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Geschaftige Torheit ist der Charakter unserer Gattung.
Busied folly is the character of our kind.

—IMMANUEL KANT,
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INTRODUCTION

The overarching theme of this book is the historicity of theatrical
and dramatic form. It aims to show that an underappreciated fig-
ure, the stage fool, played a decisive role in the birth of German
literary drama. Admittedly, the fool provides an improbable focus
for a book-length study. For long stretches of the story told over
the following chapters, there were no instances of literary greatness
to vaunt; and the German tradition is not known for the clowns
and fools celebrated in, for instance, Shakespeare’s oeuvre. That
being said, this book does include analyses of some of the most
acclaimed voices in the history of German letters, as well as two
of the greatest comic works from the years around 1800, Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe’s Faust and Heinrich von Kleist’s Der zer-
brochne Krug (The Broken Jug). But to understand the continuity
between these literary masterpieces and the tradition of the stage
fool, it is necessary to broaden the scope of our historical view
and to expand it to include a corpus of works far beyond what
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has typically earned a place in studies of classical German litera-
ture. Doing so will bring into perspective the broad range of cul-
tural factors that conspired, over the course of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, to make the fool into a fixture of stage perfor-
mances and debates over their proper configuration. The follow-
ing chapters seek to understand what gave the fool such staying
power and what changes this form experienced in the course of
its long career. Answering these questions will mean considering
the many reworkings and redeployments—some unacknowledged,
some willfully artistic—that made a figure seemingly incompatible
with serious literature pivotal to the effort, during the latter half
of the eighteenth century, to create a German literature of world-
historical rank.

To analyze the fool as a historically variable dramatic and theat-
rical form is to revise a prominent mode of inquiry that has orga-
nized literary-historical investigation since its very beginnings. This
approach can be found in the first and perhaps greatest literary
critic in the European tradition, Aristotle, whose fourth-century
BCE treatise known as the Poetics has shaped the terms of debate
more than any other text. It is essentially impossible for us to imag-
ine what literature would be if Aristotle had not passed down this
text to posterity, particularly because he utilizes a classificatory
practice, derived from his logical and natural scientific texts, to
divide up genres of poetry and separate them from other kinds of
writing. Aristotle’s argument that poetry can be organized in terms
of comedy, tragedy, and epic is, ultimately, akin to his conviction
that cognate divisions are possible among kinds of living beings.
When we forfeit the notion that poetic kinds are natural and given,
however, it becomes necessary to explain the cultural mechanisms
that allow for and encourage their perpetuation in time. The preemi-
nent approach to this question—What encourages the reproduction
of literary forms?—is to consider the efforts of individual artists
to preserve established forms through intentional acts of creative
appropriation. But the artistic accomplishments of monumental
individuals can provide only a partial explanation for the persis-
tence of dramatic forms. An adequate explanation of broad-based



Introduction 3

conventional practices must look beyond the achievements of ex-
ceptional individuals to consider a range of cultural-historical and
discursive factors. Because the fool was just such a conventional
form, the task of this study is to grasp the reasons underlying both
its unspectacular persistence across vast stretches of time and its
innovative appropriation in the hands of artists such as Goethe
and Kleist.

The fool is a form whose significance can be discerned, as Fried-
rich Nietzsche’s genealogical method suggests, only in terms of “its
actual use and integration into a system of ends” (thatsdchliche
Verwendung und Einordnung in ein System von Zwecken)." Ex-
panding the discussion of this dramatic and theatrical form to a
larger network of goals means looking beyond the field of the liter-
ary proper, beyond plays and aesthetic treatises, to other contexts
that address the place of comic theater in the weave of life. Unex-
pected deviations in the conception of the fool resulted as much
from poetological disagreements over the proper way to write a
play as from arguments over the broader civic potential of comic
theater. Treating the fool as a form that persisted across the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries within an encompassing “system of
goals” means examining its place in a broad swath of discussions
on the relationship between text and performance, tradition and
innovation, the individual nation and the broader European con-
text, and more. These are the competing forces that allowed for the
fool’s perpetuation and modification over time.

The vicissitudes of the form of the fool are evidence of the deep
cultural need to regulate laughter. In other words, controversies
surrounding the fool’s status as a figure worthy of celebration or
scorn were rooted in concern with the individual and collective ef-
fects of different varieties of comic speech. Although it can easily
escape attention, one of the most basic distinctions organizing cul-
tural activity and its analysis is the difference between humorous

1. Friedrich Nietzsche, Zur Genealogie der Moral, in Simtliche Werke: Kri-
tische Studienausgabe in 15 Binden, ed. Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 1999), 5:313.
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and serious modalities of human behavior.? Discourses on the sig-
nificance of joking and techniques of soliciting laughter, extending
from classical antiquity to the present day, often brush up against
but fail to directly address the fundamental importance of this
distinction. Just as laughing and crying stand opposed as distinct
manifestations of human expression, so the serious and the hu-
morous issue from two distinct and opposed attitudes, two dis-
tinct and opposed ways of experiencing life and finding meaning
in it.> A version of this distinction can already be found in ancient
Greek and Roman rhetoric, and the construction of this distinc-
tion there can help sharpen our own methodological stance. The
rhetorical tradition stresses the need for public speakers to intuit
the line between seriousness and jest, and develop the ability to
solicit each mood separately, under the appropriate circumstances,
and to the proper degree. A directive attributed to the fifth-century
BCE sophist Gorgias, later enthusiastically endorsed by Aristo-
tle in his own treatise on rhetoric, suggests that a public speaker
should “destroy their opponents’ seriousness with laughter and
their laughter with seriousness” (tiv pév omovdniv dwapdeipsy TdOV
gvavtiov yéhwvtl, tov 82 yéhwto omo0dij).* However, just because
the two species of speech are opposed does not mean that they
should be used indiscriminately. Quintilian, the first-century CE
Roman rhetorician, accordingly disparaged Cicero as overly hu-
morous and Demosthenes as overly serious. Much like Greek
and Roman orators before him, Quintilian asserts that the proper
apportionment of light- and heavyheartedness is necessary to
establish and maintain internal coherence. The premise of this his-
torical typology, as well as Gorgias’s prescript, is the belief that
seriousness and joking form an opposition and, even more, that

2. There is a brief but insightful discussion of the “dialectic of play and se-
riousness” in Stephen Halliwell, Greek Laughter: A Study of Cultural Psychol-
ogy from Homer to Early Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2008), 19-38. I strongly recommend the methodological observations in Mary
Beard, Laughter in Ancient Rome: On Joking, Tickling, and Cracking Up (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 2014), 23-69.

3. Helmuth Plessner, Laughing and Crying: A Study of the Limits of Human
Behavior, trans. James Spencer Churchill and Marjorie Grene (Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press, 1970).

4. Aristotle, Rhetoric 1419b3-5.
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they can counteract one another. In a crucial formulation, Quintil-
ian writes, “We understand as a joke that which is the opposite of
serious” (iocum vero id accipimus quod est contrarium serio).’

Despite the appearance of a watertight division, the traditional
distinction is weighted disproportionally toward the side of seri-
ousness: humor enters into rhetorical typologies only insofar as it
serves an ulterior purpose of promoting serious contents. The risible
worth attending to is essentially a more gripping, pleasurable, and
efficacious avenue for arriving at a destination that is no less avail-
able along a more earnest route. In rhetoric, laughter-provoking
speech is only a peer to serious speech insofar as it can contribute
to the final purpose of rhetoric in general—whether that goal be
civic or philosophical.®

The basic structure evident in the rhetorical distinction is, in fact,
common to a group of seemingly discrepant theories, including sev-
eral modern ones, which are far removed and seemingly more radi-
cal. While the ancients expressed exclusive interest in those jocular
modes of speech that communicated subjects of import, the modern
tendency has been to insist on the subterranean seriousness of even the
most trivial forms of speech or sign-making. Two distinctive permu-
tations of the opposition between seriousness and levity have made
a huge impact over the last century. First, modern anthropologists
and semioticians have endeavored to expose the “human serious-
ness of play,” to show that human society is held together by shared
meanings that are evident in even the most mundane and mindless
rites, rituals, signs, or statements.” Within this scheme, the analytic
task is to show that all human activity, no matter the context, is
meaning-making, and that this meaning is the glue that holds together
a society. There is a second, equally prevalent strand, which seems ir-
reconcilably different, but in truth possesses a deep structural affinity.
It has become a near-theoretical commonplace to claim, in line with
highly celebrated thinkers from Henri Bergson and Sigmund Freud
to Mikhail Bakhtin and Mary Douglas, that joking and laughter are

5. Quintilian, The Orator’s Education, trans. Donald A. Russell (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), 2:72.

6. See the historical account in Quintilian, The Orator’s Education, 1:257-417.

7. See Victor Turner, From Ritual to Theater: The Human Seriousness of Play
(New York: Performing Arts Journal Publications, 1982).
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defined in terms of their “subversive effect on the dominant struc-
ture of ideas.”® These authors developed trenchant theories, each
deserving of meticulous attention, that are united in the assertion
that joking speech possesses the capacity to challenge and subvert
conscious thought, rationality, bodily control, or hegemonic social
structures. In this respect, they are also unified in the assertion that
joking copes with matters of ultimate importance to the individual
human being and for society.

Missing from these theories is a type of laughter that does not serve
a higher purpose, which is sometimes called, in thoroughly uncom-
ical jargon, autotelic laughter. What of this sort of humor? What
of the varieties of speech and gesture that cause a good chuckle and
nothing more—which do not solicit deeper reflection, but instead
provide a distraction from heavy-duty thoughts and concerns?
These, too, are subject to policing and controlling, and can thus
be shaped and changed. What is more, these, too, can serve a pur-
pose. One does not have to look hard to find historical examples
of entertainment—from public spectacles in Rome to American
romcoms—that would be unfairly assimilated into the category
of the serious. I wish to claim that something similar is at work
in the first appearance of the stage fool in the German-speaking
lands. Here, a variety of comic theater was born that aimed to
pass the time, to supply ephemeral amusement, and to strive for
nothing more than to bring the audience pleasure. His first ap-
pearance on the stage could be described in terms of the typical
American-English locution “It’s just entertainment.”

A more supple and encompassing distinction between the ris-
ible and the serious can help account for the historical altera-
tions to which the stage fool was subject. The hallmark of the
fool may have always been humor, but he also went from being
a figure featured in contexts without any aspiration to coun-
termand authority or challenge norms to serving as the comic

8. The phrase is from Mary Douglas, “Jokes,” in Collected Works (New York:
Routledge, 2010), 5:146-164, here 150.
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engine of some of the most profound plays in the German lit-
erary tradition. The heuristic potency of a distinction between
the risible and the serious depends on its capacity to account
for such historical changes, to describe modifications in the
purpose and execution of theatrical communication. For this
reason, we might think of the serious and the risible as occu-
pying different spaces on a continuous line, with some regions
of overlap where they seem one and the same, and other dispa-
rate zones of complete antithesis. This view can be understood
as the radicalization of a stunning observation from Jean Paul’s
Preschool of Aesthetics (Vorschule der Aesthetik, 1804/1812),
one of the most technically insightful aesthetic treatises in the
German tradition. Jean Paul postulates that “one could make
on every planet a different kind of literature out of the serious
and the jocular” (aus Scherz und Ernst in jedem Planeten eine
andere Dichtkunst setzen konnte), and continues by saying that
literature is per se a mode of human expression “connected to
time and place.”’ The different historical embodiments of the fool,
therefore, are essentially different ways of negotiating this funda-
mental distinction. Literature is not based on an exclusive either/
or, but on space- and time-specific combinations of these two kinds
of speech. We find a related idea in Goethe’s references to his own
works, during his later years, as “very serious jokes.” '’ Goethe here
identifies his literary productivity as inhabiting a place toward the
center of the continuum of the joking and the serious. To modify
perhaps the most famous formula for the aesthetic around 1800,

9. Both quotations from Jean Paul, Werke (Munich: Carl Hanser Verlag,
1973), 5:92. The programmatic importance of the distinction between “serious”
and “comic” literature for Jean Paul’s classifications cannot be overestimated. Lit-
erature can, in his view, have either an objective (serious) or a subjective (comic)
thematic focus (5:67). Jean Paul’s analysis of humor provides a good test case for
the claim I am making, namely, that we are not dealing with irreconcilable op-
posites, but rather poles along a continuous line, with antithesis as well as over-
lap. For a probing explication, see Paul Fleming, The Pleasures of Abandonment:
Jean Paul and the Life of Humor (Wiirzburg: Koénigshausen und Neumann, 2006),
esp. 44-57.

10. Letter, 3/17/1832, FA 11 11:555.
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from Kant’s Critique of the Power of Judgment (Kritik der Urteils-
kraft, 1790), we might say that the joking character of Goethe’s lit-
erary works means they lack an instrumental purpose, while their
serious engagement with issues of fundamental importance in life
lends them their purposive shape.

It is thus reasonable to conjecture that literature, as a time- and
place-specific mode of creative expression, depends on an alchemy
of the serious and the joking, not their irreconcilable opposition.
The great benefit of this claim for the history of the stage fool is
that it forces us to expand the field of inquiry beyond linguistic or
properly literary phenomena and to remain sensitive to variation
over time. By looking at more than plays and aesthetic treatises,
it will also become possible to approach the fool as a historically
variable form, rather than as a static character or type. Whereas
the notion of character typically provides a qualitative description
of a human being with a unique biography, and a type invokes a
static mold, the notion of form is significantly more elastic. It has
the virtue of not picking out any biographical qualities as essen-
tial or terminological tendencies as definitive. Instead, it locates
the fool as a dramatic and theatrical phenomenon that survived
through its incessant regeneration. By that, I mean that as the fool
was taken up repeatedly as a theme in discourse and a presence
on the stage, the encompassing “system of ends” within which the
fool was situated also underwent major changes. The form of the
fool was, on the one hand, portable: it could migrate from the stage
into poetological discourse, into discussions of the well-ordered
polity, and so on. But the form was also mutable: the transposi-
tion into new argumentative settings wrought significant changes
in the potential assigned to the fool’s comic practice. Looking back
at the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, it seems that the fool
was, for some, the main attraction of an entertainment-driven show,
and for others, a vulgar distraction from the edifying potential of
drama; for some, a community-building comic force, and for still
others, an underappreciated tradition that could revitalize the stage
culture.

In the domain of dramatic and theatrical forms, the cardinal rule
is to adapt or perish. And so if the fool persisted in time through
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adaptation, it is worth searching for an underlying logic to these
changes. The guiding claim of this study is that throughout the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries, the fool consistently provides a
medium through which the most basic elements of drama and the-
ater could be distilled, debated, and tested. I claim that the emer-
gence of German literary drama, viewed in retrospect, cannot be
severed from the ongoing controversies that surrounded the fool.
Paradoxical as it may sound, a profoundly unliterary and emphati-
cally theatrical figure contributed in essential ways to the creation
of German literary drama.!!

At the same time, identifying the fool as a form is not with-
out risk. Broadly speaking, within twentieth-century scholarship,
the analysis of form has often entailed a sequestering of literary
objects from broader social-historical issues, with an emphasis
instead on the internal organization of individual works and the
complexities of their linguistic patterns. My intention is to use
the concept of form for the exact opposite purpose. I wish to
understand what forces, beyond the imagination of the solitary
author, secured the centuries-long persistence of the fool as a
dramatic and theatrical form. Accordingly, I approach the vi-
cissitudes of form in connection with the broader cultural con-
text, not in isolation from it. And as a further consequence, the
individual and unique work does serve as the sole crucible of
analysis. Since the fool was a widespread, general role, not an
individual character, so too the following discussion draws on a
rich body of evidence.

With this methodological framework in place, it is worth saying a
word about the notion of origins in the title of this book. As a point

11. My aspiration to provide a succinct and coherent account of certain ori-
gins of German literary drama has led me to exclude another context, within which
the theatrical fool traced a singular trajectory. The Viennese folk theater, which has
been the subject of a large body of exceptionally meticulous research, does not fig-
ure in this book. Its origins, development, and outgrowths ultimately unfold in
very different ways than elsewhere in the German-speaking world, and for this
reason I have elected not to examine it in close detail. To do the unique and fas-
cinating Viennese tradition justice would have, unfortunately, exploded the frame
of this study.
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of contrast, let us return to the first account of the origin of a dra-
matic form. Aristotle’s Poetics gives us a narrative of the steady
emergence of an ennobled genre from archaic—we might say,
pre-poetic—prototypes. In book 4, he claims that tragedy began
as improvisatory choral songs and only progressively emerged
into what we would recognize as a bona fide genre. The ennoble-
ment and consolidation of the genre comes about through two si-
multaneous procedures. On the one hand, there is a shedding of
impropriety, through a “step-by-step” (katd pkpdv) process that
“brought about many changes” (moAlig perafoliac petaporodoo)
until it reached “its own nature” (v avtiig evowv).'? This civiliz-
ing process is accompanied by the addition of more dialogic com-
plexity into the plays. First there was only the chorus singing and
dancing in unison, then there was the chorus and one additional
role, then two, then three. Genuine tragedy comes about in the
twin passage from the simple to the complex and the raw to the
cultivated. Aristotle provides us with a fairly simple story of things
getting better; he accounts for the existence of the most venerated
literary genre by showing how a certain set of elements undergoes
a process of self-improvement. Tragedy emerges from the division
and recombination of a basic set of properties until “its own na-
ture” comes to full flower.

Today, we might well have a knee-jerk aversion to the teleologi-
cal direction of Aristotle’s narrative of origin. It is easy to feel some
discomfort with the idea that, from the very beginning, inchoate
choral songs and dances were aiming toward the perfection or en-
telechy of fourth-century BCE tragic poems. And yet there is little
controvertible about the claim that, viewed in retrospect, the con-
stitutive elements of tragedy came about through a process of pro-
gressive accrual and transformation; the intermediate steps within
this process then culminated in the birth of a full-fledged form. Even
if we deny that there can be a complete and enduring form of tragedy,
according to “its own nature,” by pursuing an origin story, we still
leave open the possibility of anticipatory stages of incompleteness.

12. Aristotle, Poetics 1449a12-135.
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At the same time, it is worth emphasizing that Aristotle’s account
radically limits the sorts of causes deemed relevant to the making
of genuine tragedy. He makes no mention of different domains of
society, nor of influences from other cultures, or the mandate of
religious, civic, or scholarly authorities. Instead, tragedy emerges
through the persistent labor of solitary poets, whose searching
efforts eventually draw out the genre’s intrinsic possibilities and
bring about its fully developed state.

It is a near truism today, meanwhile, that the course of history is
unpredictable and its significance prone to multiple, retrospective
interpretations. The contrast to Aristotle’s teleological arrange-
ment is crucial not because it illustrates the wrongheadedness of
each and every origin story, but rather because it helps us recover,
in the absence of natural necessity or intentional design, the im-
probability of the pivotal presence of the fool in drama and theater
for two centuries. The task, therefore, is to discover underlying
developmental patterns without subscribing to a predetermined
narrative that imagines the modernization process as a forward
march of cultural refinement. That is to say, the persistence of folly
throughout the eighteenth century runs athwart well-worn narra-
tives about the eighteenth century as the moment of an enlightened
assertion of rational control. Just as the eighteenth century can-
not be understood as the moment that reason overcame religious
superstition, so too should it not be treated as the moment when
literary earnestness replaced preliterary folly.

For the period between roughly 1730 and 1810, the fool pro-
vides a prism through which two rudimentary but utterly pressing
matters came into view, both related to the relationship between
the two seemingly self-evident terms drama and theater. The first
matter pertains to the question, What is the theater for? And the
second, What is a dramatic text? In the final analysis, these are not
two questions but rather interdependent ways of thinking through
a single historical state of affairs. For a core controversy running
through the eighteenth century was the relationship between the
fixed and controllable dramatic text, on the one hand, and the sin-
gular and therefore always unforeseeable actuality of performance,
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on the other. The fool was uniquely ambidextrous, playing a pivotal
role on each side of the distinction and imposing, by the end of the
eighteenth century, a higher unity on them both. These two ques-
tions are, properly speaking, historical questions, and therefore the
narrative I build in this study proceeds chronologically. That is not
to say that it proceeds through a paratactically arranged sequence
of events. Instead, the four parts of the study, each subdivided into
four succinct chapters, argue that the fool is one of the chief pillars
in the internally dynamic and contentious process that gave rise to
German drama and theater.

The starting point of this book, it bears emphasizing, lies outside
the gamut of what is ordinarily treated as modern German literature.
Laying the foundation for the chapters to come, part 1 investigates
the process of cultural transfer that brought the fool to the German
stage at the turn of the seventeenth century and that provided for
his immense popularity. My objective in this part of the book is
to understand how scrappy traveling players from England, who
came to the German-speaking lands in search of gainful employ-
ment but lacked facility in the local tongue, created a veritable star.
Part 1 shows that the distinctive practice of stage interaction asso-
ciated with the fool was deeply connected to the contexts in which
the itinerant acting troupes performed. Examining a rich body of
scripts as well as the extant testimonial evidence, I distill the fool’s
patterns of dialogue participation. While much of his art was im-
provisatory, the fool’s comic interventions come at specific junc-
tures and possess a consistent significance. My overarching claim
is that the fool provided the centerpiece of a commercially driven
performance culture that placed greater emphasis on sustained en-
tertainment than on coherence of plot. His characteristic joking
techniques were responsible for arresting the audience’s attention
and comically deflating the concerns of quotidian life. Part 1 dem-
onstrates the interdependence of the concrete circumstances of per-
formances and the telltale conventions of the fool’s stage role.

Expanding the historical trajectory into this largely uncharted
territory allows me, in part 2, to account for the complexities of
an intensely dynamic and oft-neglected epoch, the years between
1730 and 1750. During this period, conventionally referred to as
the early Enlightenment, the fool became a crucial object of dispute
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among reform-minded scholars and playwrights. The aspiration to
endow the theater with a moral and aesthetic purpose, reformers
claimed, required limiting the fool’s comic prerogative. The reform
project returned again and again to the story of a spectacular
auto-da-fé in which the fool was supposedly banished, once and for
all, from the stage. My argument concentrates on two components
of the early Enlightenment endeavor to overhaul the theatrical cul-
ture. The first was a strict conception of the comedic genre. Al-
though ostensibly modeled on ancient Greek and Roman sources,
the design of early Enlightenment comedy was equally inflected by
contemporary concerns, in particular by the desire to craft a moral
message and to block the fool’s comic interventions. In addition,
the early Enlightenment sought to use the print medium as a tool
for altering performance standards. Translations, new composi-
tions, and anthologies became the key mechanisms for improving
the stature of the German stage. Contrary to scholarly consensus,
I claim that the fool did not simply disappear from the stage to
make space for compositionally conventional, classicizing dramas.
Instead, the early Enlightenment evinced a nuanced and internally
conflicted attitude toward the capacity of laughter-provoking folly
to make theater flourish.

