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eighteenth-century anthropological theory linked culture to climate and environment;
it problematized Jews’ mobility (for which reason Herder puts them into the same
category as Gypsies); it is this mobility that keeps Jews, in the eighteenth-century
mind, from establishing their own biological or cultural identity. To assume that Blu-
menbach thought about Jews in terms of ‘degeneration’ and ‘regeneration’ in ways
different from other ‘races’ is highly speculative. Blumenbach saw himself first and
foremost as a descriptive scientist, not as a missionary. Also, one needs to keep in
mind that a concept like ‘degeneration’ did not have the same moral implications that
Morel and Nordau gave it in the nineteenth century—even though it would be equally
incorrect to say that eighteenth-century notions of ‘degeneration’ have nothing to do
with the concept’s later connotations. However, Hess’s contribution raises some highly
relevant questions, and I do believe that an examination of how the eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries constructed Jewishness could fundamentally change our
view of early anthropology.

The title of this collection, The German Invention of Race, is meant as a “mul-
tiple provocation,” the reader is told in the introduction (2); the collection intends to
interrogate the different terms mentioned in its title. I am inclined to agree with John
Zammito that the discourse on ‘race’ had roots in several national traditions (35). (For
Kant and Blumenbach in particular Buffon’s ideas were of great influence; the fact that
both first wrote about ‘race’ in 1775 may have something to do with the very popular
German translation of Buffon’s Histoire naturelle that had appeared between 1771 and
1774. 1t is also somewhat significant in this context that the concept ‘race’ was imported
from French.) One of the issues that remains unresolved, but is relevant given the book’s
premises, is what happened to Kant’s theory of ‘race’ after the late eighteenth / early
nineteenth century. My own perception has always been that interest in Kant’s essays
on race or texts like his late Anthropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht was nothing but
a side effect of the interest in the texts written under the influence of the transcendental
turn. Bernasconi suggests in a footnote that Kant’s essays on race were largely forgot-
ten until the publication of Darwin’s The Origin of Species (1859) led to a reexamina-
tion of his theories. But even with this information in mind, it is unclear how influential
Kant was on our thinking about race today. An impact of Herder on later generations
is much easier to document, since there is, for instance, a direct link between the works
of Herder and Franz Boas, one of the founding fathers of modern anthropology, as
Vermeulen notes (134). Nevertheless, I would argue, it is extremely relevant to look at
these early discourses on race in the context of German intellectual history, in particu-
lar because the argument is sometimes made that Germans’ view of human diversity
is more focused on the cultural component than that of other national traditions. The
German Invention of Race shows that matters are more complex than that.

University of Illinois at Urbana—Champaign — Carl Niekerk

Performance and Femininity in Eighteenth-Century German Women’s
Writing: The Impossible Act.
By Wendy Arons. New York: Palgrave, 2006. x + 270 pages. $69.95.

This is a well-written and very useful study of the performance of gender ideals in
relation to actual theatrical performance or (semi-) consciously theatrical social dis-
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simulation and the public aspects of subjectivity. As the author acknowledges, much
has been written on gender as performance (Butler) or masquerade (Riviere), but she
offers a “different way of looking at a familiar set of issues” (8) in this book that began
as a University of California, San Diego dissertation.

The Impossible Act examines a series of works by eighteenth-century women
writers, many of whom were also actresses and all of whom knew the interplay of
acting and social discourse. Arons is particularly well-qualified to add to our knowl-
edge of gender and subjectivity in this period because of her background in theater.
There is often a disconnect in Germanistik (and elsewhere) between drama scholarship
and theatrical practice and we frequently forget that the plays we study were mostly
written as scripts for performance. Arons is familiar with performance history, the
logistics of acting, and the vicissitudes of an actress’s offstage life; this familiarity
informs her deep consideration of eighteenth-century “ideal femininity” and the role
of performance in its expression. Inasmuch as practitioners of “ideal femininity” were
required to be naive, sincere, and authentic—and recognizably so—the question of
a self-expression that reflected this transparency and also made it apparent as part of
“a woman’s proactive management of the public’s perception of her” (13) was a vexed
topic that Arons finds at the root of a number of lesser-known prose and dramatic texts
by women. Performing that which by definition is spontaneous, instinctive, and not
performable is the “impossible act” of the title.

Arons begins with Sophie von La Roche (1730-1807) and the Geschichte des
Frduleins von Sternheim (1771), the only text in the study that is broadly read today.
This is also the exception to her program of examining work on or by actresses, since
La Roche was more of a distinguished spectator than a performer; her knowledge of
the theater fuels the many scenes of dissimulation and deception that dot Sophie’s
long and bumpy road to enlightenment. Arons concludes that the novel “depicts the
use of art to create the effect of artlessness” (60) and that Sophie comes to be what she
is through her engagement with (social) performance. Karoline Schulze-Kummerfeld
(1745-1815) was an actress whose two volumes of memoirs were intended to secure
her reputation for virtue in the face of widespread moral suspicion of (publicly avail-
able) actresses. Schulze-Kummerfeld walks a fine line in that she asserts her sincerity
but also her great skill as an actress, seeking to buttress both her personal and profes-
sional reputations while courting the contradiction that Arons investigates.

