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jaunty. Overall, though, these are minor flaws that do little to diminish the overall
importance of this pioneering volume that bridges German cultural studies and the
environmental humanities.

Emory University —Caroline Schaumann

Mysticism and Reform, 1400-1750.
Edited by Sara S. Poor and Nigel Smith. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre
Dame Press, 2015. 424 pages. $45.00.

This volume contains twelve essays on early modern mysticism in Northern Europe.
The collection transcends its humble origins as conference proceedings to serve as an
incitement to new research on the intersections among mysticism, politics, religious
practice, and literature during this period. The various essays model different meth-
odological approaches from formal criticism to archival history, while each in its own
path pursues the elusive figure of “the mystical” in the centuries following the Ref-
ormation.

In the introduction, the editors delimit the field of inquiry by defining mysticism
as the pursuit of union with the Godhead through annihilation of the self. The con-
tributions furthermore focus exclusively on areas of Northern Europe where Protes-
tantism exercised a strong influence or became dominant, i.e., England, the Nether-
lands, and the northern German states. Poor and Smith assert that, far from failing or
evaporating, this form of mysticism and its literary and cultural expressions not only
survived the Reformation but retained an unsettling role in both ecclesial and secular
politics even as these realms shifted. Indeed, although mysticism often sat less easily
with Protestant hierarchies than it had with the medieval Church, it had always been
and remained politically linked with reform.

Two essays with broader diachronic scope and theoretical import frame the
volume, addressing the relationship of mysticism to orthodox theology and the de-
velopment of contemplative prayer as a mystical practice, i.e., the place of mysticism
in speculative and in practical theology, respectively. In the first essay, Euan Cameron
describes European theological history in terms of debates over the relative authority
of sources of religious knowledge. Martin Luther transformed the toothless late me-
dieval contest between human reason and exegetical tradition by claiming Scripture
as the sole source of religious knowledge and (rather literally) demonizing those who
claimed recourse to inspiration. Pietism, which revived the possibility of inspired
knowledge, reacted against a Lutheran theology that had become wooden in its in-
sistence on dogma.

The final essay similarly follows a single phenomenon from the fifth to the
eighteenth century, namely what Niklaus Largier calls “a phenomenology of rhetorical
effects.” He argues that mystics throughout Christian history have exploited the aes-
thetic effects of language in order to induce certain forms of experience. “Prayer is
to be understood,” he writes, “in terms of a spiritual exercise that arouses the affects”
(358). Although she does not use Largier’s vocabulary, Alison Shell offers an excel-
lent example of this process at work in her essay on John Austin’s “original psalms,”
in which she not only analyzes the poetry’s rhetorical force but also considers the
conditions of performance as a factor in achieving the desired religious experience.



Downloaded from by guest on August 10, 2026. Copyright 2016

410 Monatshefte, Vol. 108, No. 3, 2016

Alana King and Sarah Apetrei both directly criticize the approach of prior
scholarship and offer correctives. Apetrei challenges the common narrative (outlined
by Cameron) of seventeenth-century mystical revival as reaction to an overemphasis
on reason. She argues for a more nuanced understanding of historical influence, as
the early Enlightenment insistence upon reason was itself often a reaction against
“enthusiasm.”

King takes on scholarship that has attempted to demonstrate continuity by
choosing themes or motifs from medieval mysticism and then attempting to locate
these within early modern Protestant literature. King argues for a more organic ap-
proach that would focus on individual Protestant writers to analyze the forms of their
engagement with medieval texts. As a paradigmatic example of such an approach,
she examines the posthumously published writings of late-sixteenth-century Lutheran
pastor Valentin Weigel. King demonstrates that, in the context of the political-
ecclesial battles of early confessionalization, Weigel seized upon Meister Eckhart’s
concept of spiritual Gelassenheit, reinterpreted here as a true, interior reform that
transcended and superseded the external reforms of the Church, allowing its practi-
tioners to exempt themselves from the religious wars that darkened his lifetime.

More than half of the essays explicitly address feminine writing, gendered prac-
tices, and women'’s role in the history of mysticism. The contribution most engaged
and indeed almost enmired in literary analysis is Franz Eybl’s essay on Catharina
Regina von Greiffenberg. He argues that the metaphors by which she describes Eu-
charistic piety are drawn from medical literature on the female body and humoral
pathology. Her bodily language was furthermore perceived as such and consequently
strongly altered by a male editor for inclusion in a devotional anthology. Eybl thus
both discloses a distinctively feminine poetics and locates its censure within a his-
torical cultural horizon.