In part 3, I turn to the latter half of the eighteenth century, dur-
ing which questions concerning the relationship between the the-
ater and the broader nexus of social life come into sharper focus.
I begin by discussing a widely influential discourse on the role of the
government in assuring the well-being of its citizens, the so-called
policey. The fool was conceived of as a mechanism for ensuring
that members of society had the entertainment necessary to recover
from the day-to-day life of labor. I then move to the debates over
the potentially salubrious effects of laughter on both the individual
and the larger social community. In the final two chapters of part
3, I advance the claim that the fool plays a pivotal role in perhaps
the most important project of the late eighteenth century, the at-
tempt to create a nationally distinctive mode of dramatic compo-
sition and theatrical performance. A broad spectrum of authors
and critics turned to the fool as a resource for the propagation of
performance conventions specific to German culture. I show that
the use of folly as a nation-building instrument hinges on the belief
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that the comic, rather than the tragic, depends on and fosters local
custom. In the latter half of the eighteenth century, the fool returns
to the stage as a socially binding force.

In part 4, my approach switches in a significant way. Rather than
considering large-scale phenomena by synthesizing large quanti-
ties of evidence, I focus my attention on the role of the fool as
he appears in two works by the two greatest German playwrights
around 1800, Goethe and Kleist. I claim that the fool functions
in their plays as a model of theatrical presence, as the guarantor
of intimacy between the figures on stage and the audience. Across
his long and storied career, Goethe asserts that the early Enlight-
enment banishment of the fool was based on a mistaken assess-
ment of both the elementary function of theatrical entertainment
and the artistic potential of this once-beloved figure. I show that
the scenic construction and overarching patterns of significance in
Goethe’s 1808 Faust tragedy cannot be properly understood with-
out acknowledging their debt to the fool. In the final chapter of
the study, I draw out the brilliant recasting of the fool in Kleist’s
1811 comedy, The Broken Jug. Kleist’s play amounts to a subtle
but penetrating reflection on the possibility of a literary render-
ing of the fool in the early decades of the nineteenth century. His
comedy profoundly thematizes the tension in eighteenth-century
Germany between, on the one hand, the broader European literary
tradition since classical antiquity and, on the other, the immensely
popular tradition of the stage fool. These phenomenal literary achieve-
ments, I claim, stand in productive dialogue with a tradition that sub-
sequent scholars have typically dismissed as a trivial forerunner to
serious works of literary art.



PART

THE FooL AT PrLAY

Comiic Practice and the Strolling Players

Stultorum plena sunt omnia.
The world is full of fools.

—THE FOOL IN AN ADAPTATION OF
ANDREAS GRYPHIUS’S PAPINIANUS, AND CICERO






BirTH OF A ComMmic FOrRM

German theater—and, in particular, its early modern ancestor—is
not especially well known for its sense of humor. But the lack of
acclaim is not for lack of evidence: beginning around 1600, comic
elements reigned supreme on the stage. In fact, during the period
before German-speaking towns could espouse a local theater build-
ing, no single factor ensured a leavened atmosphere with the same
effectiveness and frequency as did the stage fool. A verbal and ges-
tural wild-card figure, the fool dazzled audiences with song and
dance, and used rude jokes to provoke their laughter. He was more
protean and less rooted in a specific social context than the court
fools that still today in the twenty-first century occupy a vivid place
in our cultural imagination. At the same time, the stage fool shared
with his royal cousin a strong penchant for the irreverent and sa-
lacious. While the court fool belonged, in general, to a structured
social-political environment, the German stage fool flourished on
the makeshift stages lacking for luster that first began to sprout up,
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through an improbable turn of events, across the German coun-
tryside around 1600. His unlikely appearance raises the ques-
tion, Whence did he come? His long-lasting presence, meanwhile,
presses the related query, What provided for his success? In order
to trace the beginnings of the German stage fool and account for
his centrality to the flourishing dramatic and theatrical culture that
arose in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, we must look at
a little-known process of transfer that brought English players and
their plays to the German-speaking lands. However some caution
is necessary in approaching these plays—their language, their in-
tegrity, their form—for they testify to a process of transmission
quite different from what ordinarily falls under the category of “lit-
erary tradition.”

It may seem strange to imagine traveling English players as the
decisive point of departure for a genealogy of German drama. After
all, the beginning marked out by the sudden appearance of
English-speaking players around 1600 was anything but a glori-
ous one. The traveling groups of players numbered fewer than
ten and scarcely more than twenty, and they spent long stretches
of time on the road in search of a paying audience. Despite their
tireless efforts, they seem to have rarely emerged from a pitifully
impecunious existence. The itinerant and often penurious life-
style of troupes means that material evidence of their concrete sit-
uation is rather scant. Moreover, the fool’s lifeblood was the live
unfolding of a stage performance, especially spontaneous gesture
and improvised expression. A historical reconstruction thus can-
not rely on the highly educated authors of the seventeenth century,
among whose writings very few traces of the fool can be detected.
And the English traveling players traced a different path than
the commedia dell’arte troupes, whose improvisatory scenarios
were enjoyed by the political elite and within courtly contexts as
early as 1568.! The fool of English extraction, by contrast, first

1. Although the scholarship once conflated the fool of English extraction and
the tradition of the commedia dell’arte, the two lineages can, at least for the sev-
enteenth century, be kept largely separate. See, most recently, Ralf Bockmann, Die
Commedia dell’arte und das deutsche Drama des 17. Jahrbunderts (Nordhausen:
Verlag Traugott Baut, 2010). See also Peter Sprengel, “Herr Pantalon und sein
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gained a foothold, around 1600, in a milieu without lofty artistic
ambitions, which made liberal use of translations or loose ad-
aptations from preexisting playtexts. Wherever he appeared, the
fool delighted with a unique blend of immediate recognizability
and humorous surprise. From his first appearance, the fool was,
in a word, a hit.

Although the historical record leaves no doubt as to the over-
whelming success of this impertinent jokester, the cause of that
success is less easy to identify. In contrast to a genre such as trag-
edy, we cannot chalk up his long and widespread career to the
imprimatur of aesthetic experts or the rigors of humanistic train-
ing. Reverence for traditional poetic forms was nowhere to be
found in those settings where the fool beguiled audiences. More-
over, dictates such as (good) taste and novelty did not provide
direction for the popular stage of the seventeenth century, and
traveling players did not feel the sway of rhetorical and aesthetic
dictates. In general, early modern German playtexts seldom cir-
culated in authoritative editions (the sort a modern reader might
expect), and they almost never commanded fidelity from actors.?
While the early seventeenth century did see a movement aspiring
to establish German as a language for the making of poetry, such
efforts took place in elite scholarly venues far removed from
the traveling troupes that first brought the fool into existence.’
Indeed, the fool gained traction in a world far less concerned
with poetic authors or texts than with just giving audiences a
gripping show.

Knecht Zanni: Zur frithen Commedia dell’arte in Deutschland,” in Wanderbiihne:
Theaterkunst als fabrendes Gewerbe, ed. Birbel Rudin, Kleine Schriften der Ge-
sellschaft fir Theatergeschichte 34/35 (Berlin: Gesellschaft fiir Theatergeschichte),
5-18.

2. On the emergence of dramatic authorship in the broader European context,
see Julie Stone Peters, Theatre of the Book, 1480-1880: Print, Text, and Perfor-
mance in Europe (Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 2000).

3. The project of putting German-language poetry on the international map
has been the subject of a major body of research, most often focused on Martin
Opitz (1597-1639). For a sound introduction to the topic, see Wilhelm Kithlmann,
Martin Opitz: Deutsche Literatur und deutsche Nation (Heidelberg: Manutius,
2001).
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So what led theatrical troupes to put the fool front and center?
At first glance, it is hard to understand what could make even
the most malleable figure appealing enough that his presence
in play after play would be a source of enthusiasm and amuse-
ment rather than a bore. Here we stumble on a second, equally
puzzling question: What gives license to speak of a fool or the
fool, of a single conventionalized figure? It seems obvious that
it would not make much sense to treat every stage appearance
as unique and different. But by virtue of what? To return to the
previous grammatical contrast: What makes any individual fool
an instance of the fool? These are all questions clustered around
what one might call the reproduction of a theatrical form. The
biological ring of the term reproduction need not be cause for
concern; at issue here is a distinctive way of interacting on the
stage, from the words chosen to how the fool speaks them, from
his position within the cast of characters to the attitude he as-
sumes toward them.

Instead of proceeding on the basis of historical generalization, it
is worth considering a text first published during the latter half of
the eighteenth century, but that properly belongs among the materi-
als at the center of part 1 of this study. The play, an adaptation of
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, discloses decisive features of the fool’s stage
activity, and its analysis can provide methodological orientation for
the following chapters. The example is particularly revealing because
of its high degree of conventionality, something that a modern reader
can easily skip over in sheer excitement of discovering a version, al-
beit radically altered, of perhaps the best-known play in the English
language.

The surviving German adaptation of Hamlet, it bears emphasiz-
ing, is an acting script, not a dramatic text in the ordinary sense
of the word. While the German-language play overlaps on a sche-
matic level, a few times even up to the level of a whole scene, with
the Shakespearean play, it would be a mistake to treat the adapta-
tion as a translation. But the difference between the Hamlet adap-
tation and a dramatic text extends beyond the difference visible
today on the printed page. Rather, the acting script is of a different
categorical order than that of a dramatic text; it is even tempting
to say, in more traditional philosophical jargon, that the two are
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different kinds of material substance. But the terminology is not as
important as the recognition that the division between these two
types or classes (acting script/dramatic text) does not just depend
on surface characteristics like formal or verbal organization, but
also on how the acting script or dramatic text ordinarily gets used.
For the purpose of marking out extreme poles, we might think of
a dramatic text as a kind of poetic composition defined by its fix-
ity: it has been uniquely written and edited and, by and large, can
be attributed to an author. An acting script, meanwhile, carries on
its existence in the more open-ended, presentist world of theatri-
cal performance. It can be expanded and contracted, modified and
recast. Furthermore, its relationship to authorship is more nebu-
lous and prone to variation from performance to performance and
context to context. This chapter and the three that follow focus
attention primarily on acting scripts; dramatic texts come into view
in part 2.

The distinction, even if rough-and-ready, helps make sense of
the mechanisms that allowed the German Hamlet to endure, such
that copies can now be found in university libraries and on the
Internet.* It also helps to make sense of the fact that the survival of
the adaptation is due to unplanned and uncontrolled circumstances
of appropriation and transformation, not the willful bequeathing
of a work by a great author to an unversed audience. The version
that survives today is based on a printed edition from 1778, itself
based on a manuscript from around 1710.° The acting script bears
the sort of two-part title typical of seventeenth-century German
plays: Tragedy of Fratricide Punished, or Prince Hamlet of Den-
mark. The modified title testifies to a long period of circulation
among traveling players who certainly did not treat any particular
script they came across as authoritative or as commanding fidel-
ity. In fact, something like the surviving adaptation had probably
been used by actors in Germany since the early decades of the
seventeenth century, even though no version seems to have found

4. Atpresent the German Hamlet adaptation, as well as an English translation, is
available for download at https://archive.org/details/shakespeareingerOOcohnrich.

5. For the historical record, see Wilhelm Michael Anton Creizenach, Die
Schauspiele der englischen Komdédianten (Berlin/Stuttgart: W. Spemann, 1889),
144.
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its way between bound covers until much later. It is crucial to keep
in mind that when Hamlet first appeared in the German-speaking
world, the theatrical culture where it found a home did not even
identify plays with authors, nor did it feel the need to search for
or treat one version as original and final. The proper name of
the Bard, in other words, only became an identifying marker for
the Hamlet adaptation long after the play first began its career
on the German stage. While in the first half of the seventeenth cen-
tury authorship was becoming increasingly important to English
publishing practices, in no small part due to the popularity of
Shakespeare himself, the very same period the German-speaking
theatrical world showed little concern for original authorship
and, in general, allowed for free tinkering with every part of the
play, from plot construction to title, to fit the needs and desires of
actors.®

The liberties taken with the Shakespearean play shine through
most forcefully in the latitude afforded a figure utterly alien to
the original: a court jester by the name of Phantasmo.” Of course,
English theater in Shakespeare’s own time had a sparkling tradition
of fools and clowns, and no one exploited the available conventions

6. The importance of Shakespeare’s First Folio to the emergence of dramatic
authorship has been studied in Douglas A. Brooks, From Playhouse to Printing
House: Drama and Authorship in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000), 66—103. In Germany, there is a lineage of dramatic author-
ship within educated circles beginning around 1650. Andreas Gryphius (1616-
1664) and David Caspar von Lohenstein (1635-1683), among other lesser-known
playwrights, composed tragedies, many of which were intended for stage perfor-
mance. However, the inclusion of copious scholarly annotations in their published
plays indicates that these authors were interested in textual circulation in a fashion
utterly alien to the traveling players. For instance, when one of Gryphius’s trage-
dies was adapted by traveling players, the author’s name is nowhere to be found,
and the manipulation of the acting script is rampant. I discuss this matter in greater
detail in chapter 4.

7. The play has been reprinted, along with an English translation, in Albert
Cohn, Shakespeare in Germany in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries: An
Account of English Actors in Germany and the Netherlands and of the Plays Per-
formed by Them during the Same Period (London: Asher & Co, 1865), 237-304.
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with the same acuity as did Shakespeare.® Without question, a
figure like Phantasmo would have been unthinkable without the
influence English actors had in the first half of the seventeenth cen-
tury in the German lands. That being said, this figure is far re-
moved from what one might expect from the fools and clowns that
inhabited the Elizabethan comic imagination. This difference, the
following discussion will show, supports the claim that the German
stage fool was a distinct theatrical form.

The divergence between adaptation and original asserts itself
from the start and remains consistent throughout. In the version
performed by German traveling players an introductory prologue
mixes Christian and pagan themes, as four chthonic spirits of clas-
sical Greece set up a moralizing frame for the modern tragedy of
Danish aristocracy. And then, in its main body, the play includes
the court jester Phantasmo who, with relentless barbs, solidifies the
initial impression that the German adaptation is far from Shake-
speare’s universe. By any estimation, the play possesses highly un-
usual internal heterogeneity: while the prologue announces a story
of providential justice, the ensuing tragedy puts a figure front and
center who, in his trivializations of the ongoing action, constantly
threatens to spill the play over into farce.

For a sample of the sort of material an analysis of the Ger-
man stage fool must account for, consider the following pivotal
moment in the play. When Hamlet’s desire for vengeance for his
father’s death has reached its peak intensity, and Ophelia is crest-
fallen but has not yet gone mad, the fool arrives on an empty
stage and remarks, “Everything has now become fantastical here
at court. Prince Hamlet is crazy, Ophelia is crazy. In sum, it has
become so crazy here that I almost want to leave, myself.”® This
comment seems inconsequential enough, especially to a modern
reader expecting Shakespearean nuance. There is, indeed, little

8. The Shakespearean fool has been the subject of much scholarly discus-
sion. I recommend in particular Richard Preiss, Clowning and Authorship in Early
Modern Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014).

9. Cohn, Shakespeare in Germany, 277.
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artistry to be unearthed here, no hidden aesthetic dimension to
vindicate. Nonetheless, much can be learned from this simple
passage, particularly concerning the German stage fool’s integra-
tion into the plays performed by traveling players across the early
modern period.

Consider the way this scene positions the fool within the sequence
of events. He appears here in the guise of commentator, and offers
his viewpoint as the opening to a scene. In so doing, he addresses the
audience directly with words that serve to belittle elements of the
plot that others in the play treat with utmost gravity. All of these are
noteworthy dimensions of Phantasmo’s utterance because—this can
only be asserted at this juncture, but should emerge as fact in due
course—they are utterly commonplace. Even though the play may
have survived oblivion merely because of the exalted status of the
English original, a fortuitous fact that can easily make Phantasmo
seem exceptional, he assumes exactly the role one would expect
from a stage fool among the traveling troupes in Germany during
the early modern period.

Before drawing any general inferences, a second example de-
serves attention: this time, the fool Phantasmo in dialogue with
Ophelia. The scene begins with Phantasmo alone on the stage,
Opbhelia to join him soon. Before she makes her entrance, he sets
up the ensuing dialogue:

Wherever I go or linger, the simple girl Ophelia comes after me out of
every corner. I can find no peace from her; she’s always saying I am her
beloved; but that’s just not true. If only I could hide so she wouldn’t find
me. Now the devil’s at it again: here she comes again.’

And with that Ophelia storms onto the stage, proclaiming that
she has just visited a priest who has consented to marry her and
Phantasmo the very same day. Surprised by the announcement, the
fool consents, but goes on to make certain she is aware of his des-
perate need to consummate as soon as possible. Before the scene

10. Ibid., 283.
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comes to a close, Ophelia thrashes him for his vulgar remarks
and flees the stage in a fit. The scene thus blends salacious joking
with slapstick—two elements of licit impropriety facilitated by the
unique position of the fool in the dialogue. On a thematic level, we
see the fool here recasting love as a mere obsession and connubial
romance as corporeal satisfaction. The fool’s coarse humor, here
as elsewhere, possesses a hypertrophic masculine dimension; it re-
duces the love between a heterosexual pair to the man’s pleasure.
At the same time, the scene subjects the fool to violence, pointing
to the transgressive character of his speech act that, at the same
time, remains essentially inconsequential. In this way, the fool’s
expression of a masculine desire, at once drastically reduced to a
single element and playfully exaggerated, is marked as a harmless
pecadillo, a tolerated impropriety.

As the scene underscores this masculine dimension to the fool’s
role, it maintains a number of striking similarities with the previ-
ous example. Of particular importance is the fool’s assumption of
the role of commentator. He appears on the scene before Ophelia,
installing a frame for the ensuing action. In the final moment of
slapstick, his commentary is revealed for what it was all along:
a laughter-provoking infringement on the sense of propriety that
governs the rest of the play. Even if the other figures in the play lack
the linguistic nuance and poetic beauty we identify with Shake-
speare, they nonetheless display a strong penchant for pathos and
grandiloquence. Phantasmo’s role, meanwhile, makes it difficult to
know just how seriously the tragic dimension of the play should
be taken.

In both foregoing instances, it is important to keep in mind that
the play is not intended as parody; the adaptation does not presup-
pose knowledge of a real Hamlet. Actually, Shakespeare’s Hamlet
remained basically unknown and unperformed in the seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries, aside from versions like this one
with Phantasmo. Until an epoch-making explosion of enthusiasm
beginning in the late 1760s, Shakespeare was a nonentity in the
German-speaking world. His plays largely made their way through
the German-speaking lands as stock in an inventory of translated
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adaptations for itinerant players.!! Despite the temptation to treat
this play and the fool in it as specimens of the broader European
“Shakespeare reception,” there is good cause to resist the idea that
any author, especially one bearing the laurels of literary greatness,
was coming to the awareness of a new public here. At least from
the perspective of seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Ger-
man theater, there is little special about this play. Rather, the ad-
aptation is noteworthy because, especially in its deployment of the
fool, the play is so humdrum.

I have emphasized the fool’s strategy for framing scenes in order
to make clear that he introduces a parallel, comic avenue running
alongside Hamlet’s tragedy. Such scenes accompany others more di-
rectly cognate with Shakespeare’s original. And yet the adaptation
does not show an obvious concern with the convergence, or even
bare compatibility, of these two avenues. The acting script lacks any
moment that might support the belief that Phantasmo’s role amounts
to a full-fledged subplot that, in its reflection of the main action, con-
tributes to a complexly integrated play. Although the play assigns
Phantasmo the role of debasing the main action, the values espoused
in his remarks do not form a contrast with the values outside of
them that spectators or interpreters could synthesize into a coherent
stance.'? Perhaps most importantly, Phantasmo’s machinations are of
a different ilk than the riddles, witty wordplay, and semantic inver-
sions that characterize the fools populating Shakespeare’s universe.
Instead, the roughly hewn nature of the two aforementioned passages

11. Johann Elias Schlegel’s comparison of Shakespeare and the seventeenth-
century German playwright Andreas Gryphius is a true historical anomaly. Writing
in 1741 on the occasion of a translation of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, Schle-
gel endorses the enterprise but remains highly critical of this particular execution.
His commentary is particularly unique since Schlegel read English and offers a
measured defense of Gryphius, whose style had fallen into disrepute during the
first half of the eighteenth century. See Johann Elias Schlegel, “Vergleichung
Shakespears und Andreas Gryphs bey Gelegenheit einer Uebersetzung von Shake-
spears Julius Cisar,” in Werke, ed. Johann Heinrich Schlegel (Frankfurt am Main:
Athendum, 1971), 3:27-64. 1 return to the eighteenth-century fascination with
Shakespeare in chapter 11.

12. In this respect, I believe his role is fundamentally different from the sort
of subplot construction we find in Elizabethan drama. See Jonas A. Barish, “The
Double Plot in “Volpone,”” Modern Philology 51, no. 2 (1953): 83-92; Richard
Levin, “Elizabethan Clown Subplots,” Essays in Criticism 16, no. 1 (1966): 84-91.
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disappoints the modern reader’s hope that Phantasmo might offer
the sort of dramaturgically integrated derision that we find in figures
like Dogberry of Much Ado About Nothing or even Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern in Hamlet.'> The contrast between the English
clown and the German fool is, of course, very important, but must
await a fuller treatment in chapter 2.

For the time being, it is worth drawing out some of the struc-
tural features of the fool’s role revealed in these two episodes from
the Hamlet adaptation.