Marianne Ehrmann’s (1755-1795) Amalie: Eine wahre Geschichte in Briefen
(1788) is a semi-autobiographical epistolary novel which demonstrates that “the rules
that govern women’s private conduct are unworkable in the public sphere” (132),
though this is seen as an indictment of the rules and not of women entering and work-
ing in the public sphere. The segment on Elise Biirger (1769—-1833) and her relatively
scandalous life is interesting but weaker than the rest. Biirger’s actress tale, Aglaja
(1799), is mined for meaningful details and declared to be an intervention in the domi-
nant discourse on femininity, but this is less convincing than the other textual argu-
ments. Friederike Helene Unger’s (1751-1813) Melanie das Findelkind (1804) is a
consciously artificial narrative that plays with essence and appearance and indicates
that Unger seems to see acting as “one end of a spectrum of performance, rather than
as the opposite of ‘real’ identity” (177). The notion of the continuum is an effective
outcome for a study that follows the dynamics of communication of self and subjectiv-
ity in the work of early women of the theater and the impossibilities of this act.



Downloaded from by guest on August 17, 2026. Copyright 2025

568 Monatshefte, Vol. 99, No. 4, 2007

The literature section concludes with Sophie Mereau (1770—-1806) and two
tales concerning actresses, Marie (1798) and Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt (written
in 1796 but not published until 1806 because of Schiller’s objections to it). In both
cases, theatricality and performance function as a means of removing the restrictions
of socially defined femininity. Mereau, Arons finds, is not worried about the moral-
ity of deception or Verstellung as were so many of her predecessors. A final chapter
summarizes the foregoing and considers the participation of audience (theatrical and
social) in constructing and manipulating the conditions of women’s existence in the
public sphere.

Though the author occasionally overplays her cards in explicating the layers of
ruse and artifice involved in showing sincere femininity, my only serious complaint
about this volume is that we are not given the German originals of the many quota-
tions and in some cases the original titles are withheld. This may be a convention of
the Palgrave series, but it is one that should be re-thought. The Impossible Act provides
us with access to some hard-to-find eighteenth-century texts by women, but only in
translation and, given Arons’s close attention to textual detail, critical readers ought to
be able to reference those details in German.

University of California, Irvine —Gail Hart

Karl Philipp Moritz. Literarische Experimente auf dem Weg zum psycholo-
gischen Roman.
Von Alexander Kosenina. Gottingen: Wallstein, 2006. 182 Seiten. €24,00.

In einer iiberschaubaren und gut lesbaren Studie hat Alexander KoSenina die gemein-
hin weniger beachteten Texte Karl Philipp Moritz’ aus den Jahren 1778 bis 1786 er-
schlossen. Der Blick auf diese disparaten Texte erlaubt es, so Koseninas These, die
“allméhliche Verfertigung des Schriftstellers Moritz aus Experimentalanordnungen”
(8) nachzuvollziehen. Indem Kosenina herausarbeitet, welche Schreibstrategien Mo-
ritz in diesen “diaristischen, dramatischen, dokumentarischen, lyrischen und erzihle-
rischen Experimenten” (14) ‘erprobt,” gelingt ihm eine Darstellung von Moritz’ Werk
als ProzeB3, in dem die Voraussetzungen fiir den eben nicht solitiren Anton Reiser
greifbar werden. Methodisch geht KoSenina dabei im guten Sinne unpritentios vor:
Vielleicht nicht zuletzt, da er auch als Herausgeber der von ihm besprochenen Texte in
der derzeit erscheinenden Kritischen Karl Philipp Moritz Ausgabe fungiert, praktiziert
er ein philologisch fundiertes, schnelle Synthetisierungen vermeidendes Lesen, das
sich zwanglos mit ideen- und kunstgeschichtlichen Kontextualisierungen verbindet.
Im ersten Kapitel geht KoSenina davon aus, da§ “der Pfiff und die Popularitit
der frithen Lebensphilosophie in neuen literarischen Formen begriindet [liegen]” (16)
und bescheinigt Moritz’ Beitrigen zu einer Philosophie des Lebens, ein “literarisch
ambitioniertes Experiment mit Darstellungsformen” (17) zu sein: Zu denken ist hier
vor allem an “offene literarische Formen, wie Gesprich, fiktiver Brief, Essay oder
Aphorismus” (18). Uberzeugend demonstriert Kosenina, wie “Moritz’ aus anderen
Quellen gespeiste innere Disziplin [. . .] fiir eine sprachliche Bestimmtheit und Knapp-
heit dieser mit Absolutheitsanspruch vorgenommenen Eintrdge [sorgt]” (33), und die
Beitrdige aus dieser Perspektive als ein “Initialdokument [. . .], das die quietistischen
Reflexionsverbote auf der einen mit der schriftstellerischen Selbstbefreiung auf der