Other essays explore the changing forms of communal practice, private devo-
tion, and public leadership in which women engaged. Genelle Gertz, for example,
draws on Cameron’s thesis of the repression and revival of inspired knowledge as a
factor in the suppression of prophetic figures in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries,
as well as their reappearance in the seventeenth among the Quakers. This thesis alone
cannot explain, however, why women were allowed or even encouraged to assume
the prophet’s mantle in both time periods. For this, Gertz compares the structures of
authority and female responsibility in the medieval monastic and early modern do-
mestic spheres. She notes, for example, that although Quaker women did not enjoy
the broad audiences that Hildegard of Bingen had, they were also not subject to the
same ecclesial scrutiny.

Several essays treat Catholic nuns in the Netherlands. The contributions by Kees
Schepers and Kirsten Christensen consider the partnership between the Cologne Car-
thusians and the Augustinian convent of Saint Agnes in Arnhem in order to highlight
a Catholic spiritual revival that predated the official Counter-Reformation. Schepers
describes the devotional dissemination campaign of the Carthusians who composed,
edited, and printed an astounding number of devotional texts mostly during the 1530s.
These men served as the spiritual advisors for the sisters of Saint Agnes, who devel-
oped the (often medieval) religious reading materials into spiritual works of their
own. Christensen focuses on Eucharistic devotion in the writings of Maria van Hout,
a beguine whose works were published by the Cologne Carthusians and likely re-
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ceived by the Arnhem sisters. She argues that Maria’s Eucharistic piety anchors de-
votion in liturgical ceremony, reinvigorating Church structures and hierarchies pre-
cisely as they were being threatened by the Reformation. Both these contributions, as
well as Arthur Marotti’s essay on Dame Gertrude More, probe the relationships of
the women to their confessors and their strategies for asserting spiritual and personal
independence within the strictures of Catholic hierarchy. Bethany Wiggin’s essay on
the Protestant community at Ephrata in Pennsylvania provides an interesting coun-
terpoint in its exploration of the modes of control exercised not only over women but
over the writing of women’s histories.

As with any edited volume the contributions vary in quality, and those with the
broadest reach suffer the most for being too short to handle their topic sufficiently.
Jeffrey Hamburger and Hildegard Keller’s joint essay on images and iconoclasm is
particularly egregious in name-dropping without explanation. Nevertheless, I deem
many of the central essays truly excellent. Furthermore, the variety of methods mod-
eled as well as the continuities and interrelations between the essays make the volume
more than the sum of its parts. This collection would not serve as a good introduction
to early modern mysticism. It will be of greatest interest to scholars in the field seeking
new incitements to research, whether as graduate students finding a dissertation topic
or established scholars looking for new excitements.

University of Notre Dame —Claire Taylor Jones

Poetry As a Way of Life: Aesthetics and Askesis in the German Eighteenth
Century.

By Gabriel Trop. Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2015. xii + 388
pages. $89.95.

Novalis, in a short poetological text entitled “Poesie,” remarks: “und wenn die Phi-
losophie durch ihre Gesetzgebung die Welt erst zu dem wirksamen Einfluf} der Ideen
bereitet, so ist gleichsam Poesie der Schliissel der Philosophie, ihr Zweck und ihre
Bedeutung” (Werke, ed. Schulz, Munich 2001, 378). The philosophy—poetry relation-
ship works both ways in Gabriel Trop’s Poetry as a Way of Life, a study of Holderlin,
Novalis, and Anacreontic texts: theory leads to an understanding of poetry as an
aesthetic and cognitive exercise and conversely poetry corroborates poetological and
philosophical observations that led to a practice of what Trop calls “art as a form of
askesis” (26). Poetry, like all artistic expressions of human experience, becomes in
this view a sustained practice through which form is given to the sensuous. Simul-
taneously, Trop warns us, “there is nothing so deadly” (208) as to understand art
merely as an attempt to represent the unrepresentable. His approach to German poetry
of the eighteenth century thus insists on interpreting poetry in spite of its seeming
unintelligibility.

Trop’s study is organized in three parts, chronologically reversed, opening with
some of Holderlin’s poetological reflections (especially “Being, Judgment”), Hype-
rion, and three of his river poems (“The Rhine,” “The Ister,” and ‘“Patmos”). The
second part examines the disorganizing, yet also stimulating, effect of Novalis’s
Hymns to the Night and The Novices of Sais, while the last part considers the “light-
ness, joy, and play” (19) of Anacreontic texts starting with Gottsched and Gleim,