Dialogic Integration In the foregoing scenes from the Hamlet ad-
aptation, the content of Phantasmo’s speech cannot be dissociated
from its position in the encompassing nexus of dialogue. The what
of his statements and the from where are inextricably connected.
The commentary he provides on the other members of the fictional
universe—here Hamlet and Ophelia—functions by jutting out of
the environing dialogue. He frames the events onstage before they
transpire and casts them in a tone that differs strongly from the one
struck by others in the play. It is helpful to imagine the fool as a
kind of switch operator, flipping from an austere vantage point to
one of playful disparagement.

The discrepancy between the fool and the other dramatis personae
issues from his distinctive way of relating to the most basic element
of theater: dialogue. The interweaving of verbal and gestural action
on the stage—the integration of words and movements—constitutes
the signature mechanism by means of which theater creates a fic-
tional world. Dialogue in theater is modeled, to varying degrees
and standards of fidelity or artfulness, on the manifold and histori-
cally variable ways human beings interact face-to-face.'* In order

13. The surviving adaptation has a scene that is perhaps a far-fetched muta-
tion of the gravediggers. Two robbers (ruffians in Cohn’s translation) encounter
Hamlet, whom they threaten to kill. After Hamlet has accepted his fate, the two
robbers fumble the execution and, rather preposterously, end up shooting them-
selves. See Cohn, Shakespeare in Germany, 285-288.

14. The relationship between theater and face-to-face interaction is the sub-
ject of the underappreciated essay by Dietrich Schwanitz, “Zeit und Geschichte im
Roman—Interaktion im Drama: Zur wechselseitigen Erhellung von Systemtheo-
rie und Literatur,” in Theorie als Passion, ed. Jirgen Markowitz, Rudolf Stichweh,
and Dieter Baecker (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1987), 181-213. It may seem
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to analyze the theatrical situation in this adaptation, therefore, it is
helpful to consider the contrast between fictional dialogue and the
conditions under which ordinary conversation gets off the ground.
In particular, it is worth recalling that interlocution demands a mini-
mum common ground among statements, including both linguis-
tic formulation and meaning. Communication, that is, depends on
the articulation of differences on the basis of, to use a well-worn
metaphor, a shared space of intelligibility. Dialogue is not made up
of atom-like utterances; the words evince a dynamic of back-and-
forth, of understanding and misunderstanding, of agreement and
disagreement.” Too much difference, and a statement seems pecu-
liar; too much similarity, and dialogue comes to a standstill. One
of the key interpretive dimensions of watching or reading a play
is, then, understanding the balance of continuity and difference in
sequences of dialogue. And this includes registering the anomalous
moments, when dialogue does not interlock at all or deviates from
its usual proportion of continuity and difference. Humor, it deserves
emphasizing, often depends on just such abrupt deviations in the
flow of speech.

A fool like Phantasmo, meanwhile, furnishes the play with an
exceptional degree of discontinuity, when compared to the other
utterances making up the fabric of the fiction. To put it figurally,
the fool’s utterances and gestures are fringes in the weave of dia-
logue. In his role as commentator, Phantasmo introduces a view
of the events that seems to stand both inside and outside the pat-
terns of face-to-face interaction. He phrases things in ways oth-
ers cannot and recasts the tragic events in the most trivial terms.

that I am unduly leaving aside the possibility of a purely monological theater. I be-
lieve that is only partially true, insofar as monologue only becomes theater by vir-
tue of its placement within a dialogic setting, before an audience. For this reason,
I distinguish in chapter 3 between fiction-internal and fiction-external axes of com-
munication. The potential existence of experimental forms of modern or contem-
porary theater that conform to neither axis of communication is not germane to
the present, historically rooted analysis.

15. On dialogue structure, I recommend in particular Jan Mukatovsky, The
Word and Verbal Art: Selected Essays trans. John Burbank and Peter Steiner (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), 81-115.
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He breaches the flow of dialogue and upbraids protagonists with
abandon. He jumps out onto the stage and informs the audience
of things in words that are sometimes mirthful and sometimes
more caustic. All the while, though, his statements rely for their
relevance on their thematic connection to the rest of the dialogue.
The fool is, importantly, not talking about something completely
foreign or unfamiliar, but instead channeling a distinct perspec-
tive on the fiction. Hence the switch operator—only he can par-
ticipate in the ongoing dialogue and then, at will, alternate the
frame.

In both of the two brief scenes from the Hamlet adaptation, the
fool’s position in the dialogue is further defined by its incidental or
opportunistic quality. That is to say, his foremost skill lies in his
ability to seize on a statement or a scene as the occasion for a comic
intervention. On the basis of his loose dialogic integration, the fool
offers a sort of hermeneutic fork in the road—shall we take things
seriously or not?—and the play on the whole pursues both paths
with insouciant disregard for their overall compatibility.

Form as Practice Thinking of Phantasmo in terms of his locus
in the dialogic interplay provides the basis for the recognition that
one and the same figure—the fool—assumes dozens of guises and
in myriad contexts. Patterns in the configuration of dialogue are,
in essence, the units that hold together the diversity of the fool’s
stage appearances. Concentrating attention on such repeated struc-
tures entails leaving out certain other modes of investigation to
account for his unforeseeable genesis and resulting permanence.
For instance, it does not involve chronicling stage appearance
after stage appearance, beginning with debut and continuing for
decades, in pursuit of lines of influence. And for good reason: the
fool is not a human being with a biography, and the parameters
of his narrative are not birth, life, and death. The fool is, instead,
a conventionalized figure, a theatrical form, brought to life under
multiple sobriquets, clad in varying costumes, and embedded in
different plots. Throwing light on such a form requires making its
constitutive parts clear and showing how they fit together. And this
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because the form in question—the characteristic kinds of activity
executed by the fool—constitutes what we ordinarily think of as a
practice. The formal unity characteristic of the fool must be elabo-
rated in terms of a constitutive practice.

Treating figures like Phantasmo as manifestations of a theatrical
form also steers the discussion away from two ready-made termino-
logical schemata. The first is captured by the locution “stock char-
acter,” used commonly in both colloquial and academic discourse.
This schema is used to indicate a sort of cookie-cutter persona, dis-
tinguished by signature personality traits that remain recognizable
in play after play.!® According to this line of thought, the fool is
something like a skeletal type, a rube or buffoon. Accounts of the
comedy genre, particularly of its flowering in classical antiquity and
the Renaissance, have often involved the identification of a set rep-
ertoire of such character types that participate in rigid plot patterns.
And continuities between ancient and modern comedy are often ex-
plained in terms of the repetition of such standard and set elements.
But such an approach ignores the sort of cultural-historical vicissi-
tudes that stand at the center of this study.

A common procedure in discussions of the fool is to turn to the
early modern distinction between a person deprived of adequate
mental wherewithal (the Naturnarr) and a witty and rollicking
jokester (the Kunstnarr or Schalksnarr).'” This model of analysis,
however, draws on a preexisting category the stage fool ostensibly
falls under, without explaining what makes this category hang to-
gether in the first place, needless to say endure over time. So unless
we suppose there is some sort of primordial human need fulfilled
by jokester figures—a difficult claim to defend—the assertion of a
ready-made category does not assist in uncovering the fool’s genesis
or explaining his reproductive mechanism. A more fruitful avenue

16. This mode of analysis reached its theoretical acme in the still deeply im-
pressive study by Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2000).

17. Edgar Barwig and Ralf Schmitz, “Narren, Geisteskranke und Hofleute,” in
Randgruppen der spatmittelalterlichen Gesellschaft, ed. Bernd-Ulrich Hergemoller
(Warendorf: Fahlbusch Verlag, 2001), 239-269.
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of inquiry is, so the basic claim of this study, to gain a firm grip on
both the overarching theatrical context and the patterns of stage
interaction that integrate the fool into dialogue. The goal, in other
words, is to uncover the organizational principles of dialogue, the
distinctive ways of going on, that allowed for the fool’s spectacular
diversity of embodiments while still maintaining enough consis-
tency that he could be understood as a distinct role.

Context-Sensitivity of Form An analysis of the fool involves
the consideration of structures of dialogue as well as of the larger
environment—to put it simply, of form and context. Understand-
ing how fool figures could be freely inserted into plays such as
Shakespeare’s Hamlet demands an appreciation of the highly un-
usual theatrical culture within which the fool gained a foothold.
This means exploring how the happenstance arrival of English
strolling players around 1600 and even more unexpected success of
itinerant theatrical troupes over the ensuing decades gave rise to a
new variety of theater, utterly different from more familiar modern
counterparts. The traveling troupes inhabited a theatrical sphere
lacking venerated tradition and strict ceremony, without the as-
piration to everlasting fame or artistic greatness. Their plays were
lavish in liberal adaptation and playful improvisation, focused on
crowd pleasing and commercial success. And the centerpiece of it
all was none other than the stage fool.

My insistence on the context-sensitivity of form is motivated by
the chasm separating the seventeenth-century fool from the category
we typically call literature. In the classicizing movements that run
through the modern age, plot structures and generic categories made
their way from antiquity into the modern period via translation and
adaptation in the Latinate world of the social and political elite. The
reproduction of classical forms was, in essence, a disciplined pro-
cedure; it emerged out of a philological tradition invested in ensur-
ing the preservation of ancient knowledge. It further depended on a
broad array of ancillary forces, including educational venues, reli-
gious and political authorities, and poetic handbooks. Procedures of
imitation or emulation labored to accomplish the conformity of new
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poetic productions to established standards. The entire enterprise
had as its foundation a reverence for the ancients that has occasion-
ally come under fire but has nonetheless remained a major force up
to the present day. The reproduction of classical forms, however in-
teresting in its own right, cannot supply a model for understanding
how the Hamlet adaptation survived for so long, and how the figure
of the fool found a place in this play and so many like it. In lieu of
supporting institutions—church, university, or others—to celebrate
the preeminence of ancient forms and command their imitation, the
subsistence of the fool for expanses of time largely depended on fac-
tors internal to the conventionalized role itself. The stage presenta-
tion he embodied, in other words, contained many of the means
by which the role endured across time. Indeed, the appearance of
the fool in play after play depended on the exercise of a recogniz-
able stage practice—which, if popularity is any indication, provided
audiences with abundant pleasure.

Template as Reproductive Mechanism The origins of this stage
figure are located in a deracinated and informal theatrical world.
This means, firstly, that the conventions of the stage were not dic-
tated by an authoritative mandate of any sort and, secondly, that the
traveling troupes made their living by constantly moving about and
looking for sufficient payment to survive. What is more, the fool
belonged to a culture of playmaking that seems, in light of more
modern expectations, highly unorthodox, particularly given the
malleability of acting scripts and the reliance on commercial con-
ditions defined by relentless travel. For all these reasons, it makes
good sense to think of the plays put on by the strolling players of
the seventeenth century as much closer to familiar oral traditions
like the folktale or epic song than modern written literary genres
like the novel or even the modern dramatic text.'®

18. The scholarship on oral literature is insurmountably vast. In my thought
on this subject I have been particularly inspired by the pioneering research con-
ducted on the Homeric epics and on folktales. In place of a litany of scholarly ref-
erences, [ shall therefore mention only two I particularly recommend: Gregory
Nagy, The Best of the Achaeans: Concepts of the Hero in Ancient Greek Poetry
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The printed edition of the Hamlet adaptation, for instance, ul-
timately amounts to a template that could be tailored to fit the im-
mediate needs of actors, instead of a rigid blueprint for uniform
stagings. As templates, scripts were used as supple instruments
that could sponsor a multiplicity of different theatrical realiza-
tions. Much as forms like the folktale and epic song depend on
unsystematic channels of proximate communication—passing
from generation to generation through the act of face-to-face
retelling, relishing in improvisation on the basis of rudimen-
tary structures, and imbuing no single version with exalted
status—the printed version of our Hamlet adaptation does not
possess the authoritative and authentic character of a set liter-
ary text. Although only a single version of the adaptation has
survived, it must be treated like a palimpsest of decades of in-
formal transmission. The play withstood the test of time almost
exclusively through live performances in town squares and royal
courts. Accordingly, to read or study a scene repeatedly, submit-
ting it to close scrutiny, is to engage in an interpretive act that
would have been unthinkable during the era of traveling theatri-
cal troupes. What appears today as a fixed play, with every word
and scene in its proper place, is, in truth, the post hoc calcifica-
tion of a more fluid phenomenon.

The media-historical status of the Hamlet adaptation—its
template-like nature—deserves particular emphasis. Like many
surviving plays, it derives from makeshift scripts that had been
used primarily by the acting troupes themselves. Text and textu-
ality entered the picture only in a very loose and impermanent
sense, and certainly not as the material anchor for the singularity
of a literary work. It seems that a typical troupe would have been
in possession of only a single copy of each acting script in the
repertoire, and it belonged to the manager of the troupe. It was
used, not as a fixed substrate to which fidelity was required, but
as an outline that could be filled in, even substantively altered, by
an acting troupe as needed. Good evidence for approaching the

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999); Vladimir Propp, Morphology
of the Folktale, trans. Laurence Scott (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1968).
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Hamlet adaptation as based on a template structure can be found
already in the first major collection of plays featuring the fool,
which appeared in 1620. The title page announces the wish that
print circulation will allow actors to recreate “the manner of per-
formance” and thereby ensure the “amusement and satisfaction
of the spirit (Gemiit).”"” In other words, the collection—which
consists of translations of English plays, a few original German
compositions, and a stockpile of interludes—was intended to
equip acting troupes with the material required to continue func-
tioning as a performance outfit and to spur on the popularity of
acting and theatergoing.

Within this realm of informal circulation and unconstrained
adaptation, the fool inhabited a particularly open-ended role. Al-
though Phantasmo’s commentaries and interjections may appear in
the printed edition as fully articulated utterances, they are in fact
markers of a more freely manipulable discourse. The most instruc-
tive trace of the liberty afforded the fool is the presence in many
surviving acting scripts of stage directions indicating that he should
continue on extemporaneously. These could be as simple as “action
here,”?° “jumps around and is funny,”?! or “strange antics.”?? Other
plays left entire scenes for improvised song or dance to be filled out
according to the prerogative of the actor.> One adaptation of the
English play Old Fortunatus, originally written by Thomas Dekker
(ca. 1572-1632), includes five moments in the play when the text
simply says, “Now Pickelhering plays,” indicating the insertion
of a fully improvised song and dance.** Another stage direction

19. Manfred Brauneck and Alfred Noe, Spieltexte der Wanderbiibne (Berlin:
De Gruyter, 1970), vol. 1, unnumbered cover page.

20. Johann Georg Schoch, Joh. G. Schochs Comoedia Vom Studenten-Leben
(Leipzig: Johann Wittigauen, 1658), 42.

21. 1Ibid., 67.

22. Brauneck and Noe, Spieltexte der Wanderbiihne, 1:544.

23. Reinhart Meyer, “Hanswurst und Harlekin, oder: Der Narr als Gattungs-
schopfer: Versuch einer Analyse des komischen Spiels in den Staatsaktionen des
Musik- und Sprechtheaters im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert,” in Schriften zur Theater-
und Kulturgeschichte des 18. Jabrbunderts (Vienna: Hollitzer, 2012), 295.

24. For the German adaptation, see Brauneck and Noe, Spieltexte der Wan-
derbiibne, 1:128-209.
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instructs the fool to perform “fantastic antics” with props like a
dagger, perhaps indicating the insertion of a brief juggling show.?
Yet another has him do something very similar with a glass that
eventually falls and shatters.?® In all of these instances, it seems
to have been the actor’s prerogative to contract or expand such
bouts of comic play to fit the circumstances of a given venue or
event. One can, perhaps should, imagine that each of the scenes
with Phantasmo was accompanied by a dashing gambol or an un-
expected verbal jest.

Phatic Structure of Play The word play describes precisely what
the fool does. Play points to a quality of the fool’s conduct, of how
he interacts on the stage.?” The fool’s verbal and gestic interventions
are exceptional moments in the rhythm of a performance, defined
by the very absence of plot-driving information. The activity of the
fool on the stage is play in the sense that it offers a hiatus, a circum-
scribed break, from the main action. The place of the fool within the
performances of itinerant troupes is much like the place of play in
ordinary life: it is an ulterior activity, taking place beside and along
with ordinary life.?® As play, the fool’s remarks are not superfluous
or meaningless; his words and deeds are invested with their own
expressive potential and significance. The fool’s play is something
that “interpolates itself as a temporary activity satisfying in itself
and ending there.”?’ His antics have no need for the participation
of other dramatis personae; they subsist on their own, often adding
nothing informative and instead just seeking to gratify the audience.
Because of this self-enclosed status, the fool’s interventions can be
as audacious as a lampoon of the main action or as whimsical as a
surge of leaping and spinning.

25. Brauneck and Noe, Spieltexte der Wanderbiihne, 2:509.

26. Ibid., 2:180.

27. My thoughts and terminology here are deeply indebted to the pioneering
study of Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture
(London: Routledge, 1949).

28. For insightful remarks on this structure, see Roger Caillois, Man, Play, and
Games (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2001), esp. 43.

29. Huizinga, Homo Ludens, 9.
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Such mirthful capsules of dialogue also remind the audience that
the show is a show and just pretend.*® For this reason, the fool
operates as a champion of the play—that is, of the fictional simu-
lation contained in time and space. In this broader sense, too, the
fool functions as an exponent of the play as “a temporary activity
satisfying in itself and ending there.”3! The fool can ostentatiously
direct attention to the fictive character of the play without under-
mining its ability to captivate audiences. However strange it may
initially seem, the fool’s exposure of the play as a play is a strat-
egy of heightening the experience of illusion. It is a technique of
phatic communication, of ensuring the sustained attentive contact
between audience and theatrical fiction.?* As an example of such
phatic immediacy, consider Phantasmo’s remark that the events in-
volving Hamlet and Ophelia are so ridiculous that he himself might
abandon the court. Of course, he does no such thing, and the audi-
ence’s anticipation grows only more intense.

The structure of play associated with the fool ensured his abid-
ing success. In every instance, he was a figure of transgressive mas-
culinity who afforded spectators the pleasure of hearing about
themes barred from ordinary discourse. That is, the fool’s distinc-
tive form of play provided a moment when social values held in
high esteem could be openly mocked simply for the enjoyment of
throwing treasured forms of significance, even if only momentarily,
into the wind.?* The pleasure associated with the fool was that

30. See Huizinga, Homo Ludens, 8. For this reason Roger Caillois, in the
above-mentioned study, treats the fictional status of games as the sixth and final of
the essential qualities of play.

31. As above, Huizinga, Homo Ludens, 9.

32. For this terminology, see Bronislaw Malinowski, “The Problem of Meaning
in Primitive Languages,” in The Meaning of Meaning: A Study in the Influence of
Language upon Thought and of the Science of Symbolism, ed. Charles Kay Ogden
and Ivor Armstrong Richards (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1945), 296-336.

33. It is reasonable to speculate that there is something idic about the fool’s
playful transgression of behavioral norms. In many instances, he does profess
an infantile indulgence in instinctual pleasures and libidinal release. I have ulti-
mately avoided the Freudian vocabulary for fear that it would provide an overly
rigid framework for understanding the interplay of institutional, media-historical,
and discursive forces that altered the fool’s role, especially over the course of the
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of momentary abandon, often through vulgar speech and gesture.
The privilege of such transgression was afforded only to the fool,
with his exaggerated caricature of male desire. As a consequence,
we can say that the sequestering of the meanings conveyed in his
interventions provided the precondition for their presence. The
fool negates the meanings conveyed by other figures in the play
from within an insular sphere, and such separation licenses the au-
dience’s enjoyment of what would otherwise be illicit.>*

To understand how the fool goes about this, it is important to
avoid ranking his role, or even the plays in which he participated,
as either trivial or profound, as high or low. At issue is not whether
the Hamlet adaptation possesses the linguistic beauty and nuanced
construction of the original Shakespeare play. After all, this was a
theatrical environment that was unbothered by, perhaps even un-
acquainted with, the desire to make great art. From the arrival
of English players around 1600, it took over a hundred years for
reform-minded poets and scholars to make the fool into the center-
piece of a discussion concerning the superior potential of a more
sophisticated theater. But before we investigate the complexities of
these later developments, including the pivotal role the fool played

in them, we have to comprehend the conditions under which he
first flourished.

eighteenth century. The idic thesis was famously advanced in Sigmund Freud’s Der
Witz und seine Beziehung zum Unbewussten (1905).

34. In thinking through the relationship between the fool’s insularity and the
overarching semantic structure of plays, I have found Hans-Ulrich Gumbrecht’s re-
formulation of the concept of carnival highly instructive. See Hans-Ulrich Gum-
brecht, “Literarische Gegenwelten, Karnevalskultur und die Epochenschwelle vom
Spatmittelalter zur Renaissance,” in Literatur in der Gesellschaft des Spétmittel-
alters (Heidelberg: Winter Verlag, 1980), 95-144.



STROLLING PLAYERS AND
THE ADVENT OF THE FooL

The years around 1600 mark a watershed moment in the history
of German theater. Importantly, though, the process that estab-
lished the fool in the German-speaking lands was not an artic-
ulated project with proponents and detractors; nothing about it
was planned or inevitable. It was an unforeseeable explosion of
enthusiasm, followed by an equally improbable run of success.
When in the 1590s a small ragged band of English actors made its
way across the Channel, through the Low Countries, and into the
western part of what is now Germany, they could very well have
come and gone without leaving a lasting footprint. Instead, they
precipitated a major shift in the conventions of theatrical perfor-
mance. The coming century was witness to the abiding presence
of professional troupes passing under the name Engellindische
Komodianten, which led to the establishment of theatrical con-
ventions that remained vital long after the earliest traces of this
history—especially the use of the English tongue—had passed
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into oblivion. Given that no one orchestrated, planned, or even
served as theoretical advocate for the fool’s rise to popularity, his
beginnings possess a haphazard quality; indeed they were not just
contingent, but also recognizable as such only after the fact. One
consequence of the fool’s unplanned rise to popularity is that it
traced a path through historical epochs that the dominant narra-
tives of history treat as fundamentally separate. Equally impor-
tantly, the process of transfer that breathed life into the stage fool
does not fit neatly within the divisions among modern nation-states
and their putatively unique cultures. The history of the stage fool
is, rather, a history of interference across temporal as well as
linguistic-cultural boundaries.

