the issue. In the literary world, Kafka’s work 

would be an obvious choice as an object of analysis. I suspect that an exploration of trust in this 

period would also have to address the way technical media changed conceptions and practices of 

trust. Elke Siegel’s study on Treue in Naturalism may provide a good point of departure for the 

critical task of outlining continuities and differences in how twentieth century writers 

appropriated and transformed the way authors had approached the topic a hundred years earlier.
3 

Moving beyond the literary proper, we might say that, as all the texts discussed in this 

dissertation perform the question of trust in the context of encounters with alterity, they set the 

stage for a dimension of trust that pre-occupies us to this day. In all works analyzed, trust comes 

not so much into view, as in the social sciences, as vinculum societatis, but as a phenomenon that 

is highlighted at the margins or beyond the margins of the body politic. Here, encounters with 

alterity are linked to the complex of recognition and citizenship and the role of trust in 

                                                           
2
 Cf. e.g. Ute Frevert, Vertrauensfragen: Eine Obsession der Moderne  (Munich: C.H. Beck, 

2013), 180-90; Harm Klueting, "‘Vernunftrepublikanismus’ und ‘Vertrauensdiktatur:’ Friedrich 

Meinecke in der Weimarer Republik," Historische Zeitschrift 242, no. JG (1986). 

3
 Eva-Maria Siegel, High Fidelity ‒ Konfigurationen der Treue um 1900  (Munich: Fink, 2004). 
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establishing them.
4
 It appears that nineteenth century literature still has a lot to teach us about 

some of the most pressing questions of today. 

                                                           
4
 Cf. e.g. Danielle S. Allen’s account of the role of trust and rhetoric in questions of citizenship in 

her book Talking to Strangers: Anxieties of Citizenship since Brown v. Board of Education  

(Chicago, London: Chicago UP, 2006), 140-59. See also Melissa S. Williams, Voice, Trust, and 

Memory: Marginalized Groups and the Failings of Liberal Representation  (Princeton: Princeton 

UP, 2000). 
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