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pay more attention to those details that are otherwise left out. And that may exactly
be what our field needs today.

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign —Carl Niekerk

Distant Readings: Topologies of German Culture in the Long Nineteenth
Century.
Edited by Matt Erlin and Lynne Tatlock. Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2014. viii
+ 386 pages + numerous b/w and color illustrations. $95.00.

When “theory” sputtered out of fashion in the 1990s, it appeared that nothing would
replace the heady thrill felt by literary scholars in the 1970s and 1980s. Aside from
rants from outside the academy lamenting how language and literature departments
had lost their moorings and replaced literary analysis with impenetrable jargon, no
one quite knew where to turn, at least not until Franco Moretti’s article “Conjectures
on World Literature” (2000) suggested “distant reading” as the new paradigm to
revitalize literary scholarship. In part, Moretti wanted to take a broader look at the
entire universe of world literature, and, in part, from his perch at the Stanford Literary
Lab, he saw that powerful new computers might allow a kind of analysis that had
hitherto been impossible. The root problem is that no one can ever master more than
a tiny corner of the important literature published in any culture, much less manage
to read the entire tsunami of works published everywhere in the last several centuries.
Understanding world literature therefore appeared to be an impossible challenge, un-
less, as Moretti argued, one turned to distant reading.

Moretti’s first suggestion, which might now sound like a predatory website,
was to aggregate secondary literature. If no one could possibly read everything, it was
nevertheless true various scholars had each read some part of the larger whole. The
task then was to assemble their collective insights into a coherent whole, essentially
a pointillist image of the entirety of world literature. As the individual bits of infor-
mation blended into a coherent overview, distance would let us draw conclusions that
we would not otherwise see. However, intriguing as that model was, not much has
come of it. Instead, the advent of databases such as Google Books made two other
types of analysis possible as an alternative to close reading. First, having a computer
examine the entire corpus of German literature might allow us to see connections
across time and genre and produce a different map of the German literary landscape.
Second, those same computers could search for patterns that would not otherwise be
apparent, at least not as clearly, in a single author’s works.

At the moment, the problems with these two approaches are, first, that literary
scholars need to be trained in the methodology, and, second, the corpus of searchable
German texts currently amounts to a paltry 37 billion words, compared to the 361
billion available in English (Youngman and Carmichael, 288). As Google marches
relentlessly onward, there can be little doubt that the second problem will soon dis-
appear, and the present collection of essays could help pave the way for the first
difficulty to become much less of an issue as scholars acquire the necessary tools.
The long nineteenth century offers the perfect proving ground for an assessment of
what could become a thorough rethinking of how we approach literature and literary
scholarship. The larger question is whether, as Jeffrey J. Williams asked in a recent
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issue of The Chronicle of Higher Education (5 January 2015), distant reading rep-
resents “The New Modesty in Literary Criticism.” In other words, can Moretti and
his followers bring credibility and excitement back to the field by producing hitherto
undreamt-of results, or is distant reading much ado about not very much?

Matt Erlin and Lynne Tatlock have assembled a wide-ranging set of essays by
scholars on all sides of the issue, and their volume includes a broad spectrum of
arguments for and against distant reading, as well as examples of what can be achieved
by this new methodology. As such, it represents an important contribution to the field
of German Studies, and it could certainly enliven the methodological discussion far
beyond the borders of the nineteenth century. One place where distant reading is not
likely to win fans is among those who rail against jargon. Already in the first essay,
Fotis Jannidis and Gerhard Lauer talk about “stylometry” and its refinement by John
F. Burrows into “the Delta measure” (31–32), which seems to be math and a mapping
tool. When they finish, we learn that graphs and charts can “corroborate [or also
disrupt] the existing scholarly consensus” (33), so long as their designers already
possess “some knowledge of the analyzed texts” (49). As Matt Erlin puts it in the
next essay, “the opposition between close and distant reading is largely rhetorical”
(74), although, to be fair, his qualification may stem from our being in the early stages
of computational analysis, particularly when the current archive is so small.