It bears mentioning at the outset that the decision to begin this
story of the German stage fool with the English troupes dislodges
a story of origin that has long seemed unassailable. This account,
that is, does not begin with the form of improvisatory, comic the-
ater known as commedia dell’arte, which spread beyond the Italian
border over the latter half of the sixteenth century and, among
other places, into the German-speaking territories. The Italian term
originally meant roughly “professional acting show,” but came to
refer to a cohort of regionally specific theatrical personalities, with
distinct costumes and character traits. Over the course of time,
manuals codified scenarios that could be played out in varying
ways and inventoried types of improvisatory sequences that could
be added on. Quite early in their career, in 1568, such commedia
dell’arte troupes made their way into the German-speaking lands
and, indeed, drummed up interest in some social circles.! In par-
ticular, Italian acting made its impact in princely courts that hosted
the players and among the social elite as they made their educa-
tional peregrinations across Europe.

Although scholars of German literature have often lent comme-
dia dell’arte pride of place in the historiography of German comic
theater, there are compelling considerations that speak against such
an approach. For one, Italian troupes relied heavily on gesture and

1. See Ralf Bockmann, Die Commedia dell’arte und das deutsche Drama des
17. Jabrbunderts (Nordhausen: Verlag Traugott Baut, 2010), 46ff.
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mimicry that was immediately intelligible (and humorous) to spec-
tators in the German-speaking lands, but never put down linguistic
or geographic roots there. What is more, their performances took
place in the rarified environment of the court, and, at least in the
seventeenth century, textual traces of their mode of performance are
surprisingly rare. Despite the early arrival of Italian commedia
dell’arte troupes, in fact, it took another one hundred years before
the comic servant figure with the sobriquet Harlequin made regu-
lar appearances in German-language plays—and, even then, via
the French comédie-italienne, and not via Italian channels of trans-
mission. Although eighteenth-century writers sometimes conflated
and sometimes held apart the English fool and the French-Italian
Harlequin, the crucial transformations that took place in the early
decades of the seventeenth century pertained exclusively to the
former.

Although part 1 of this study focuses primarily on the tradition of
the Engellandische Komodianten, with comparatively little attention
spent on the French-Italian lineage, it does not thereby engage in the
search for a point of absolute beginning along a timeline or reconstruct
theatrical event after event.? The attempt to trace out the movements
of individual troupes across the German countryside can too easily
lose itself in a microhistory that fails to illuminate the larger-scale

2. The task of tracking single troupes, writing history of the theater in a sin-
gle town, and drawing out of lines of influence has been nobly undertaken a num-
ber of times over the last century, often in fastidious detail. In addition to the large
corpus of literature on the topic from the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, impressive microhistorical reconstructions of the itineraries of individual
troupes have been undertaken over the last four decades by Barbel Rudin. I have
made reference to many of her essays, where relevant, below, but recommend them
generally to the reader interested in a more granulated picture of individual troupes.
The recently revised and published study by Peter Brand is, to be sure, the most
exhaustive discussion of the very earliest stage of this history. See Peter Brand and
Birbel Rudin, “Der englische Komodiant Robert Browne,” Daphnis 39 (2010):
1-134. A comprehensive account of the English troupes and their aftermath can
be found in Ralf Haekel, Die englischen Komddianten in Deutschland: Eine Ein-
fiihrung in die Urspriinge des deutschen Berufsschauspiels (Heidelberg: Winter
Universititsverlag, 2004). For the discussion of a single town, see Markus Paul,
Reichsstadt und Schauspiel: Theatrale Kunst in Niirnberg des 17. Jabrbunderts
(Ttubingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 2002).
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historical processes that are ultimately of interest here. The follow-
ing pages work toward resolving a basic question: How did context
shape the emergence of and abiding popularity of the fool? How did
the life of traveling theatrical troupes in the seventeenth century give
rise to a comic force that deserves reference in the singular, that is,
as the fool? Which circumstances assisted in the consolidation into
a unique theatrical form? Since a decisive goal of part 1 is to under-
stand what allowed the fool to appear in a multitude of stage events,
repeating the same sorts of words and engaging in the same sorts of
actions, our analysis must look beyond a one-by-one recounting of
those very same events. It must look for commonalities in the com-
position of theatrical troupes, their repertoires and lifestyles, and the
relationship they entertained with audiences. These are the contex-
tual factors that contributed to the genesis of the practice of stage
interaction that will come into focus in chapter 3.

Gaining a clear-eyed perspective on German-speaking theater
throughout the seventeenth century, but especially at its start, de-
mands that we strip away the familiar trappings of modern theater:
buildings, regularly scheduled performances, publicity outlets, au-
thors, and regular theatergoers. Indeed, to speak of the theater in
the singular projects a consolidation that emerged only more than
a century later. When the first acting troupes arrived around 1600,
theater took place irregularly and in disconnected institutional set-
tings, in the absence of any professional training or the potential
for a career as a paid actor. Its three main venues were communal
fairs, royal courts, and schools. None of these bore a strong re-
semblance to the playhouses that would gain a foothold in urban
centers during the closing decades of the eighteenth century and
become increasingly dominant in the course of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Two of these three institutions provided the fertile ground for
the growth of a novel and, as it turned out, enduringly popular
mode of theatrical presentation.

The inclusive town fairs and the exclusive princely courts, in
particular, became the institutional platforms upon which the
fool first captivated audiences with his intoxicating verve and
impishness. Despite the dissimilar social-economic composition
of these two settings, both responded with enthusiasm to the first
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forays of English actors in the German-speaking territories. The
mere fact that both of these environments proved hospitable to
the fool thwarts the temptation to apply the grab-bag term that
has enjoyed currency in academic discourse over recent decades
for such phenomena, namely, Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the
carnivalesque.? For Bakhtin, the fool amounts to a fundamentally
transgressive or emancipatory force, opposed to the quotidian life
of social hierarchy and inhibition. But it would be a mistake to
begin with a celebratory image of the fool and his role, one that at-
tributes to him both an overarching purpose and a predetermined
set of semantic possibilities. While the fool often antagonized the
values propounded by other members of the fictional world rep-
resented on the stage, his stage activity is not worthy of unquali-
fied glorification. What is more, the different phases of the fool’s
long history—from widespread success in the seventeenth century
to vituperative attacks and then enthusiastic revival in the eigh-
teenth century—each embedded the fool within a different concep-
tion of the internal coherence demanded of a play as well as the
purpose the theater, taken as a whole, should serve. Working too
closely with the concept of the carnivalesque risks obscuring the
fine-grained differences in the composition and function of comic
theater between the first arrival of the fool around 1600 and the
explosion of literary interest over two hundred years later.
Playmaking was a central part of German carnival. The calen-
drical cycle of Christian holidays, especially Shrovetide, gave rise
to a rich heritage of theatrical performance, particularly during the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.* Its single exponent still widely
recognized today—in no small part due to Richard Wagner’s mid-

3. This line of thought is ubiquitous in the scholarship, largely because of the
immense influence of Mikhail Bakhtin’s study of Rabelais and the medieval carni-
val. However appealing it may seem to understand the tradition of the stage fool
as evidence of a subversive force against “official” culture, the evidence speaks
against such a monolithic approach. For the pioneering study, which has produced
an abundance of epigonal discourse, see M. M. Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984).

4. A succinct presentation of the carnival environment in Nuremberg is pro-
vided in Samuel Kinser, “Presentation and Representation: Carnival at Nuremberg,
1450-1550,” Representations 13 (1986): 1-41. See also the very useful typol-
ogy of different carnival plays in Anette Kohler, “Das neuzeitliche Fastnachtspiel
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nineteenth-century opera—the Meistersinger and cobbler named
Hans Sachs (1494-1576), lived at the tail end of this line. Even
though the guild of performers known as the Meistersinger lived
on into the seventeenth century, their popularity steadily dimin-
ished beginning with the arrival of traveling English players in the
1590s.° The sort of plays Sachs and his colleagues put on generally
consisted of a small handful of roles distinguished by social posi-
tion or profession (doctor, servant, farmer, etc.). The plays were
performed impromptu by amateur actors in public houses without
a stage. Among the many reasons that Hans Sachs (unlike many
of his predecessors and successors) secured a place in literary his-
tory, two in particular stand out. First, he did not exploit themes
related to the confessional battles that wrought havoc on the Ger-
man territories during the sixteenth century. The second reason is
a consequence of the first: his brief sketches of cuckolds, rubes,
and foolhardy masters, in the end, resonated well with the comic
imagination of later generations. Evidence of this is the fact that
when the aspiration to write histories of German drama gained
traction around 1800, Hans Sachs earned a place as revered fore-
father. Over the same years, a massive corpus of playwrights who
focused on biblical narratives, colored by interconfessional strife,
fell essentially into oblivion.

Even though Shrovetide and carnival plays have found a promi-
nent place in the broader literary-historical consciousness, they
were by no means the most influential public festivals for the history
of German theater. By the end of the sixteenth century, Shrovetide
playmaking forfeited pride of place to biannual commercial fairs

(1600-1800),” in Fastnachtspiel—Commedia dell’arte: Gemeinsamkeiten—Ge-
gensdtze (Innsbruck: Universitatsverlag Wagner, 1992), 103-117.

5. Paul, Reichsstadt und Schauspiel, 30-36.

6. An example of this historiographical shift is the relatively minor role Sachs
plays in Carl Friedrich Flogel’s Geschichte der komischen Litteratur, which ap-
peared in four volumes between 1784 and 1787. See the remarks in Carl Fried-
rich Flogel, Geschichte der komischen Litteratur (Liegnitz/Leipzig: David Stegert,
1787), 4:291-294. By contrast, August Wilhelm Schlegel—following a number
of his contemporaries from Goethe to Tieck—isolates only Sachs for detailed at-
tention while ignoring nearly all the other sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
playwrights. August Wilhelm Schlegel, Vorlesungen iiber dramatische Kunst und
Litteratur (Leipzig: Weidmann, 1846), 2:401-403.
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around such holidays as Easter, Michaelmas Day, and Pentecost.
Towns from Leipzig to Frankfurt, from Basel to Graz, hosted fairs
that became as much platforms for economic activity as magnets
for traveling performers, confidence men, and quacks. Since the
Middle Ages, groups of minstrels and mountebanks had been
known under the rubric Farhendes Volk, the traveling or itinerant
people. Whereas this group suffered stigmatization, essentially re-
garded as swindling vagabonds, the English theatrical players that
arrived in the decades around 1600 were accorded a more privi-
leged status.” Upon their arrival, towns consistently granted the
English comedians the license required to set up their boards and
sell their wares, which included as much music and dance as play-
making. The home of the acting troupes became the town square,
especially in the bustling weeks when the major towns hosted their
fairs. For the duration of the seventeenth century, acting troupes
did well at securing the necessary municipal permissions, even
though their itinerant lifestyle and impecunious existence meant
that they were lastingly associated with unseemly social groups.

Just as the diversity of town fairs offered ample opportunity to sup-
ply a paying audience with a novel performance, the sheer quantity
of German-speaking principalities meant that courtly entertainments
were also in high demand. Although the houses of German-speaking
princes never reached anything near the level of opulence and prof-
ligacy that, for instance, seventeenth-century French royalty could
espouse, theatrical performances were regular installments in dozens
of German-speaking courts, including Braunschweig-Wolfenbiittel
and Wolgast, Dresden and Heidelberg, Munich and Vienna, just
to name a few. Although courts maintained a strong preference for
French drama and Italian opera, traveling theatrical troupes with
translations of English plays and original German compositions
also made inroads into the courtly milieu.?

7. See Ernst Schubert, Arme Leute, Bettler und Gauner im Franken des 18.
Jabrbunderts (Neustadt an der Aisch: Gegner & Co., 1983); Schubert, Fahrendes
Volk im Mittelalter (Bielefeld: Verlag fiir Regionalgeschichte, 1995).

8. The presence of traveling players in courtly contexts has been discussed
in detail in Harald Zielske, “Die deutschen Hofe und das Wandertruppenwesen
im 17. und frithen 18. Jahrhundert—Fragen ihres Verhiltnisses,” in Europdische
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There can be little doubt that the English traveling acting troupes
that first visited the fairs and courts around 1600 encountered (and
quickly electrified) an otherwise lackluster theatrical landscape.
But how are we to think of the existence of these small bands?

The English players made their way to Germany from London,
an urban center supporting multiple stages and acting companies,
during periods when the theater was closed because of contagion
or political mandate.” In general, English companies spent some
time in the provinces, in rare instances venturing onto the Conti-
nent, but London was undeniably the epicenter of their activity.'
It is crucial to emphasize that the English players arrived on the
Continent at a moment when clowning had become intensely con-
troversial in England." On the one hand, some currents in England
opposed roles, as Sir Philip Sidney put it, “with neither decency
nor discretion.”'? It had become current, to quote Hamlet’s famous
instructions to his visiting players, that they should “let those that
play your clownes speak no more than is set down for them.”!3
At the same time, complex verbal and gestural clowning remained
a fixture at many of the London playhouses. Within the German
context, meanwhile, linguistic barriers demanded simplicity, gave
free rein to improvisation, and amplified the musical and gestural
dimensions of theatrical expression. The characteristics of play and
wit, which were most strongly associated with the English clown,
were reinvented in the German context as an exceedingly coarse
brand of extemporized humor.

Hofkultur im 16. und 17. Jahrbundert: Vortrdge und Referate, ed. August Buck
(Hamburg: Hauswedell, 1981), 521-541.
9. Among studies of traveling English acting troupes and the London scene,

I have found Andrew Gurr’s work particularly informative. Andrew Gurr, Play-
going in Shakespeare’s London (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987);
Gurr, The Shakespearian Playing Companies (Oxford: Clarendon Press; New
York: Oxford University Press, 1996).

10. Alan Somerset, “ ‘How Chances It They Travel?’ Provincial Touring, Play-
ing Places, and the King’s Men,” Shakespeare Survey 47 (1994): 45-60.

11. Richard Preiss, Clowning and Authorship in Early Modern Theatre (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014).

12. Sir Philip Sidney, The Prose Works of Sir Philip Sidney, ed. Albert Feuille-
rat (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 3:39.

13. Hamlet 3.2.40-47.
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Even before the ravaging of the Thirty Years’ War began, the
German territories found themselves in a fragmented political
order and without a central metropolis that might serve as a hub
of cultural activity. Visiting acting troupes were hence relegated to
a punishing regiment of travel across astonishingly vast stretches
of land, from Berlin to Basel and Strasburg to Prague. In small
caravans of horse-drawn carriages, which were as much a means
of locomotion as makeshift abodes, the actors spent time in all
corners of the German-speaking world. Although they often per-
formed in municipal buildings, they also often brought along
primitive wooden stages to set up in the town square or wher-
ever else the local municipal authorities would allow them. Al-
though they were at first dominated by only male actors, we know
that, by the second half of the seventeenth century, troupes in the
German-speaking lands included both sexes. As one might expect
from their itinerant lifestyles, husband-and-wife couples became
regular installments. To give the two most famous examples,
Catharina Elisabeth Velten (1646-1712) and Johannes Velten
(1640-1693) were preeminent on the theatrical scene during
the closing decades of the seventeenth century, while Friedericke
Carolina Neuber (1697-1760) and Johann Neuber (1697-1759)
became key players in the early decades of the eighteenth. Both
instances were also second-generation acting families. Professional
acting was, in short, a family affair.

The influx of Englishmen was strongest in the decades around
1600, but their influence—both in terms of personnel and
repertoire—would have remained nonexistent if some among them
had not quickly mastered the local language and begun to adapt
their plays to make them appeal to audiences. A few Englishmen
seem to have had a particular knack for the entrepreneurial and
managerial role. For instance, from 1608 on, John Green led a
troupe, which was taken over in 1628 by a longtime member, Rob-
ert Reynolds.'* Another major English manager was George Jolly
(fl. 1640-1673), who led a troupe of German actors for over a

14. For the generational connections among these actors, see Brand and
Rudin, “Der englische Komodiant Robert Browne,” 92 and 97-98.
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decade around midcentury.” All of these men led troupes of German-
speaking and almost exclusively German-born actors; their own
heritage and role in charge, however, meant that English plays se-
cured a place at the center of repertoires.

The impact of English actors was sudden and profound as they
crisscrossed the German-speaking territories with a repertoire of
enough plays to remain in a single place for at least one to two
weeks and, in some rare occasions, even longer.!® One can expect
that they had about two dozen plays in their repertoire, about
as many as any English acting company of the same period.'” At
first, acting scripts consisted entirely of materials freely adapted
from plays that had already proved themselves on the English
stage. Almost immediately, new German compositions and adap-
tations joined in the fray.

The earliest extant play list, submitted in 1604 to the town coun-
cil of Nordlingen as part of the troupe’s request for permission to
perform, indicates how quickly the actors adapted to their new en-
vironment.'® Although modern historians first took notice of the
list because it attests to the first staging of Romeo and Juliet on the
Continent, the name Shakespeare, importantly, appears nowhere on
it. The tragedy of ill-fated lovers appears rather inconspicuously as
the seventh in a list of ten plays distinguished only by title. By con-
trast, the most extensive surviving early play list is an inventory of

15. Robert J. Alexander, “George Jolly [Joris Joliphus], Der wandernde Player
und Manager,” Kleine Schriften der Gesellschaft fiir Theatergeschichte 29/30
(1978): 31-48.

16. The permissions have been particularly well documented for the early de-
cades of the seventeenth century, in no small part due to the interest in the ac-
tivities of English players on the Continent. The most impressive case study of a
single troupe, with rich documentary evidence, is Brand and Rudin, “Der englische
Komaodiant Robert Browne.” A diverse array of further municipal permissions has
been discussed in Birbel Rudin, “Pickelhering, rechte Frauenzimmer, beriihmte
Autoren: Zur Ankiindigungspraxis der Wanderbithne im 17. Jahrhundert,” Kleine
Schriften der Gesellschaft fiir Theatergeschichte 34/35 (1988): 29-60.

17. Preiss, Clowning and Authorship in Early Modern Theatre, 18.

18. Haekel, Die englischen Komddianten in Deutschland, 105. Haekel also
provides a number of other early lists, all of which attest to the same shift in the
early 1600s to the German language.
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forty-two performances by John Green’s troupe at the Dresden court
in June 1626; plays by Marlowe, Shakespeare, Thomas Dekker, and
Thomas Kyd are listed anonymously together with many others."
Green was traveling with a repertoire large enough that a different
play could be performed each night for more than one month—much
longer than a typical sojourn—and the play list tells us that spectacu-
lar titles and tantalizing plot synopses were his pivotal advertising
devices. Using acting scripts as loose templates for their perfor-
mances, troupes like Green’s showed no interest in authorial attribu-
tion, and audiences seem to have been equally uncurious.?
Although diversity of repertoire allowed for longevity and flex-
ibility, an additional factor proved important to success. Take
the example of Carl Andreas Paulsen (1620-1679), who led his
troupe around the German-speaking world beginning in the 1650s.
During a particularly long residence in Nuremberg in the summer
of 1667, Paulsen and his group received permission to perform
as “English Comedians,” a term that was used in the seventeenth
century more as a strategy to attract audiences than as a statement
of national provenance.?! In the course of at least thirty perfor-
mances, Paulsen’s group put on plays ranging from a derivative of
Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus to an adaptation of Daniel Casper
von Lohenstein’s Ibrahim Bassa, in addition to a smattering of
other German, French, and Italian pieces. In the following year,
however, municipal authorities rejected Paulsen’s application with
the statement that the stagings tended to “mix in irritating things
and farce” (drgerliche sachen und possenspiel miteinzumischen).”

19. For the complete list, see Haekel, Die englischen Komdodianten in Deutsch-
land, 111-114.

20. We might understand the German disregard for authorship as a more rad-
ical version of the contemporary English situation. By and large, authorship was of
dwindling importance in the London theater industry. However, names like Shake-
speare were becoming increasingly known, and print editions of plays did become
available in select instances, even though the circulation remained rather small. For
a critical discussion of this issue, with a focus on Shakespeare and references to the
vast body of literature, see Douglas A. Brooks, From Playhouse to Printing House:
Drama and Authorship in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2000), 14-64.

21. Paul, Reichsstadt und Schauspiel, 173.

22. 1Tbid., 174.
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The condemnation of disjointed plays interspersed with comic,
and evidently galling, skits alludes to a problem of theatrical
form. A loose conception of internal continuity and the ampli-
fication of comic effects were the bedrock of the fool’s success.

With a full repertoire and a vigorous travel schedule, the ac-
tors took part in a motley spectacle that looked quite different
from modern plot-driven theater. Among the contextual factors
that helped shape the fool’s unique practice of producing comic
effects, one deserving of attention is the competition for attention
within the broader spectacle. A play in the town square was not
a stand-alone entertainment to which audiences devoted exclusive
attention for the duration of a narrative. Plays were, instead, in-
termingled with a heterogeneous array of routines of song, dance,
and acrobatics. The greatest German picaro novel, Grimmels-
hausen’s Simplicissimus Teutsch (1668-1669), includes an infor-
mative description of the place of the fool at the town fairs. The
novel’s concluding section begins with a comparison between the
eponymous protagonist and the sort of farceurs and funnymen
that had populated the town square:

Carnival-barkers and quacksalvers . . . enter the open marketplace
with their Hans Wurst or Hans Supp. With the first cry and fantastical
crooked leaps of the fool they attract a greater throng and more listen-
ers than the most zealous pastor.

Marckscheyer oder Quacksalber . . . wann er am offnen Marckt mit sei-
nem Hanf§ Wurst oder HanfS Supp auftritt/ und auf den ersten Schray
und phantastischen krummen Sprung seines Narren mehr Zulauffs und
Anhorer bekombt/ als der eyfrigste Seelen-Hirt.?

This passage provides a good sense of the general atmosphere
where the fool had his home. For one, it testifies to the enthusiasm

23. Hans Jakob Christoffel von Grimmelshausen, Continuatio des Abentheur-
lichen Simplicissimi oder der Schluff Desselben (Mompelgart: Johann Fillion,
1669), n.p. For the modern reprinting, see Hans Jacob Christoffel von Grimmels-
hausen, Simplicissimus Teutsch (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag,
2005), 564.
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of audiences for the fool, here under the interchangeable monikers
Hans Wurst and Hans Supp. But it also gives an impression of
acoustic and visual pageantry that accompanied the traveling play-
ers. Plays earned a place in a hodgepodge of attractions that, as
Grimmelshausen notes, offered a profane diversion of greater fas-
cination than a pastor’s promise of spiritual redemption. At the
annual fair and in the town square, all sorts of entertainers were
ruthlessly competing for attention and money.