If, by way of contrast, the archive consists solely of Goethe’s œuvre, another
type of analysis allows Andrew Piper and Mark Algee-Hewitt to argue that he returned
more often than he cared to admit to the themes and language of Werther. Upon
reflection, it may not take multi-colored maps to prove that similar concerns pop up
in novels and plays about artists and art, and the authors also exhibit one of the
potential problems based on their selection of terms for their topological reading.
They start by referencing Klaus Scherpe’s contention that the novel deals mainly with
“an emerging bourgeois society” and conclude that what needs investigating is “the
reach of the text’s pathos” (155). One could, however, ask if the presence of the word
“einfach,” which Werther uses to describe the opposition between aristocratic and
bourgeois gardens, clothing, food, and values, would not be a better indicator of the
novel’s concerns; but that would involve the return to a less modest, and perhaps
outmoded reading from an earlier era. Such readings presumed a political consensus
from which they launched their analyses, which was a problem. But it is still worth
pondering Todd Kontje’s warning: “Digital graphs and maps create a sense of objec-
tive truth because that is what they were designed to do” (147), realizing that what
we learn may be obvious or trivial. For example, proof that from 1835 until roughly
1980, the word “Eisenbahn” occurred much more frequently in German texts than
“Computer” is better than conjecture (Youngman and Carmichael, 290), and it would
have been astonishing if it were not the case, but it is nevertheless legitimate to ask
what is at stake in all this computerized huffing and puffing.

Distant Readings is too large and too rich a collection to do more in a review
than skim the surface, and I do not know what it would mean to subject the volume
itself to a distant reading. Even if some of the more cutting-edge readings fail to
overwhelm, the fault could well lie with the current paucity of data. The volume does
demonstrate that there is still room for close readings, that the theoretical issues are
not yet sorted out, and that we can look forward to any number of interesting analyses
based on methods about which traditional scholarship has not yet dreamt. Distant
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Readings provides an excellent introduction to the issue, and it offers at least prelim-
inary answers to questions whose relevance extends far beyond the nineteenth-century
texts that it uses to map the controversy.

Lawrence University —Brent O. Peterson

Autopsie von Revolution und Restauration. Georg Büchner und die politische
Imagination.
Von Patrick Fortmann. Freiburg: Rombach, 2013. 354 Seiten. €54.00.

Dichter der Immanenz. Vier Studien zu Georg Büchner.
Von Ariane Martin und Bodo Morawe. Bielefeld: Aisthesis, 2013. 184 Seiten.
€28.00.

Can there have been since antiquity so enormous an inverted pyramid of commentary
and interpretation balanced on so small an œuvre and so brief a writing career as that
of Georg Büchner? I no longer attempt to stay abreast of it, so that I can only open
a window on two of the newest contributions to the profusion. Patrick Fortmann’s
350-page monograph is an expansion of one chapter (!) of his Harvard dissertation;
moreover, it deals only with Der hessische Landbote, Leonce und Lena, and Dantons
Tod. It begins in traditional dissertation manner by securing a theoretical foundation,
the dichotomy of the French theorist Jacques Rancière, derived in turn from Foucault,
between the “police,” a metonomy for the oppressive status quo maintained by tra-
ditional European governments, and “politics,” the resistance to this order and the
erasure of its boundaries. This is too abstruse for me to comment on; although Fort-
mann returns to it at the end, I think the study could have stood as well without it.
For Fortmann, perhaps unusually today, engages in a microscopic explication of prac-
tically every word and phrase, every implication, every allusion to historical and
current events, and to the thought and writings of many others. In regard to the latter,
one might wonder whether the harried and speed-writing Büchner could have read
and retained such a volume of material, but Fortmann is concerned with him in his
larger context. As for the virtually Talmudic assignment of meaning to minutiae of
the text, suggesting that Büchner himself has become a sacred text, one might think
that it would put a good deal of pressure on intentionality if Fortmann cared anything
about it, but the person Büchner is hardly present here except as the homo faber of
intricate texts.

Fortmann leaves aside some of the conventional issues that have worried in-
terpreters, such as whether Büchner tends more to Danton or more to Robespierre, or
the editing of the Landbote by Pastor Weidig. He describes this problem in detail but
by highlighting the radicality of the text he makes Weidig’s revisions less important.
He interprets the pamphlet as a unity, including its religious dimension. For all we
know, Büchner may have been responsible for some of the biting accusations of the
oppressors’ violations of the Gospel, what Fortmann calls the “Depastoralisierung der
Obrigkeit” (82), in order to reach the horizon of his targeted readership. The revo-
lution, never mentioned, proceeds from “einer eschatalogischen Geschichtskonstruk-
tion” (109). Fortmann considers Büchner in all his intellectual range and takes special
note of his scientific and medical studies. The metaphor of the autopsy, which Gutz-
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