We find the very same sort of insistence on the sensational at the
first stationary playhouse in Germany, Nuremberg’s Fechthaus or
Fencing House, built in 1627-1628. The roofless square building,
with three floors of galleries, hosted circus entertainments like tight-
rope walking, choreographed bear and ox hunts, and acrobatics in
addition to playmaking.** Performances took place during daylight
hours on a wooden stage that could be assembled and disassem-
bled as needed. Although the excitement surrounding the English
actors undoubtedly contributed to the municipality’s decision to
build the Fencing House, playmaking alone was not enough to
keep the doors open—especially as the financial impact of the
Thirty Years” War made itself felt. The copperplate engraving (fig.
1) of the Fencing House from around 1720 gives us some idea of
the scripted hunts. Within the broader German-speaking context,
Nuremberg actually appears quite exceptional; other towns made
due with makeshift setups, often in public spaces, well into the lat-
ter half of the eighteenth century.

But how did traveling troupes first establish themselves and
achieve enough popularity that, within a few decades, the first ex-
periments in public playhouses, like the one at Nuremberg, made
even remote economic sense? Let us return to the years around
1600. The unwitting pioneer of these developments was an actor
named Robert Browne (1563—ca. 1621), who had spent decades
in English companies in and outside of London. With a group of
about ten players, many of whom had been associated with an
English company called the Admiral’s Men, Browne headed out in

24. See Paul, Reichsstadt und Schauspiel, 40-55.
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Figure 1. Das Fechthaus in Nuremberg. Copperplate by Samuel
Mikoviny from Nurembergische Prospekte ca. 1720.

search of employment around 1590, a time when the plague was
ravaging the city and the London theaters were closed.” While a
lack of steady income and an impoverished lifestyle were hallmarks
of an actor’s day-to-day life in England, the troupe enjoyed unex-
pected economic success on the Continent. So even though the itin-
erary of relentless travel just barely elevated members of the troupe
above the level of subsistence, this was a marked improvement over

25. The convincing evidence in favor of this reading was first outlined by
Brand. To be brief, the passport the men carried, written by the benefactor of the
Admiral’s Men and Charles Howard (1536-1624), refers to the troupe as mes
jouers et serviteurs. The letter is reprinted in full in Brand and Rudin, “Der eng-
lische Komodiant Robert Browne,” 120-121.
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sure poverty and possible death from the London plague. Despite
significant obstacles to success, including language itself, the
English players secured enough pay to warrant multiple visits over
the coming years and even to spawn offspring troupes.

The conditions under which Browne’s troupe first performed
shaped the strategies they used to flourish. Indeed, their lasting
resonance can be attributed to two instances of resourceful stage-
craft. The very linguistic barrier that made a warm welcome so
unlikely also propelled gestural effects, song, and dance to the
forefront of the stage.?® In addition, although the English troupes,
unlike Italian ones, quickly showed a willingness to learn German
and to adapt their plays to local preferences, firsthand accounts of
spectators give the impression that when it seemed impossible to
capture the audience’s attention with dialogue, the comic register,
and especially nonlinguistic elements, became the primary means
of theatrical address. A 1597 poem about the Frankfurt fair, for
instance, identifies as the English troupe’s key attributes “bawdy
jest and comic strokes . . . antics and salacious jokes.”?” An English
traveler from the same period, Fynes Moryson (1566-1630), was
baffled by the popularity of “stragling broken Companyes.”?® The
“wandring Comedyians,” he observed “hauing nether a Complete

26. In addition to Brand’s exhaustive study, I have also found helpful the con-
cise discussion in Willem Schrickx, “English Actors at the Courts of Wolfenbiittel,
Brussels, and Graz during the Lifetime of Shakespeare,” Shakespeare Survey 33
(2007): 153-168. There is a vast body of older research dating back to the nine-
teenth century, much of which is gathered and reviewed in J. G. Riewald, “The
English Actors in the Low Countries, 1585—c. 1650: An Annotated Bibliography,”
in Studies in Seventeenth-Century English Literature, History, and Bibliography,
ed. G. A. M. Janssens and G. A. M. Aarts (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1984), 157-178.
On the broader European context, I recommend in particular Jerzy Limon, Gen-
tlemen of a Company: English Players in Central and Eastern Europe, 1590-1660
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).

27. This translation is from Ernest Brennecke, Shakespeare in Germany,
1590-1700, with Translations of Five Early Plays (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1964), 8.

28. Fynes Moryson and Charles Hughes, Shakespeare’s Europe; Unpublished
Chapters of Fynes Moryson’s Itinerary, Being a Survey of the Condition of Europe
at the End of the 16th Century (London: Sherratt & Hughes, 1903), 476.
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number of Actours, nor any good Apparell, nor any ornament of
the Stage” are “more descruing pitty then prayse, for the serious
parts are dully penned, and worse acted, and the mirth they make
is rediculous, and nothing less then witty.”?* Having thoroughly de-
nounced the quality of the acting by the traveling players, Moryson
goes on to paint a picture that reveals quite a bit about the form of
their performances:

The Germans, not vnderstanding a worde they sayde, both men and
wemen, flocked wonderfully to see theire gesture and Action, rather than
heare them, speaking English which they vnderstood not, and pronowncing
peeces and Patches of English playes, which my selfe and some English men
there present could not heare without great wearysomeness.*

This passage speaks to the rapport between stage and audience.
Moryson recognizes that the very strategies that made the actors
successful with German audiences also made them appear vapid to
an English spectator. In particular, the focus on corporeal devices,
even in the absence of linguistic intelligibility, ensured the rapt at-
tention of men and women who did not understand English. As
a consequence, the actors felt little need to sustain a continuous
plot, instead using abbreviated slices of plays to keep audiences
fully engaged. As Moryson’s remarks make clear, the transfer to a
new context compelled the small bands of English actors to change
their strategies for soliciting and sustaining the audience’s atten-
tion. Even if the English theater of the late sixteenth century did
not possess the strict standards of compositional unity that one
finds in, say, French classicism, it seems that the relocation to the
German territories shifted the accent even further in the direction
of an internally heterogeneous and discontinuous construction—a
pieces-and-patches construction.

The derisive observations of the English traveler Moryson hint
at, but do not yet make explicit, the ludic presence that achieved
fame over the seventeenth century. Meanwhile, a 1601 chronicle of
the town Miinster attests that the performances by visiting English

29. Ibid., 304.
30. Ibid.
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troupes were largely unintelligible but for “plenty of tricks and
gags” interspersed by the fool.’' A poem about the Frankfurt fair
from a few years earlier similarly locates comic gesture at the cen-
ter of its remarks. It paints a picture of a highly informal environ-
ment in which the players on the stage do “such crooked things /
that they often must laugh themselves.” If their motivation is “tak-
ing money from the people,” the poem tells us, the means by which
they do it is fairly straightforward: “The fool causes the laughter.”*

There is good reason to believe that a single member of Robert
Browne’s group played an exceptional role in sparking the love af-
fair with the fool. At the turn of the seventeenth century, a socially
diverse array of German-speaking audiences at both public fairs
and royal courts fell under the spell of an actor named Thomas
Sackville (d. 1628). He seems to have possessed superlative gifts
as a dancer, musician, and improvisator. Even though it is quite
clear that Sackville, in particular, pioneered the new role of the
fool—in no small part to circumnavigate the linguistic barrier that
initially separated him from the audience—the sobriquet he used,
Jan Bouschet, was never substantively attached to a single actor.
Instead, the role was immediately recognized as an iterable form,
a way of acting and interacting that could be reproduced. While
Sackville achieved a good deal of notoriety, it was not he, but his
role, that made a lasting impact. Both on the stage and in writing,
the role of the fool, under a single and soon familiar sobriquet,
quickly entered into wider circulation. Consider the following two
textual examples, one related to the court context, and the other to
the fair. These examples lend support to a perhaps initially bewil-
dering claim: what happened with the arrival of Browne’s troupe

31. Helmut G. Asper, Hanswurst: Studien zum Lustigmacher auf der Berufs-
schauspielerbiibne in Deutschland im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert (Emsdetten: Lechte,
1980), 26.

32. The original lines from which I have quoted are the following: “Vnd Agie-
ren doch so schlecht sachen / Das sie der poszn oft selbst lachen, / Das siesz Gelt
von den Leuten bringen / Zu sich, vor so nirrische Dingen, / Der Narr macht
lachen, doch ich weht / Da ist keiner so gutt wie Jan begehtt.” Ernst Kelchner,
“Sechs Gedichte iiber die Frankfurter Messe,” Mittheilungen des Vereins fiir Ge-
schichte und Althertumskunde in Frankfurt am Main 6 (1881): 373.



Strolling Players and the Advent of the Fool 55

was not imposition of a set type to which subsequent instantiations
of the fool were beholden; it was the emergence of a much more
elastic and variable theatrical form.

Perhaps the largest body of plays from around 1600 that feature
the fool were written by Jakob Ayrer (1544-1605), who spent the
last decade of his life as a civil administrator in Nuremberg. Ayrer
probably came into contact with the English strolling players in
1593,3 and began integrating a figure who, by his own account,
“dresses like the English fool,”** into many of the approximately
six dozen plays he wrote in his leisure. In fact, Ayrer’s posthumously
published five-volume corpus of plays is replete with instances of
the English fool, including multiple roles that are variations on
Sackville’s sobriquet, Jan Bouschet. Ayrer composed highly moral-
izing plays—some closer to the Hans Sachs Shrovetide tradition,
some closer to English song-and-dance numbers, some rewritings
of episodes from Roman history and the Bible—in which a figure
called Jahnn (with some variation in spelling) assumed the role of
a comic servant, often characterized by idleness and gluttony, and
repeatedly suffering the abuse of his superiors. In a good num-
ber of instances, Ayrer also has the fool speak an epilogue, ensur-
ing that the play ends with an unequivocal moral message. Even
without looking at the individual plays in minute detail, a strik-
ing structural feature of Ayrer’s writing immediately sticks out: he
composed his plays without any hope that Sackville himself, or
for that matter any other English actor, would ever play the role
of the fool.

Something very similar can be seen at work in the plays of an-
other author from the early 1690s, Duke Heinrich Julius of Bruns-
wick (1564-1613). As he was a member of the educated elite and
the ruler of one of the most important northern German territo-
ries, the duke’s plays testify to the power of the fool to electrify
people from all socioeconomic groups. In 1693-1694, after he had

33. Brand and Rudin, “Der englische Komodiant Robert Browne,” 33.

34. The relevant stage direction indicates that a figure is meant to enter the
stage kleidt wie der Engellendisch Narr. Jakob Ayrer and Adelbert von Keller, Ayr-
ers Dramen (Stuttgart: Litterarischer verein, 1865), 1:22.
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hosted the group of strolling players led by Browne and featur-
ing Sackville, the duke published a collection of plays that testi-
fies to his fascination with the English acting troupe. As a pious
Protestant, Duke Heinrich Julius possessed a fondness for biblical
themes, and he drew upon his humanistic education in crafting a
play after the Roman comedian Plautus.?> But he also installs a
fool, whom he identifies sometimes as a morio, the Latin equiva-
lent of the German Narr and English fool. While the duke had
been deeply impressed by Sackville, he was also concerned enough
about the textual circulation of his plays that he revised and repub-
lished them a second time approximately a decade after they first
appeared in print and after Sackville himself could no longer have
possibly played the role.*

Beyond Ayrer and Duke Heinrich Julius, there were still more
writers who populated their plays with a fool named Johann.3”
But none of the other texts or their authors ever achieved much
fame. On the contrary, notions of originality, as well as the iden-
tification of the play with the voice and experience of a unique in-
dividual, had little relevance to the success of the plays featuring
the fool. It would be more accurate to say that these writers un-
derstood their activity as part of an ongoing chain of production
that allowed for the unrestricted appropriation and redeployment
of preexisting narratives, with the expectation that their own re-
writings would become the subject of further appropriations and
redeployments. A similar fluidity underlies the use of the fool in
plays by Ayrer and Duke Heinrich Julius; they treat the fool as
a theatrical convention detached from any single actor or script
that could be deployed in new plays in accord with a standard
purpose.

35. On potential Italian influences on von Braunschweig, see Bockmann, Die
Commedia dell’arte und das deutsche Drama, 62—68.

36. Helga Meise, “Narrheit in den Dramen Heinrich Julius’ von Braunschweig-
Wolfenbiittel und Liineberg,” in Der Narr in der deutschen Literatur im Mittelalter
und in der friihen Neuzeit, ed. Jean Schillinger (Bern: Peter Lang, 2008), 171-180.

37. See, for instance, Johann Neudorf, Asotvs Das ist COMOEDIA vom ver-
lobrnen Sobn, aufS dem 15. Capitel S. Lucae (1608; Goslar: Geschichts- und Hei-
matschutzverein Goslar €.V, 1958); Hektor Conradus, Necrobaptista: Die Historia
von Johanne dem Teufer /| Wie er von Herode Gefangen / vnd wie er jm endlich das
Heubt abschlagen Lassen (Uelzen: Michael Kroner, 1600).
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Another set of examples, this time with a significantly longer
historical trajectory, clusters around the sobriquet Pickelhering.3*
It appears to have come into more widespread use during the first
two decades of the seventeenth century as the sobriquet for an Eng-
lish actor named George Vincent (d. 1647). A formerly prominent
actor from the company Queen Anne’s Men, Vincent began touring
the Low Countries and German-speaking territories around 1616
with a troupe led by John Green.?* Vincent lived until about 1650,
but by that point the name Pickelhering was no longer associated
with him alone, having by then become a conventional calque for
the fool.** Much like the name Jan Bouschet, the role of Pickelher-
ing quickly became unmoored from a single actor and remained
so for almost two centuries. When a massive collection of English
plays appeared in print in 1620, the name was well-enough known
to be used as an advertisement on the title page.*! In fact, for the
duration of the seventeenth century, the fool possessed such cen-
tral importance that the name Pickelhering by itself worked as a
magnet to attract audiences. The earliest playbills from the 1650s
tout the presence of a “very funny Pickelhering,”** or prominently
list the name Pickelhering at the very center of a broad swath of
plays to be performed. The earliest surviving playbill from a per-
formance of the immensely popular Faust story, from 1688 in Bre-
men, announces that the play will feature not just “the life and
death of the great Arch-Magician D. Johannes Faustus,” but also

38. The text name first appears in Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus,
when the allegorical embodiment of gluttony refers to his godfather as Peter
Pickelherring. For an attempt to uncover the etymological origin of the sobriquet,
see John Alexander, “Will Kemp, Thomas Sacheville, and Pickelhering: A Con-
sanguinity and Confluence of Three Early Modern Clown Personas,” Daphnis 3,
no. 4 (2007): 463-486.

39. Willem Schrickx, “ ‘Pickelherring’ and English Actors in Germany,” Shake-
speare Survey 36 (1983): 135-147.

40. When the English name Pickelherring became a German calque, its spell-
ing became highly irregular. For the sake of simplicity, I refer to Pickelhering,
which seems to me most commonly used.

41. Manfred Brauneck and Alfred Noe, Spieltexte der Wanderbiibne (Berlin:
De Gruyter, 1970), vol. 1.

42. Wilhelm Michael Anton Creizenach, Die Schauspiele der englischen
Komddianten (Berlin/Stuttgart: W. Spemann, 1889), xxv.
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“Pickelhdring’s entertainments from beginning to end.”* Much
like the sobriquet Jan Bouschet, Pickelhdring also cut across social
and political strata, as his role in a 1686 play performed on the
occasion of the meeting in Regensburg of the Imperial Diet of the
Holy Roman Empire makes clear.** This remained true at least
until 1794, almost 170 years after the stage fool first appeared in
the German-speaking world.*

Make no mistake, in the early decades of the seventeenth cen-
tury, Jan Bouschet and Pickelhering were by no means the only
sobriquets under which the fool circulated. There were many oth-
ers either implicitly or explicitly identified as variations on the
fool. Some names—Iike Traraeus, Grobianus, Schrimgen, and
Morohn—appear to have been used just once.* Others like Kilian
Brustfleck had their heyday, but then died off before long.*” Names
like Harlequin and Hanswurst, meanwhile, find only sporadic
mention in the seventeenth century, before really catching fire in
the eighteenth.*® The latter two names, in fact, achieved such no-
toriety that they became synonymous with the role of the fool.

43. Willi Flemming, Deutsche Literatur: Sammlung literarischer Kunst- und
Kulturdenkmiler in Entwicklungsreibhen (Weimar: Bohlau, 1931), 3:203.

44. Anonymous, Comoedia, Bitittult Der Fliichtige Virenus, Oder Die Getreue
Olympia (Regensburg: Johann Georg Hofmann, 1686).

45. Anonymous, Pickelhirings Hochzeit Oder Der Lustig-singende Harlequin
(Frohlichshaussen, 1794). This text provides a particularly apposite example, since
it is actually based on a play about the marriage of Harlequin, a popular theme in
the latter half of the eighteenth century, but it uses the name Pickelhiring in the
title. The 1794 publication is a reprint of a play that first became available around
midcentury.

46. Traraeus appears in Tragoedia genandt Der GrofSmiithige Rechts Gelehrte
Aemilius Paulus Papinianus in Flemming, Deutsche Literatur, 3:138-201. Grobi-
anus plays the fool in Tragaedia von Julio und Hyppolita in Brauneck and Noe,
Spieltexte der Wanderbiibne, 1:427-459. For Schambitasche, see Comoedia von
Kénig Mantalors unrechtmiiflessigen Liebe und derselben Straff, ibid., 2:311-401.
And Morohn figures centrally in Tragi Comedia, ibid., 2:451-551. This counts, of
course, as only a small sampling of the abundant names for the fool.

47. Christian Neuhuber, “Der Vormund des Hanswurst: Der Eggenbergische
Hofkomodiant Johann Valentin Petzold und sein Killian Brustfleck,” Daphnis 35
(2006): 263-299.

48. See Asper’s monumental study, Hanswurst. On the use of Harlequin and
Scaramouche, see Walter Hinck, Das deutsche Lustspiel des 17. und 18. Jahrbun-
derts und die italienische Komddie: Commedia dell’arte und Thédtre italien (Stutt-
gart: Metzler, 1965).
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Part 2 will explore in greater detail the unique trajectory that these
two sobriquets traced across the German-speaking world and, in
the case of Harlequin, across Europe.

At least as far the theatrical role of the fool in the seventeenth
century goes, nothing really hangs on the moniker itself. So much
can be gleaned from the career of the most famous German play
of all. The 1688 rendering of the Faust story in Bremen featured
a fool named Pickelhiring, while one from Frankfurt approxi-
mately fifty years later nominates Hans Wurst for the role. Differ-
ent troupes seem to have preferred one name over the other, and
each performance certainly allowed for a good amount of liberty in
what was said and done, but underlying the onomastic variations is
but one comic form. The formation of a conventionalized fool role
was, as one can tell from the Faust comparsion, a way of afford-
ing audiences a familiar point of orientation. Plays changed from
day to day as troupes passed through town and worked through
their repertoire. But audiences always knew the pieces-and-patches
construction of plays would provide ample doses of the fool, some-
times between scenes, sometimes within them, and sometimes after
the show. In order to see what made the fool’s comic practice hang
together, across his various instantiations and sobriquets, it is nec-
essary to have a closer look at his integration into the dialogue and
scenic action. This is the task to which we now turn.



PRACTICE OF STAGE INTERACTION

If the fool appeared under so many guises and as part of so many
different plays, what supports the commonsense view of these as
just so many realizations of one and the same theatrical form? In
the first chapter, I introduced the provisional claim that a figure like
Phantasmo from the Hamlet adaptation is best identified in terms
of characteristic ways of interacting onstage. Now the task is to
marshal broad-based evidence for the assertion that the fool should
be investigated in terms of his place in the larger fabric of the play.
Untangling the threads that hold the fool together with the rest of
the fictional world requires responding to two straightforward
questions. Are there recognizable patterns to the fool’s participa-
tion in plays, especially to the sequences of dialogue in which he
is involved? And, if so, do these patterns produce similar sorts of
(local and global) effects within the respective encompassing play?
These are questions of a general scope bearing on crucial meth-
odological issues. At the same time, they avoid a biography-like
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account of stage appearance after stage appearance and move be-
yond self-evident descriptions of the fool as funny or off-color,
irreverent or lewd, which may be true but are also uninforma-
tive. The above questions, by contrast, isolate the structure of di-
alogue as the key to grasping the formal element that lends unity
to the fool.

The most rudimentary dimensions of the fool’s abiding stage
presence can be described in terms of a simple paradox. To wit,
the fool is uniquely able to participate in the fictional world as a
full-fledged member, yet he is also able to step outside it and ad-
dress the audience directly. Discerning the implications of this rudi-
mentary doubleness—his status as an agent both inside and outside
the fiction—will require an up-close look at the fool in actu, as
he conducts his comic work. The following observations on the
fool’s comic strategies avoid the search for some buried profundity,
instead tracking, as value-neutrally as possible, his effects on envi-
roning words and actions. Within the overarching mission of part
1—to understand how and why the fool was featured with such
frequency and longevity—this chapter explores the core possibili-
ties that his involvement provided the dialogue. In other words, the
present task is to describe the game rules that the fool plays by.

Before laying out the parameters of dialogue within which the
fool moves, it is important to register that, in nearly every instance,
he stands on a particular rung in the social hierarchy: namely, the
position of the male servant. This point is so obvious that its im-
portance can be easily overlooked. The unique possibilities for play
available to the fool are based on the fact that, as a servant, he
is installed in what the anthropologist A. R. Radcliffe-Browne re-
ferred to as a “joking relationship.”! That is, the fool interacts with
others by means of “a peculiar combination of friendliness and
antagonism” and of “permitted disrespect.”? The fool’s place within

1. The term was not originally Radcliffe-Browne’s, but he wrote the founda-
tional studies in anthropology on the subject. See A. R. Radcliffe-Browne, “On
Joking Relationships,” in Structure and Function in Primitive Society (New York:
The Free Press, 1965), 90-104.

2. Radcliffe-Browne, “On Joking Relationships,” 91.
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the play is defined by such an exceptional privilege to mock and
make fun of the other characters.

Of course, the use of a servant role for configuring a joking re-
lationship was not new to German plays. The comic servant had a
long tradition in European theater, extending back to the Greeks
and Romans.? In a radicalization of tendencies that can be found
across European theatrical history, the seventeenth-century Ger-
man tradition sequestered comic play to a single figure, allowing
only the fool to strike certain thematic chords: only the wily ser-
vant employed scatological humor, referred unsolicitedly to sex,
professed his willingness to perform any act for pecuniary reward,
and made light of death and suffering. The main elements in his
thematic repertoire are all drawn from the corporeal dimension of
human activity, including coitus, defecation, inebriation, satiation,
and expiration. In addition, the fool is almost always associated
with the bald acquisition of money. Furthermore, all of the fool’s
utterances take place within a stratified social situation, organized
around a cleft separating servant from master. A prominent lin-
guistic index of the social distinction underlying the joking rela-
tionship, meanwhile, is the fool’s use of crude dialect. One of the
hallmarks of an entrance into the fool’s space of play, however
brief or extended, is the abrupt switch in linguistic code. In aber-
rant pockets of speech, the fool temporarily transports the dialogue
to less formalized and more vulgar regions, profoundly altering
the verbal register and semantic tenor of the dialogue. Evidence of
this verbal discrepancy can be found from the 1590s well into the
eighteenth century.

The permission to introduce what would have otherwise counted
as improper and therefore illicit contents, particularly against the
conventions of social hierarchy, cannot be detached from the fool’s
masculine identity. The fool’s rampant impropriety, including the

3. Most famously, of course, Plautus, who will figure in our discussion in
part 2. For the foundational discussion of the servant in Plautus, see Eduard Fraen-
kel, Plautine Elements in Plautus, trans. Tomas Drevikovksy and Frances Muecke
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 159-172.
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sexual debasement and celebration of debauchery, depended on
his double role as male and servant. While the social-economic po-
sition of underling affords him a vantage point from which he can
freely poke fun, the particularly salacious content of his joking is
a gendered privilege. The fool invariably treats sex as a form of
corporeal satisfaction, with the sole purpose of providing the man
with gratification.

Consider how the following two scenes choreograph the rela-
tionship between the fool and the other dramatis personae. The
expositions of the two dramas published in a 1630 collection of
plays for traveling acting troupes, Comedy of the Small Lad Cupid
(Comoedia und Macht des kleinen Knaben Cupidinis) and Comedy
of Aminta and Silvia (Comoedia von den Aminta und Silvia), intro-
duce fools with differing names but imbued with an identical am-
biguity.* In the first play we have a fool named Hans Wurst; in the
second, one called Schramgen. Both plays begin when a member of
the nobility happens upon an unknown person, who, in exchange
for financial reward, is willing to spend some time as his lackey.
In one play, he is called a “funny man” and “fool,” in the other
the “servant of all servants.”’ In both, the fool enters the fictional
world as a figure without family or friends, without a background
or personal history. When asked, “Who are you then?” the fool re-
plies with such uninformative formulations as “I am a man” or the
Latin equivalent “ego sum homo.”® In yet another play, we see the
fool describe himself as “nothing,” sometimes as “totally nothing
at all,” and at the very most as “something.”” Such formulations
are strategic assurances of the fool’s distinct status among the dra-
matis personae. The fool is neither fully somebody nor merely no-
body. He belongs to a general category that lacks for individuating

4. The two scenes I discuss can be found in Manfred Brauneck and Alfred Noe,
Spieltexte der Wanderbiibne (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1970), 2:18-25 and 103-107.

5. See Brauneck and Noe, Spieltexte der Wanderbiihne, 2:20, 22, 106.

6. Thid., 2:36.

7. See the two servants in Niemand und Jemand, reprinted in Willi Flemming,
Deutsche Literatur: Sammlung literarischer Kunst- und Kulturdenkmdler in Ent-
wicklungsreiben (Weimar: Bohlau, 1931), 3:73-131.
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properties; as an everyman, he is poised to curry the favor of every
audience member, while also remaining open to continuity with in-
numerable future embodiments.

In a state of hierarchical diminution and figural indeterminacy,
the fool enjoys special license to speak. The key mode in which
he exploits his joking relationship is spontaneous and unsolic-
ited interjection. Duke Heinrich Julius exploited this attribute in
his Von der Susanna (Tragedy of Susanna, 1593), which lends
the fool a prominent place among the thirty-four total parts. The
fool goes under the sobriquet Johan Clant, whose role is listed
as the morio. In the course of a discussion between the husband
and wife concerning the moral instruction of their daughter in
“fear of God, honor and virtue, according to the law of Moses,”
the fool unexpectedly intrudes on the stage and repeatedly in-
terrupts the conversation.® He inserts his lowly voice into the
father’s intricate perorations, tossing in sarcastic remarks about
“what a good teaching” the father is offering.” The contrast be-
tween the pious discourse of husband and wife, on the one hand,
and the fool’s playful interjections, on the other, bifurcates the
dialogue, installing a comic view at odds with the father’s moral
message.

The fool’s joking relationship with his master, as the next scene
in Duke Julius’s play makes clear, detaches the fool’s comic effects
from the overarching dramatic plot. Immediately after the dialogue
between husband and wife, the fool appears onstage with a lock
covering his mouth, which does little to inhibit his ability to ca-
jole father and daughter about the validity of the biblical com-
mandments. He responds, for instance, to the father’s extensive
remarks on the observance of the Sabbath by saying, “Well, that
is good, because I do not like to work. I wish that it were Sun-
day every day, because then I would be able to do nothing.”° It is

8. Julius Heinrich and Wilhelm Ludwig Holland, Die Schauspiele des Herzogs
Heinrich Julius von Braunschweig, nach alten Drucken und Handschriften (Stutt-
gart: Litterarischer Verein, 1855), 6.

9. Thid., 10.

10. Ibid., 11.
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remarkable that this commentary is made despite the lock, thereby
exposing the weak demands for verisimilitude that govern these
plays. Particularly important for understanding the structural role
of the fool, meanwhile, is what happens immediately after his in-
terjection. That is, upon his demeaning of the holy day of rest,
father and daughter continue their dialogue as though nothing
unusual had been said. Their piety, in other words, remains im-
mune to the fool’s impiety. Like a switch operator, to return to
a metaphor from chapter 1, here again the fool flips to a sepa-
rate and alternative comic voice, while on a parallel line the
play goes on as before.

The specificity of the joking relationship means that allowances
for such verbal play and code switching are restricted to the fool.
Accordingly, there is no instance in the seventeenth-century tradi-
tion sparked by the English players, at least that I know of, where
the fool’s ribaldry and baseness spread to other members of the
dramatis personae, creating a sort of comic contagion that threat-
ens the seriousness of the main plot. Large-scale devolutions of
this sort do happen—but in plays of different artistic ambition and
rank than those put on by the traveling players. In this context,
the fool’s role was, rather, to punctuate the ongoing action with
his humor, with interjections that, again in the words of the an-
thropologist Radcliffe-Browne, “within any other context would
express and arouse hostility.”'! And yet such hostility remains ab-
sent, precisely because the fool’s interventions remain encapsulated
in the dialogue.

The fool’s permission to switch the linguistic and semantic codes
that govern the dialogue, to insert a brief interval of play, main-
tains a loose and associative connection with the main action. His
encapsulated moments of play amount to semantic distortions,
small-scale interruptions that deflate, even if only temporarily, the
significance of the play’s events. The sort of momentary deviation
that we have just seen in the passage from Duke Heinrich Julius’s
Susanna was, 1 would claim, the widespread and long-lasting sig-
nature of the fool.

11. Radcliffe-Browne, “On Joking Relationships,” 91.
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Let us focus in on a characteristic scene from the Tragedy of
Julio and Hypollita (Tragaedia von Julio und Hypollita), a play
loosely based on Shakespeare’s Two Gentlemen of Verona that was
published in the first collection of plays associated with the English
actors. The play features a fool named Grobianus, who plays a
supporting role in the central romantic intrigue. The plot is simple:
a prince betroths his daughter to a Roman named Romulus (not
the mythical one), who, upon departing to inform his family of
his engagement, is betrayed by his friend Julius. When Romulus
returns to find his friend Julius and fiancée Hyppolita married, a
bloody conflict ensues. The betrayal at the center of the play de-
pends on the fool’s cooperation: he is responsible for delivering a
fabricated letter to the fiancée Hyppolita, which is meant to con-
vince her to abandon her original lover. When asked to deliver the
letter, the fool responds, “Good sir, what wouldn’t I do for money?
If T could get money for it, I would call my mother a whore and
my father a rogue. I will loyally execute your order.”'> And with
that, the fool’s intervention is complete, and the dialogue returns
to its usual level of formality. Again, pointing to the vulgar content
of the fool’s response cannot fully capture the conventional quality
of the episode; it is equally, if not more, important to notice that
the ensuing dialogue continues on undeterred, taking no note of a
deviation in the stream of dialogue.

Before moving on, there is one further facet to the scene worth
noting. Although the fool’s remark does not fit with the register of
the surrounding dialogue, it does conform to a familiar pattern of
communication, namely, request and affirmative response. Keeping
this structure in mind, it becomes clear that the scene is internally
disjointed: on the one hand, there is the fool’s exact verbal formula-
tion, including its semantic content, and, on the other, the skeletal
pattern of dialogue it signals for the other members of the dramatic
fiction. The distinction between Grobianus’s words and their purpose
in the flow of dialogue is instructive. It demonstrates that in many
instances his utterances are, in a crucial sense, for the audience, and
not for the other members of the theatrical fiction, even if he does not

12. Brauneck and Noe, Spieltexte der Wanderbiibne, 1:435.
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address the audience directly. The fool’s participation in the dia-
logue, rather, evinces a doubleness—at once part of the dialogue
and radically deviating from it. The fool offers a moment of play that
aims at soliciting laughter from the audience, while also sustaining the
question-response pattern and thereby advancing the forward march
of the plot. This passage makes clear that, although encapsulated as
miniature episodes of jest, the fool’s utterances maintain a minimal
level of structural integration with the surrounding dialogue.
Another example from later in the century will help make this
unusual economy of continuity and discontinuity clearer. The
drama Der Jude von Venetien (The Jew of Venice, uncertain dat-
ing), which loosely draws on Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice,
is based on a manuscript that was probably written down around
midcentury by an actor named Christoph Bliimel, a member of
the traveling company led by the last English-born manager,
George Jolly.!* However, the attachment of a name to the manu-
script should not distract from the fact that we are dealing with
an acting script, which is to say, with a textual artifact resulting
from decades of informal circulation. Strolling players put on a
German version of Shakespeare’s play as early as 1626, and the
surviving version is probably the result of approximately forty
years of liberal adaptation.'* Although the play bears traces of
the Ttalian tradition of the commedia dell’arte, it employs the fool
in a manner closer to the German fool than the comic servant
Launcelot Gobbo in Shakespeare’s original.’> Consider the open-
ing of the first act, a conversation between a king and a prince

13. See the discussion of the origin of the German adaptation and its English
(re-)translation in Ernest Brennecke, Shakespeare in Germany, 1590-1700, with
Translations of Five Early Plays (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964),
105-110.

14. Ralf Haekel, Die englischen Komodianten in Deutschland: Eine Einfiib-
rung in die Urspriinge des deutschen Berufsschauespiels (Heidelberg: Winter Uni-
versitdtsverlag, 2004), 111-114. On Blumle’s participation in the Jolly troupe, see
Robert J. Alexander, “George Jolly [Joris Joliphus], Der wandernde Player und
Manager,” Kleine Schriften der Gesellschaft fiir Theatergeschichte 29/30 (1978):
32. See chapter 2, above, for a brief discussion of Jolly.

15. For an attempt to treat the play as a blend of English and Italian conven-
tions, see Ralf Bockmann, Die Commedia dell’arte und das deutsche Drama des
17. Jabrbunderts (Nordhausen: Verlag Traugott Baut, 2010), 100-105
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of Cyprus. In a sequence alien to the English original, the prince
asks for his father’s leave to warn the Venetian Republic about
the recently banished Jews. After the king assents, the fool, under
the moniker Pickelharing, requests permission to accompany the
prince on his journey. The ensuing dialogue employs a degree of
internal discontinuity that strongly resembles the other examples
I have already introduced:

PickELHARING: Oh, yes, Majesty, let me go along. Even if I am a rogue,
I cannot remain at home.

KiNG: If you cannot, then we must permit it. But take good care of our
son, and remain with him at all times, in order to make sure he
doesn’t fall into bad company.

P1cKELHARING: [ will take care. If he wants to go to church, ’ll show him
the way to the whorehouse.

KiNG: Because it is decided, beloved son, you shall not postpone this trip
any longer.'®

It is striking that the fool’s promise to take the prince to the
brothel rather than the church does not rend the fabric of the dia-
logue. The king understands the fool’s outrageous remark, it seems,
as an ordinary expression of assent, even though it does not cohere
with the register or content of the conversation otherwise. As in
the previous example, only the question-response structure of the
dialogue remains in place; the exact meaning of his words goes
unnoticed.

However easy it is in printed versions of these plays to skip over
moments like these, their prevalence can only lead us to believe
that we are dealing with an elementary pattern in the fool’s comic
practice, one of his signature forms of play. In both passages cited
above, the integration of the fool into the dialogue preserves the
continuity of question and answer, while also allowing for the ar-
ticulation of linguistically aberrant, comic meanings. The utterances
provide evidence of a recognizable structure that seems to have been
the cornerstone of the fool’s abiding success in engaging the audi-
ence’s attention.

16. Flemming, Deutsche Literatur, 3:211.
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The fool’s participation in the stage action takes place along two
axes. In fact, all communication on the stage—whether gestural or
verbal, explicit or tacit, spoken or silent—means engaging in a face-to-
face communicative setting in two distinctive ways at the same time.
In general, theater takes place via a fiction-internal dimension of
dialogue—the back-and-forth among fictional personae—and, at the
same time, presents this fiction to an audience via a fiction-external
dimension that remains, most of the time, unmarked and incon-
spicuous. Within the theatrical setting, the whole fiction is for the
audience—fiction-internal communication is directed, in general, to-
ward the audience, even if this fact is never acknowledged as such.
For most of history and within most plays, the fiction-internal axis
functions as the primary and uncontroversial means for conjuring
theatrical illusion, while the fiction-external dimension of theatri-
cal communication is kept in a state of latency or only utilized at
structurally specific moments, such as in a prologue. Denis Dider-
ot’s famous “fourth wall” from the mid-eighteenth century, a ver-
sion of which we will encounter in part 2, can thus be understood
as a particularly restrictive approach to the fiction-external line of
communication.

One heuristic benefit of drawing the distinction between fiction-
internal and fiction-external axes of communication is that it allows
historical differences to emerge into view. A wide-lens look at theater
history reveals some situations in which its direct employment is thor-
oughly uncontroversial; others where only certain figures can freely
manipulate it; others where its use is restricted to particular junctures
like the prologue and epilogue; and still others where its direct use is
proscribed. A second heuristic benefit of the distinction is that it helps
us recognize that the fool’s distinctive form of play depended upon
the regulated use of the boundary between the inside and outside of
the fictional world. For he is uniquely able to tarry on both sides,
contributing to the ongoing stream of dialogue and also providing it
with an external frame for the audience. In virtue of this capacity to
step outside the fiction, the fool fostered a unique rapport with the
audience, often serving as the onstage advocate for the audience’s
amusement.

With the distinction between these two communicative axes in
hand, it is worth returning to the examples provided above. We have



70 Persistence of Folly

already seen that the fool’s utterances leave the concatenation of
fiction-internal utterances intact, despite their deviation from the
semantic flow of content, as though the fool’s remarks provided
plot-driving information. This preservation of the continuous
structure of fiction-internal dialogue, irrespective of what the fool
actually does, means that the fool’s play is encapsulated, and thus
separated off from the rest of the action. This bifurcation between
fiction-internal and fiction-external axes is illustrated in figure 2.
The division between internal and external communicative
axes in a single utterance echoes another of the fool’s funda-
mental comic strategies: the aside. This more familiar form of
theatrical speech provides a straightforward mode of commu-
nicating with the audience and is the fool’s most pervasive de-
vice for manipulating the boundary between fiction-internal and
fiction-external communicative axes. In fact, the surviving acting
scripts record myriad times when the fool turns to speak directly
with the audience about a state of affairs currently transpiring
or having just transpired.'” This pervasiveness is attributable

Fiction-Internal Axis

Domain of dialogue

Predominant linguistic and semantic register
Plot-driving structure

Directed toward diegetic universe

Fools’s utterance

\ Fiction-External Axis

Domain of play

Low linguistic and semantic register
Non-plot-driving content

Directed toward audience

Figure 2. Fiction-internal and fiction-external bifurcation

17. The phenomenon of framing events onstage by means of an aside is ex-
tremely common. To just give examples from the first two collections of plays of
the English players: Brauneck and Noe, Spieltexte der Wanderbiibne, 1:11, 28, 29,
292, 344, 525, 526, 529; 2:35, 36, 38, 39, 48, 51, 54-55, 85, 88, 219, 239, 246,
248,251, 261, 328, 361-362, 376-377.
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to the effectiveness of the aside for reflecting on and reframing
events taking place onstage. By contrast to the sort of bifurcated
utterances schematized above, here there is no question-and-
response skeleton, no simulation of a fiction-internal, plot-driving
dimension.

This point is illustrated in a very successful play by Johann Georg
Schoch (1627-1690), Comoedia vom Studenten-Leben (Comedy
of Student Life), which first appeared in 1657 and was reprinted
in 1658, 1660, and 1668.'* Schoch’s deployment of the fool seems
particularly noteworthy because it creates a strong dissonance with
the play’s overall moralizing mission. Ultimately, the play does not
need to resolve the relationship between its edifying purpose and
the fool’s comic interjections. The use of the aside keeps his play
within enclosed boundaries.

The opening scenes introduce, as was usual, the hierarchi-
cally structured joking relationship. The fool is given by a mer-
chant and a nobleman as a servant to their two university-bound
sons.” The play makes clear that the father intends for the ser-
vant to keep the young men in line, a charge that is radically at
odds with his comic personality. For example, immediately be-
fore their departure for the university town, the fool accompa-
nies one of the adolescent noblemen, Floretto, as he pays a visit
to his beloved. When the young woman invites the nobleman to
say his farewell, the fool speaks an aside concerning the young
woman’s ardent desire to embrace her beloved one last time:
“Go on, you are on the right path, you poor simple pet.”?° These
words, shared only with the audience, provide a fiction-external
frame for what had come before and what will ensue. In the
course of his remarks to the audience, the fool goes on to de-
ride the girl’s affection and boast about his master’s sexual prow-
ess: “My master arranges things, so that he can spoon out his

18. I refer to the 1658 edition, a digital copy of which is available through the
Deutsches Textarchiv (http://www.deutschestextarchiv.de).

19. Johann Georg Schoch, Comoedia vom Studenten-Leben (Leipzig: Johann
Wittigauen, 1658), 26.

20. Ibid., 47. For a similar episode, see p. 83.
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desire and pleasure.”?' The fool uses the aside to encode his
master’s acts as emotional (and, it is implied, sexual) manipu-
lation. In so doing, the fool also draws attention away from
questions of moral culpability, offering the audience a moment
to relish the moral transgression as it transpires on stage. In
Schoch’s drama, then, the fool propounds the very sort of moral
dereliction that the drama otherwise works to contain. How-
ever, because this advocacy is restricted to the fool and, in this
instance, to the aside, the fool is not unmasked as deserving of
the audience’s disapprobation. His role in Schoch’s comedy is far
too central and his portrayal far too endearing to support such a
view. It makes more sense to think of these asides as momentary
allowances for self-contained play that do not make the fool into
an object of general derision. In other words, the fool exploits his
liminal status in the dialogue to introduce a moral transgression
that the course of the drama means to exclude. The term liminal-
ity accurately describes the sense in which Pickelhering’s words
or actions fall outside the scope of transgression that the play
seeks to expose as morally depraved. When sequestered within
the confines of the joking relationship, the fool’s remarks and
gestures create moments of licit (because restricted) enjoyment of
the ordinarily illicit.

Comments by the fool, directed toward the audience and bear-
ing on events within the drama itself, introduce what one might
call a thin layer of self-reflexivity. I say thin because the act of
framing does not undermine the simulation of a fictional world
on stage, but rather intensifies it. The fool can restate for the au-
dience what is going on, and such fiction-external reflection on
fiction-internal communication remains unproblematic. For this
reason, when the fool draws attention to events transpiring else-
where onstage, this act of self-reference sidesteps paradoxes of
drama-within-the-drama. Instead, it uses direct communication
with the audience to encourage the spectator’s sustained engage-
ment with the performance.

21. Schoch, Comoedia vom Studenten-Leben, 47.
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The privilege of liminality is clearly evident in the frame for the
entire play that Pickelhering later provides. Although the concluding
scenes had sought to show that the sons will have their moral integ-
rity restored once they return home, the final words by the fool are
an announcement of his own unflagging commitment to pleasure:

So I will go along inside and rejoice too that I also made it back. I want
to get so drunk that it will be a disgrace and sin. (ad spectatores) My
good sirs! the fun is now done. If you didn’t like it, I can’t do anything
about it. Nonetheless, ’'m going to go have a fresh drink poured in-
side. Surely, we’ll see each other again. And excuse my politeness, even
though you haven’t exactly seen much of it.

So werde ich auch mit hinein gehen / und mich auch freuen / dafS ich selber
bin wieder kommen / ich wil mir zu sauffen dafs es eine Schande und Stinde
seyn wird / (ad Spect.) Jhr Herrn / die Lust wehre nun aus / hats euch nicht
gefallen / ich kann nicht daftr / ich wil mir indessen drinnen ein frisches
einschenken lassen. Wir wollen noch wohl wieder zusammen kommen /
und verzeihet meiner Hoffligkeit / ihr habt ihr aber nicht gar viel gesehen.?

Unlike the debauchery of the students, the fool’s play is sanctioned.
In being afforded the final word, he is nominated as a represen-
tative of the play. The fool’s vow to return on another occasion,
meanwhile, points to the serial or iterable quality of the fool. Be-
cause there will be subsequent plays, so too will there be subse-
quent fools in them.

Such jest was, it bears emphasizing, by no means limited to the
verbal aside. It also included playful displays of bodily movement,
from the isolated gesture to the more protracted comic dance. The
interpolation of dance within scenes, much like the aside, stopped
the fiction-internal flow of dialogue, allowing for the opportunity
to frolic briefly before—and for—the audience. It is unfortunately
difficult in most cases to say with certainty when these moments
were inserted. Many plays from the seventeenth century, particu-
larly those used by traveling players, lack stage directions entirely,
which seems to indicate that the duration and exact placement
of such dance numbers were the actors’, or at least the troupe

22. Ibid., 192.
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manager’s, prerogative. That being said, the surviving playscripts
have some trace indications of their presence. Textual mark-
ers exist, for example, in the play Fortunatus, an adaptation of
Thomas Dekker’s Old Fortunatus from 1599. In the German ver-
sion, included in the 1620 collection of plays by the English travel-
ing players, the text indicates three times that the fool, who is not
included in Dekker’s original, should interrupt the ongoing stage
dialogue and provide some sort of visual amusement. The surviving
text simply indicates: “At this point Pickelhering acts (agieret).”?
While we cannot know exactly what these dances looked like, all
three occur at key transitional moments, when there is a certain
gap or the possibility of momentary relief. Such dance numbers,
then, probably functioned as miniature intermezzi, when the audi-
ence could reduce its attentive effort and just enjoy the show.

To gain a slightly richer sense of the implications of interpo-
lated dance episodes, let us return to the play about student life,
with its fool called Pickelhering. Remember that this play was
written in 1657, almost forty years after the English plays were
first collected, and comes at a historical juncture when the con-
ventionalized antics associated with the fool had already achieved
widespread acclaim. Before the fool departs with the two sons for
university, the merchant’s wife provides the fool with two large
sacks of money and beseeches him to use the funds wisely. She
tells him to “take good care of the two / and let [her] know /
if they are not pious.” At this point her interlocutor responds
with verbal affirmation. However, the sparse stage instructions
indicate that mother’s mention of potential improprieties rouses
the fool’s interest. In addition to seemingly harmless affirmation,
he responds with a brief frolic. Of course, the contrast between
verbal and gestural levels of expression is the key to the scene’s
comic effect. What is more, the division between fiction-internal
and fiction-external axes of communication becomes visible here.
That is, the mother does not notice or take umbrage at the fool’s

23. For the Fortunatus adaptation, see Brauneck and Noe, Spieltexte der Wan-
derbiibne, 1:128-209. The three points in the play where Pickelhering dances can
be found at 150, 154, and 159.
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bodily movements. If she had, she would not go on to entrust
the fool with her son’s well-being. The dancing moves exclu-
sively along the fiction-external axis of communication, whereas
his verbal affirmation utilizes the fiction-internal dimension of
communication.

The aforementioned varieties of discontinuous verbal and ges-
tural communication disclose a comic view on the drama’s events
that is shared only with the audience. One must keep in mind,
though, that these are not instances of coloring outside the lines;
such forms of direct address are uncontroversial. On the whole,
that is, the interruption of dialogue by the fool’s utterances fits
comfortably within the stage fiction; the theatrical world to
which the fool belonged was not equipped with an impregnable
communicative-ontological boundary between plot events and the
audience. The boundary separating the fiction and the real—stage
and audience—is selectively permeable, allowing for the fool to
switch back and forth across it without endangering the viability
of the whole fiction. Indeed, this boundary became salient in the
seventeenth century as the site for the fool’s play. The fool utilized
the fiction-external axis of communication to introduce a thin layer
of self-reflexivity, which often served to enhance the audience’s
awareness of or to shape its attitude toward something happening
onstage. And he also used short dance numbers to provide momen-
tary respite.

In the pieces-and-patches construction that made up the perfor-
mances by traveling players in the seventeenth century, the fool’s
interventions used the element of surprise as a key comic ingredient.
In no small part because of this constant possibility of interruption,
theatrical performance in this context tolerated a high degree of
discontinuity in its simulation of a fictional world. The fool’s antics
could be as brief as an aside or short dance and could also extend
into larger-scale comic improvisations and short dramatic sketches.
His star role in interludes and postludes—referred to as Zwischen-
spiele, Unterbandlungen, Aufziige, and Nachspiele—made them an
essential ingredient in theatrical performance.

While the presence of such playlets surely reaches back to the
predominately gestural performances of the earliest English acting
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troupes, the practice of embedding short song and dance or dra-
matic numbers in performances remained nearly ubiquitous over
the ensuing decades. The historical record suggests that the inter-
spersed mimic relied predominately on an originally Scottish song
and dance known in London as the jig.** Etymological features of
the term have led scholars to speculate that it first referred to “a type
of dance in which whirling and turning on the toe was a conspicu-
ous feature.”? The popularization of this dance in London during
the second half of the sixteenth century led to the application of the
name to a broad swath of ballads that were performed with a dance.
The jigs usually consisted of one to three persons singing rhymed
couplets, but the number of participates peaked at five. In England,
jigs were usually inserted into the middle of plays, especially be-
tween acts. When they were imported to the German context, such
numbers gained even more prominence, initially as a way of deal-
ing with the linguistic barrier and eventually as a response to wide-
spread enthusiasm.?® Essentially every playbill from the seventeenth
century advertises the fool’s capering “start to finish”?” as well as in
a lustiges Nachspiel, or amusing postlude. Long after their origin
had been forgotten, the improvisational song-and-dance numbers
appended to and inserted in plays remained popular in the German-
speaking world.

In the interludes and postludes, the fool’s play was allowed free
rein in a way that would have been impossible in the main body
of the drama. Sequestered from the main body of the play, the fool
became the ill-fated or triumphant hero of his own story, often in

24. On the tradition of the English jig, see the foundational study of Charles
Read Baskervill, The Elizabethan Jig and Related Song Drama (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1929). This volume also contains materials relevant to
the German tradition, beginning on p. 491. Baskervill drew many of his sources
from the earlier study of Johannes Bolte, Die Singspiele der englischen Komddi-
anten und ibrer Nachfolger in Deutschland, Holland und Skandinavien (Hamburg/
Leipzig: Voss, 1893).

25. Baskervill, The Elizabethan Jig, 15.

26. A number of interludes and postludes related to the tradition of the English
jig have been gathered in Baskervill, The Elizabethan Jig, 491-589.

27. See the Faust playbill in Flemming, Deutsche Literatur, 3:203.
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a tale of love or romantic intrigue. At the same time, the hierar-
chical social construction of the joking relationship persevered in
veiled form. Rather than the lowly servant-fool coupled with a
noble master, here the fool often appeared in a rustic milieu, set
off from the urban population that typically frequented the perfor-
mances by traveling players. The scenes seek to reconstruct a skel-
etal, typological picture of rural life, as evident in the appearance
of the fool alongside a figure simply referred to as “the neighbor.”?
In a small-scale and intimate town context, the fool gets caught up
in the sort of romantic intrigue and financial wrangling that seems
to have possessed nearly universal appeal. For instance, a char-
acteristic interlude explores the domestic life of the fool, casting
him opposite an imperious and upbraiding wife. Others explore
his sexual prowess.?

One instance of the interlude that enjoyed an unusually long
career was known in English as Singing Simpkin, until it became
popular in German under the title Pickelbering in der Kiste.’® The
example is informative in a few key respects. First, it provides an
indication of how popular these playlets featuring the fool were.
For instance, a Dutch version of the same interlude, penned by
Isaak Vos, appeared in 1705 on the basis of performances at the
Amsterdam city theater, the Shouwburg. This means that the Dutch
were still performing the piece one hundred years after the German
version first appeared in print. Aside from a few variations, the
surviving English and German texts are alike. Both tell the story
of a woman with an insatiable sexual appetite who hides her two
lovers from each other and disguises both from her husband. In
the English version, the clown, named Simpkin, plays one of the
duped lovers. But the example is also revealing because of a major
change that takes place in the switch from English to German. In

28. See, for instance, the dramatic interlude in Schoch, Comoedia vom
Studenten-Leben. See also Brauneck and Noe, Spieltexte der Wanderbiibne, 1:581-
639. A very similar social scheme is also at work in the song interludes reprinted in
Brauneck and Noe, 2:402-449.

29. Brauneck and Noe, 1:559-580.

30. For a facing-page bilingual edition, see Bolte, Die Singspicle der englischen
Komédianten, 50-62.
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the adapted version, the fool is no longer beaten off the stage by
the woman’s husband. Instead, the fool triumphs over the other
lover and the husband, and the piece ends with him headed to bed
with the woman. Perhaps unlike any other example, this one shows
just what the different dimensions of the fool’s comic practice col-
lectively aimed for: the licensed, because contained, pleasure in the
illicit. Whether hinted at in the form of an aside or acted out in a
supplementary play, the fool provided a temporally and narratively
circumscribed indulgence of the audience’s desire to experience
otherwise forbidden pleasures. Because everything he said and did
was in jest, his transgressions against social norms could be written
off as the source of harmless pleasure.



THE Foo1L’s SPACE AND TIME

The fool does not stand alone. Although the foregoing three chap-
ters have not addressed issues concerning overarching plot organi-
zation and devoted little attention to the other figures on the stage,
it would be a mistake to think of the fool either as a wholly autono-
mous agent or as a mere add-on. The fool only existed through his
participation in a larger theatrical affair. That is to say, the struc-
tural import of his various strategies for soliciting laughter always
arose in tandem with the pieces and patches they accompanied. This
encompassing, composite whole is paramount to understanding the
fool’s part.

Speaking of wholes can summon to mind images of tightly re-
ticulated and causally interconnected unities, of plotlines without
adventitious additions or dissevered joints. But this conception
is too limited. A more historically sensitive approach has to ac-
count for theatrical wholes that are more tightly or more loosely
held together, with gradations of unity, instead of presupposing
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the existence of a gold standard. What one theatrical culture may
regard as integrated can seem tattered to another, and vice versa.
Take the example of the unity of place: that a play might switch
locations between scenes did not seem controversial to, among
others, Elizabethan English playwrights and theatergoers, but con-
temporary critics inspired by (and, in this respect, taking liberties
with the text of) Aristotle regarded such changes as a threat to
the internal coherence of a play. Classicizing critics thus advanced
principled claims about the requisites of theatrical unity, and in
doing so sought to undermine the experience of audiences that
clearly felt such plays hung together more than well enough. From
today’s vantage point, it seems best to avoid the assumption that
there is a single yardstick for unity, handed down by classicizing
critics, and to forgo use of a crude binary opposition (e.g., open/
closed). Rather than supposing there are dramatic or theatrical
forms that are, per se, unified or disparate, it is preferable to see
theatrical unity itself as a variable and context-specific measure,
vulnerable to historical and cultural change.! One and the same
theatrical performance can appear in one context as disturbingly
disjointed and chaotic; in another as gripping by virtue of its in-
ternal diversity. As has by now become clear, the fool’s rupturing
of the dialogue, in fact, contributed essentially to the success of
theatrical performance.

In the absence of a fixed paradigm for dramatic or theatrical
unity, it becomes clear that the tertium, the unit for measuring an
open form against a closed form, is the moving target in need of
a description. A more fine-grained vocabulary would suggest that
different theatrical cultures possess varying criteria of openness
and closure, as well as varying dramaturgical strategies for satisfy-
ing such criteria. By recognizing that the openness or closure of a
form cannot be determined independent of historical context, it
is possible to avoid simply repeating the critical gestures of a partic-
ular theatrical culture. We can then turn our attention to the differ-
ent standards of unity—of a theatrical performance and, eventually,

1. For an influential formulation of a more restricted notion of unity, see Victor
Klotz, Geschlossene und offene Form im Drama (Munich: Hanser Verlag, 1960).
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a dramatic text—that prevailed under different historical circum-
stances. The claim that the fool belonged to a whole, with which
this chapter began, is meant to suggest only that the fool came into
being in connection with environing utterances, roles, scenes, plot
trajectories, and even stage spectacles. The pressing question is,
now, how this interlacement was configured. Or, to remain within
the same metaphorical register, how taught or slack were the criss-
crossing strands?

A key indication of the way in which the fool related to the en-
compassing whole can be found in the term used to describe him
from the turn of the seventeenth century into the eighteenth: kurz-
weilig.? The composite adjective is built out of two lexical compo-
nents: kurz, referring to a short length, and weilig, referring to a
period of time. To get at the heart of its meaning, it is helpful to
think of its opposite, langweilig, a word more easily translated into
English: “boring.” Kurzweilig is not a sophisticated philosophical
term, nor is it in any way obscure. But its meaning is nonetheless
complex, ranging from “amusing” to “entertaining,” and entailing
a diversity or variation in experience. Something that is kurzweilig
unfolds as a varied succession of appearances in such a way that
time itself passes imperceptibly. In the phenomenon of Kurzweil,
rapid augmentation engenders rapt attention. The word enjoys a
privileged place in the description of the fool, because it brings into
close proximity two features definitive of his role: deviation from
the established course of dialogue and absorption in the present
moment. In spite of the potentially cumbersome effect on English
diction, T use the German word kurzweilig over the following
pages. I do so to emphasize the central role of the combination of
alternation and presence that describes the fool’s place in the en-
compassing theatrical event.

Kurzweilig is used as an attribute of the fool in three distinct
but related situations. First, other members of the dramatic fic-
tion address him as if he possessed this special quality. When he is

2. For the sake of clarity, I have modernized the spelling of kurzweilig. The
seventeenth-century spelling is kurtziveilig. The importance of the term was observed
already in Jean Paul, Werke (Munich: Carl Hanser Verlag, 1973), 5:161.



82 Persistence of Folly

first beckoned onto the stage in Duke Heinrich Julius’s 1593 play,
Vincentius Ladislaus, for instance, Duke Siluester refers to the fool
as his “kurzweiligen counsel.”® We see the same sort of description
in plays like the 1630 Aminita and Silvia, published in the second
major collection of English plays, and the 1686 Virenus, performed
on the emperor’s name day in Regensburg.* Each of these scenes is
orchestrated in the same way: one character expresses ignorance
regarding the identity of a new character entering the stage. The
matter is quickly cleared up when the unknown person is referred
to as kurzweilig, and therewith revealed as the fool. A second
context in which kurzeilig is an attribute of the fool is the list of
dramatis personae typically included at the beginning of a printed
play. To give an early example, Johan Bannser is listed as the
kurtzweilig counsel in Elias Herlicius’s 1601 rewriting of Duke
Heinrich Julius’s Vincentius Ladislaus. In much the same way, Jo-
hannes Riemer (1648-1714) refers to Chambre as the kurzweilig
Frenchman in his 1681 tragedy about Maria Stuart.® The third
context is the fool advertised as kurzweilig in the playbills that
were distributed in advance of performances. An adaptation of
the great Dutch tragedian Joost van den Vondel’s (1587-1679)
Gebroeders announces that the “kurtzweiligen Pickel-Haring”
will make an appearance.® A 1671 playbill from the town of
Rothenburg ob der Tauber in Franconia promises more of the
same.” This list could be expanded to include a legion of additional

3. Julius Heinrich and Wilhelm Ludwig Holland, Die Schauspiele des Herzogs
Heinrich Julius von Braunschweig, nach alten Drucken und Handschriften (Stutt-
gart: Litterarischer Verein, 1855), 526.

4. Manfred Brauneck and Alfred Noe, Spieltexte der Wanderbiibne (Berlin: De
Gruyter, 1970), 2:103. Anonymous, Comoedia, Bitittult Der Fliichtige Virenus,
Oder Die Getreue Olympia (Regensburg: Johann Georg Hofmann, 1686), n.p.
The latter instance occurs at the end of the second act.

5. Johannes Riemer, Der Regenten bester Hoff-Meister oder lustiger Hoff-
Parnassus (Leipzig: WeiSenfels, 1681), 284.

6. Rudin, “Pickelhering, rechte Frauenzimmer, berithmte Autoren: Zur Ankiin-
digungspraxis der Wanderbiithne im 17. Jahrhundert,” Kleine Schriften der Gesell-
schaft fiir Theatergeschichte 34/35 (1988): 30.

7. The playbill is reprinted in Rudin, “Pickelhering, rechte Frauenzimmer,
berithmte Autoren,” 42, and transcribed on 45.
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announcements.® Thus, the denomination kurzweilig did more than
identify an ordinary character trait; it persisted for the entire sev-
enteenth century as a way of distinguishing the fool’s import in
the entire theatrical event. For this very reason, advertisements
and lists of dramatis personae found the term an effective way of
identifying the presence and purpose of the fool within the larger
tapestry.

Kurzweilig gathers under a single heading the two formal pro-
cesses that are distinctive of the fool: departure from the main
dialogue and investment in the immediately present instant. As
chapter 3 showed in detail, the fool relates to the encompassing
whole primarily through disjointed, encapsulated interventions.
Whether through a single utterance, a short dance, or a brief inter-
lude, the purpose of the fool’s involvement was always to introduce
a momentary comic effect that, as a delimited sphere of play, runs
alongside large-scale plot designs. As a rupture in the tone and
meaning of dialogue, the fool transports it, for a brief moment, to a
world defined by creaturely desires and pecuniary acquisitiveness.
He is woven into the theatrical spectacle as a moment of indul-
gence and thereby a reprieve from ordinary dealings and concerns.
His is a domain of play freed from concerns of past and future,
utterly ignorant of moral duty and divine retribution.

This can all sound rather exalted, but the signature of this figure
was, of course, the utterly mundane. And as deeply rooted in the
fleeting pleasures of the here and now, the fool bore the potential for
cynical and vacuous denial of meaning. While, in most instances,
the encapsulation of his interventions restricted their impact, there
are still others where this sequestering is incomplete. Such circum-
stances allow the meaning of the fool’s utterances to emerge more
clearly. The most popular and often-performed play of the travel-
ing stage troupes, an adaptation of the German Baroque tragedy

8. See the rich inventory of playbills collected in Birbel Rudin, “Von Alexan-
ders Mord-Banquet bis zur Kindheit Mosis: Eine unbekannte Kollektion von The-
aterzetteln der Wanderbiithne,” Daphnis 35 (2006): 193-261, especially 194, 201,
and 209. See also Johann-Richard Hansel, Die Geschichte des Theaterzettels und
seine Wirkung in der Offentlichkeit (Berlin: E. Reuter, 1962), 107 and 277.
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by Andreas Gryphius (1616-1664) entitled GrofSmiithiger Rechts-
gelehrter oder Sterbender Aemilius Paulus Papinianus (The Mag-
nanimous Jurist Aemilius Paulus Papinianus, 1659), possesses a
fool figure dislodged from the ordinary joking relationship and im-
bued with exceptional potency. Importantly, the fool is not in his usual
servant role in the adaptation of Gryphius’s tragedy. He assumes
a position that mirrors, albeit distortedly, that of Gryphius’s hero,
the chief Roman jurist Papinian. Traraeus, as the fool is called, is
referred to as a “spoiled jurist,” capable of redoubling and disfigur-
ing the hero’s every move.’ The transposition from servant role to
parallel jurist allows for a more pronounced view of the relation-
ship between the fool’s strategies of play and the encompassing
whole to which he belongs.

The adaptation was first staged in 1677 and maintained its
place until 1745—all told, a nearly seventy-year career in front of
audiences. Gryphius’s tragedy of the ill-fated and unwaveringly
virtuous Roman lawyer makes an odd choice for an adaptation.
The author was a jurist himself, with a sound humanistic educa-
tion and strong Lutheran convictions, and as a result his play is
laden with political and religious significance, along with ornate
language and copious erudite references.!® Once the strolling play-
ers got their hands on it, however, they disposed of much of this.
The adaptation evinces a radical reduction in semantic complexity,

9. Willi Flemming, Deutsche Literatur: Sammlung Literarischer Kunst- und
Kulturdenkmiler in Entwicklungsreihen (Weimar: Bohlau, 1931), 3:138.

10. For a general overview of the author’s career, see the now-classic essay by
Conrad Wiedemann, “Andreas Gryphius,” in Andreas Gryphius, ed. Harald Stein-
hagen and Benno von Wiese (Berlin: Erich Schmidt Verlag, 1984), 435-472. The
Papinian tragedy has been the subject of a number of incisive analyses over re-
cent years. I have found three discussions particularly insightful: Wilfried Barner,
“Der Jurist als Martyrer: Andreas Gryphius’ Papinianus,” in Literatur und Recht:
Literarische Rechtsfille von der Antike bis in die Gegenwart, ed. Ulrich Mélk
(Gottingen: Wallstein Verlag, 1996), 229-242; Riidiger Campe, “Theater der In-
stitution,” in Konfigurationen der Macht in der friihen Neuzeit, ed. Rudolf Behrens
and Roland Galle (Heidelberg: Universitatsverlag, 2000), 258-287; Karl-Heinz
Habersetzer, Politische Typologie und dramatisches Exemplum: Studien zum bis-
torisch-dsthetischen Horizont des barocken Trauerspiels am Beispiel von Andreas
Gryphius’ Carolus Stuardus und Papinianus (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1985).
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particularly in the amount of background knowledge required to
make sense of the play. Clearly, the traveling players did not de-
mand an elite education of their audiences. Many of the character-
istic features of Baroque tragedy—from the elevated status of the
hero to the eschatological backdrop and the political message—are
suddenly transformed. And, almost as a matter of course, the in-
troduction of a fool establishes an additional strand of significance
completely incompatible with the original.

Although a protracted comparison between original and adapta-
tion would lead far afield, I would like to draw out some of the salient
features of the adapted play, with particular focus on the status of the
fool as kurzweilig. Of interest is the way in which the adaptation dis-
torts Gryphius’s celebratory portrayal of the tragic hero, especially
of his culminating deed of tragic gravitas: death. The trivialization
of death is not unique to this play; no one, no matter how virtuous
or innocent, is immune to his ridicule. Perhaps more importantly,
no event, no matter how high it is ordinarily honored, is fortified
against the fool’s attack on its significance. His belittlement of death
is, in particular, a siege on deeply cherished values. To give one
noteworthy example, in a gesture that would solicit disdain from
the modern Shakespeare enthusiast, we see the fool mocking Juliet’s
suicide in the surviving acting script of Romeo and Juliet."

The Gryphius adaptation opens with two parallel monologues.
In the first, the noble jurist Papinian enters the stage lamenting his
unwarranted vulnerability for having scaled “the paramount peak
of honor.” In the other, the fool steps out onto the stage announcing,
with a proverbially puffed-up chest, the sight of “justice riding
into the horizon of my erudition.” The self-inflating and cele-
bratory proclamation of one jurist reverses the desperate cry of
the other.'? By counterposing these two figures—one suffering at

11. Albert Cohn, Shakespeare in Germany in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth
Centuries: An Account of English Actors in Germany and the Netherlands and
of the Plays Performed by Them during the Same Period (London: Asher & Co,
1865), 391-394.

12. Compare Flemming, Deutsche Literatur, 3:140-141 and 144-145.
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the hands of injustice, the other diminishing the import assigned to
justice—the adaptation is able to transform even the most austere
moments in Gryphius’s tragedy into risible spectacle. A good exam-
ple of this is a scene featuring a soothsayer named Thrasullus. In the
original, the royal prophet paints a picture of the potential doom
for the Roman Empire born by the internecine conflict between the
two coemperors. In the adaptation, meanwhile, the fool interrupts
the soothsayer’s rumination, pestering the diviner to let him in on
his future chances for marriage and wealth."> As one would expect,
the soothsayer is unperturbed, even offering genuine prognostica-
tions in response to the fool’s petty questioning.

These sorts of moments run throughout the play. None is more
striking than the fool’s remarks when he intrudes on one of the
coemperors of Rome lying dead on the floor. The fool storms onto
the stage in response to a desperate cry for help, but he has little
assistance or consolation to offer. Standing over the emperor’s
corpse, he pronounces with stinging mockery, “So who strangled
the poor devil? He is lying there and is bleeding like swine. He’s got
four or five wounds; there is no pulse. He’s given up the ghost.”'
In keeping with the fool’s signature encapsulated play-structure,
the dialogue then moves forward as though the fool had not ut-
tered a word. The other figures on the stage continue their cries
of lament—*“Murder, murder! We are betrayed!”—while the fool
makes light of the horror they feel. The scene relies on a clean-cut
opposition between the fool’s play, on the one hand, and the acute
sense of political and personal catastrophe, on the other. This in-
ternal duplicity is completely consistent with the earlier discus-
sion with the soothsayer. In this case, though, the death of the
emperor—an event of chief political and religious significance in
Gryphius’s play—is not simply made light of; it is recast in the
most brutal terms. When the emperor’s murder is described as the
expiration of the lowliest creature, it is robbed of all its imperial
gravity and reduced to a banal corporeal occurrence. By the same
token, the repercussions of the emperor’s death for the future of

13. Ibid., 3:154-156.
14. Ibid., 3:160.
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Rome are inconsequential to the fool. He introduces a comic frame
incongruous with the somber scene, one that expresses indifference
to what has already transpired and what is yet to come. It amounts
to a radical deflation of the value of life itself.

The subsequent section of the scene is equally noteworthy. In
an especially grotesque description, the fool remarks that the em-
peror Bassian fleeing the stage, having just killed his coemperor,
looks “as if he had gorged himself on ten peasants [sic].”" Im-
mediately thereafter, the dead emperor’s mother falls unconscious
on the stage, stunned by her son’s death. The fool, meanwhile, is
unaffected by the violence and the distraught mother. Staring at her
unmoving body on the ground, he again introduces commentary
that robs the scene of all gravity: he observes, “Even more foolish
antics (Narrenpossen).”'® As he then takes stock of the tragic turn
of events, his appraisal shows no sensitivity to the potential impact
of the death of the co-emperor or the unconscious queen. “What
should we do now?” he asks. “This thing is going to be crazy.”!”
The fool’s running commentary, laced with the usual derision, un-
folds according to a telling structure. He recasts the protagonists
as fools and the events as folly. Within the circumscribed domain
of his commentary, he inverts the relationship between earnest and
frivolous, the pathetic and the comic. Since the fool acts as a dop-
plegdnger of the protagonist Papinian—one might say, crisscross-
ing the comic track with the tragic plot—he interferes more than is
usual. To be more exact, he redoubles the patterns of significance
that run through the tragedy, offering the spectator the occasion
to see things in a tragic as well as in a comic light. This sort of re-
doubling, which produces interferences between comic and tragic
registers, will become essential in part 4 of this study, when we turn
to literary dramas by Goethe and Kleist.

At present, it is worth taking a look at an additional scene that
explodes tragic conventions. In the final scene of the play, the fool
provides commentary on the death of the tragic hero, Papinian.

15. Ibid.
16. Ibid., 3:161.
17. Ibid.
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It must be kept in mind that in Gryphius’s tragedy, Papinian is
distinguished by his steadfast virtue, resistance to courtly intrigue,
and fidelity to the letter of the law. The original play is organized
around the ambition to demonstrate Papinian’s time-transcendent
exemplarity. In the version featuring the fool, however, the hero’s
death is reduced to base everydayness. This debasement comes out
in the fool’s take on tragic death:

The case between the emperor and Papinian has come to a bloody close.
Whether it occurred per fas or nefas T'll leave to the jurists to decide.
Not the great capitolium, not the councilors of Rome, not the garrison
cut off his neck but rather the emperor. But I know he regrets it: he was
a bit of furious. I feel bad for the good Papinian. But what’s it matter?
My laments can’t bring him back to life.

Dieser Procef§ zwischen dem keyser und Papiniano hat ein blutiges end
genommen / ob es per fas oder nefas geschehen, laf§ ich die Herren Ju-
risten urteilen / nicht das grofSe Capitolium, nicht die Rathsherren zu
Rom, nicht das Lager hat ihm den halfs abgesprochen, sondern der key-
ser / aber ich weif§ das es ihm gereuet: er ist etwas furios gewesen / der
gute Papinianus trauert mich, aber was hulffts, ich kan ihm mit meinen
klagen nicht wieder lebentig machen.!s

In this passage, the fool employs forensic vocabulary—Latin legal
terms meaning “by right or wrong”—in the interest of undoing the
identification of Papinian with the principle of justice. The question
of whether the emperor’s execution of Papinian conformed to justice
is introduced only to be dismissed as a vain inquiry. His remarks do
not locate culpability beyond the scope of the knowable so much as
they treat questions of responsibility as unworthy of serious consid-
eration. He sees no need for eternal lessons in justice or for reflection
on the past. The fool’s commentary reduces the transpired events to
theater in the purest sense—to a fleeting spectacle, after which life
simply goes on.

This final passage of the Papinian adaptation showcases the
temporal order furnished by the fool, what 1 earlier called im-
mersion in the present moment. For him, there are no enduring

18. Ibid., 3:199.
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questions, no timeless moral lessons, no death lament, no tragic
gravitas—just the indulgence in the now and the pleasure of
switching, however briefly, to a viewpoint of unalloyed frivolity.
In his intrusions and commentaries, his dances and gesticulations,
he tears asunder the stream of dialogue, the accretion of meaning,
the heightening of tragic pathos. The solace offered in his play is
the pleasure of the here and now. The fool inhabits the onrushing
present, the vanishing interstice into which he can cast his comic
light all about.

In another one of his plays, Gryphius includes the advice that the
fool should “adorn the play like sauerkraut does the bratwurst.”"’
The image is a brilliant comic reversal. In order to understand it,
one must recall that, contrary to modern-day baseball-game gas-
tronomy, the bratwurst traditionally sat atop a bed of sauerkraut.
Gryphius here seems to indicate that the fool can be thought of only
as a supplement, insofar as he, qua foundational element, undoes
the very logic of supplementation. His comic interventions may be
parasitic upon the main body of the play, deviating from and often
radically altering its significance, but these supplementary inter-
ventions are also the foundation upon which the play as a whole
is built. In the seventeenth century, the fool’s presence defined an
entire theatrical culture, one that depended upon his machinations
to secure the interest of audiences night after night, in town after
town, year after year. Under conditions of relentless travel, with the
ever-present need to attract a paying audience, theatrical players
had to make sure that the experience of theatergoing would pro-
vide delight for the duration of a performance. The fool’s name
was disseminated in advance, and he played an important role
within scenes, between scenes, and at the end of the show. He was
the sideshow that essentially ensured the success of the play, as
he ushered the burdens of quotidian life into the background and
enchanted audiences with the evanescent rapture of the profane.

19. “Er muf§ das Spiel zieren / wie die Bratwurst das Sauerkraut.” Andreas
Gryphius, Dramen, ed. Eberhard Mannack (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klas-
siker Verlag, 1991), 587.






ParT 11

FABRICATING COMEDY AND THE FATE
OF THE FOooL IN THE AGE OF REFORM

Diese Zeiten sind grofStenteils Zeiten der Kindheit unseres
guten Geschmacks gewesen. Kindern gehoret Milch und nicht
starke Speise.

These times have been largely the childhood of our good
taste. Children need milk and not heavy fare.

—GoTtTtHOLD EPHRAIM LESSING,
BEYTRAGE ZUR HISTORIE UND AUFNAHME DES THEATERS

Ein Thier heranzuziichten, das versprechen darf—ist das
nicht gerade jene paradoxe Aufgabe selbst, welche sich die
Natur in Hinsicht auf die Menschen gestellt hat?

To breed an animal with the prerogative to promise—is
that not precisely the paradoxical task which nature has set
herself with regard to humankind?

—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE,
ON THE GENEALOGY OF MORALITY






MAxING COMEDY WHOLE

Eighteenth-century German literary drama possesses a notorious
origin myth. Like most stories of this variety, it did not appear im-
mediately conspicuous as fantastical or foundational. With enough
time and repeated retelling, though, a single story appeared to most
writers as the mark of a radical break with the past and the start
of something new. The myth in question concerns the moment in
which the fool passed from a crowd favorite to the object of de-
rision, indeed the pariah, among an ambitious group of scholars,
playwrights, translators, and theater directors. The protagonists
in the story are the two central figures in early eighteenth-century
German theater, the director and actress Friedericke Caroline Neu-
ber and the professor from Leipzig, Johann Christoph Gottsched
(1700-1766)." Together, they spearheaded a reform movement that

1. For much of history, the consensus has been that Caroline Neuber was a
devotee of Gottsched. She came under his influence in many decisive respects, as
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would send shock waves through the decades to follow. They al-
legedly collaborated in an act that would have been highly improb-
able just a decade or two earlier, but which epitomized the spirit
of the 1730s: they tried to make the most beloved single stage per-
sona in the German-speaking world into an outcast. Neuber was
not the first German-speaking actress to take up arms against what
she regarded as crass varieties of commercial theater.? But her ru-
mored act of, to put it emphatically, ritual exorcism had particu-
lar appeal among her contemporaries. Even more important than
the occurrence of the event itself was, to be sure, the way it became
a touchstone for historical self-positioning and self-diagnosis over
the following years. The myth became a mechanism for reflecting
on the order of meaning appropriate to the stage, for assessing its
social purpose, its relationship to textual fixity, to the tradition of
ancient Greek and Roman comedy, and more. As it was recounted

should become clear over the following chapters. But two key historical details
speak against such a view of Neuber’s relationship to Professor Gottsched as overly
servile. First, she and her husband possessed artistic ambitions that set their trav-
eling troupe apart from others long before they made Gottsched’s acquaintance.
In fact, in the forty-forth installment of his journalistic project Die Verniinftigen
Tadlerinnen from October 1725, Gottsched has nothing but words of praise for
the serious quality of their troupe years before he entertains closer involvement
with German theatrical culture. See Johann Christoph Gottsched, Die Verniinfft-
igen Tadlerinnen: Erster Jabhr-Theil (Frankfurt/Leipzig: Brandmiiller, 1725), 348-
351. In addition, it seems that Caroline Neuber’s affiliation with Gottsched and her
opposition to the stage fool were both shaped by commercial considerations. Her
troupe, which was formed after the dissolution of a prominent acting troupe, the
“Hoffmansche Schauspielergesellschaft,” did not have an actor well suited to play
the role of the fool. The actor responsible for the role, Joseph Ferdinand Miiller,
joined a rival troupe, and Neuber’s decision to perform without a fool figure seems
to have been motivated, at least in part, by her desire to give her own troupe a
distinctive identity. A good review of the facts and the literature on the subject,
albeit with a speculative conclusion, can be found in Daniela Schlet-terer, “Die Ver-
bannung des Harlekin—programmatischer Akt oder komdodiantische Invektive?,”
Friithneuzeit Info 8, no. 2 (1997): 161-169.

2. The other notable case of an actress-director who defended a culturally en-
nobled concept of the theater was Catharina Elisabeth Velten, who lived from ap-
proximately 1650 to 1715. For her defense of the theater, which at the time of
its publication enjoyed some acclaim but went without a long-lasting impact, see
Carl Niessen, ed., Frau Magister Velten verteidigt die Schaubiibne: Schriften aus
der Kampfzeit des deutschen Nationaltheaters (Emsdetten: H. & J. Lechte Ver-
lag, 1940).
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and passed down, the story allowed various authors to reflect on
successes and failures of German theater.

So what was the origin story? Around 1737 the actress and di-
rector Neuber put on either a prelude or postlude that culminated
in the ritual-like ostracism of the fool. Of course, thrashing and
chasing the fool off the stage were standard-fare slapstick; but in
this case, the episode appeared, or at least was taken as, literal. The
exact title or content of the play did not make its way into the his-
torical record, for all that really mattered to contemporary accounts
were the skeletal details. Here is the Swiss critic Johann Jakob Bod-
mer’s unspectacular but typical telling of the story from 1743: “In a
play, Mrs. Neuber, banished the Harlequin . . . from the stage. From
this point on, the Harlequin was never again seen, even in the com-
edies performed by her troupe.”? Criticism of the fool’s role had, in
the early 1730s, become commonplace in the pages of critical hand-
books and journals, particularly those written by Gottsched himself.
With Neuber’s intervention, censure of the fool became the subject
of a live display and, eventually, lore. Her act of violent exclusion
was understood as the founding gesture in a reform project capable
of having a lasting impact. The fool’s absence ostensibly paved the
way for the emergence of a culturally ennobled stage, comparable
to its European counterparts and in line with ancient precedent. At
first, the story of the fool’s banishment was recounted in a trium-
phant tone; already by midcentury, however, detracting voices made
themselves heard. Either way, the story had staying power. In fact, it
maintained a formative but largely unexamined role in narratives of
the development of German theater throughout the eighteenth cen-
tury to Goethe’s death in 1832, and even today.* In his widely influen-
tial study of the carnivalesque in Rabelais, no one less than Mikhail
Bakhtin identified the controversy over the fool instigated by Gott-
sched as “an essential change” for the history of “literature, as well

3. Johann Jakob Bodmer, Critische Betrachtungen und freye Untersuchungen
zum Aufnehmen und zur Verbesserung der deutschen Schau-biibne (Bern, 1743),
11.

4. For Goethe’s remarks in the course of his autobiography Dichtung und
Wabrheit, see FA 1 14:616-617. Perhaps the most influential historical account is
Eduard Devrient, Geschichte der deutschen Schauspielkunst (Leipzig: J. ]J. Weber
Verlag, 1848), 2:35-37.
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as in the field of aesthetic thought.”* For nearly two hundred years,
the supposed banishment of the fool has epitomized the zeal of the-
atrical reform that prospered in the eighteenth century.

The foregoing description of German drama’s founding myth in-
volved a terminological slippage that requires explanation. Versions
of the story that circulated in the first half of the eighteenth century
often spoke of the Harlequin, rather than employing more general
terminology. It might be thus reasonable to suppose, as many crit-
ics have, that a comic presence derived from the Italian commedia
dell’arte and the French comédie-italienne provided the flashpoint
for early Enlightenment critics. But this viewpoint fails to make
sense out of the (admittedly murky) theatrical situation in the
early decades of the eighteenth century. To be sure, a three-volume
prose translation of Moliére, which appeared in 1694, exerted a
marked influence on educated writers such as Christian Reuters
(1665-1712), and beginning around 1710 the names Harlequin
and Arlequino began to appear on the German stage.® While ad-
aptations from the French and Italian encouraged the popularity
of the name, there is no evidence that the role was played any dif-
ferently than other instantiations of the fool figure had been. In-
deed, where plays and advertisements from the seventeenth century
had announced the presence of a Pickelhering, it now became in-
creasingly common in the early decades of the eighteenth century
to perform the same scripts with the name of the fool switched to
Harlequin.” There is also evidence of some casts where one and the

5. Mikhael Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1984), 35.

6. For Reuters, see the introduction to Christian Reuters, Werke in einem Band,
ed. Giinter Jackel (Berlin: Aufbau Verlag, 1965), 5-31. On the transformations
around 1710, see Biarbel Rudin, “Der Prinzipal Heinrich Wilhelm Benecke und
seine ‘Wienerische’ und ‘Hochfiirstlich Bayreuthische’ Schauspielergesellschaft:
Zur Geschichte des deutschen, insbesondere des Niirnberger Theaterwesens im er-
sten Viertel des 18. Jahrhunderts,” Mitteilungen des Vereins fiir Geschichte der
Stadt Niirnberg 62 (1975): 179-233, esp. 191-193.

7. See Ingo Breuer, “Wi(e)der die falschen Possen? Zur Rezeption von Luigi
Riccobonis theatertheoretischen Schriften bei Gottsched und Lessing,” in Deutsche
Aufklirung und Italien, ed. Italo Michele Battafarano (Bern: Peter Lang Verlag,
1992), 67-86, esp. 68-74.
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same play was sometimes performed with a fool named Harlequin,
sometimes with a fool named Hanswurst. Furthermore, the seminal
speeches and treatises by Gottsched, which began to appear around
1730, use the term Harlequin as a general category and not as a
proper name.® As a consequence, the claim that Caroline Neuber ban-
ished the Harlequin from the stage, in the parlance of the 1730s and
1740s, did not mean a specifically French or Italian manifestation of
the fool. At stake, rather, was the elimination of the standardized role
also known at the time as the comic persona or lustige Person.

The early Enlightenment effort to transform the stage, putatively
founded in the banishment of the fool, relied on two categories that
thus far have been essentially absent from this study: comedy and
drama. These are unusual omissions. After all, this study has thus
far concentrated on obviously related matters, such as the fool’s
laughter-provoking effects and multiple dimensions of his inte-
gration into the design of a play. I have avoided use of the terms
comedy and drama because they will now describe, in a precise
fashion, two strategic dimensions of the early Enlightenment re-
form project. Comedy and drama, that is, point to decisive formal
and media-historical mechanisms that permeated the attempts to
alter the theatrical landscape between 1730 and 1750. They were
two key mechanisms in the project of “literarizing” the German
theater.” This chapter will address the circumstances that assigned
the comedic genre a central role. Chapter 7 will then head into
the territory of drama. Part 2, on the whole, addresses the integral
steps in the large-scale endeavor to make performed theater into a
literary enterprise, founded on dramatic texts composed according
to strict generic standards. In this respect, the early eighteenth cen-
tury offered a distinct version of the seismic shift in the relationship

8. Although Gottsched initially entertained drawing a distinction between the
German “Hans Wurste” and a more civilized “Harlekin” of French extraction, he
abandoned this position by the time he wrote his most influential texts on the the-
ater. For the initial position, see Johann Christoph Gottsched, Der Biedermann, ed.
Wolfgang Martens (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1975), pt. 2, 136.

9. For a valuable discussion of “literarization” processes in general, see Alexan-
der Beecroft, An Ecology of World Literature: From Antiquity to the Present Day
(London: Verso, 2015), esp. 11ff.
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between text and performance that took place across Europe in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and that gave rise to such
prominent playwrights as Moliére and Marivaux in France and
Goldoni and Gozzi in Italy.'

Whereas these few canonical Italian and French writers, each in
his own way, integrated and transformed the tradition of the com-
media dell’arte, including the beloved Arlequino/Harlequin, the
German theatrical reform movement began with an act of radi-
cal exclusion. The drastic nature of this founding gesture was not
lost on contemporaries, who, over the course of time, inscribed the
story of the fool’s banishment with ambivalences. Take the follow-
ing account. Johann Friedrich Lowen, director of the pioneering but
short-lived National Theater in Hamburg, remarks in his Geschichte
des deutschen Theaters (History of German Theater, 1766):

Neuber and the Harlequin: Gottsched was heavily opposed to this in-
nocent. He demonstrated to Neuber that, by virtue of all the rules of
good taste, no Harlequin was to be tolerated on a well-constructed and
moral stage (auf einer wohleingerichteten und gesitteten Biibhne). He ad-
vised her to exile this wrongdoer from the theater ceremoniously. Neu-
ber conceded, and promised Mr. Gottsched not just to banish the fool,
but even to bury him. What joy for taste, and for Mr. Gottsched."

Everything in this passage hangs on the sarcasm and scorn of the
final sentence. To be sure, here Lowen identifies Neuber’s harsh
treatment of the fool as the founding gesture for the formation of
a theater that aspired to meet the standards of good taste. Derid-
ing the fool’s banishment as a Pyrrhic victory, Lowen’s history of
the German stage—probably the first such history in the German
language—ultimately acquits the fool of any culpability. A bit later
the author goes on to refer to Neuber and Gottsched’s act as an
“auto-da-fé,” providing a hyperbolically religious framework for

10. For an older discussion of this transformation from which I have repeatedly
drawn inspiration, despite some disagreement over details, see Richard Alewyn,
“Schauspieler und Stegreifbithne des Barock,” in Mimus und Logos: Eine Festgabe
fiir Carl Niessen (Esdetten: Verlag echte, 1952), 1-18.

11. Johann Friedrich Lowen, Geschichte des deutschen Theaters, ed. Heinrich
Stiimcke (Berlin: Ernst Frensdorff, 1905), 30.
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the understanding of the fool as intrinsically deleterious.'> Whereas
in the 1730s the fool had appeared a threat to taste, a mere three
decades later Lowen describes his banishment as an act of mis-
guided persecution.

In the above passage, Lowen establishes a sense of ambivalent
continuity with the fervor that had gripped the protagonists of his
story. The flagrancy of his description reveals that he already rec-
ognizes the mythic role of the episode. In truth, a single stage event
did not irreversibly change the conventions governing an entire
stage culture, nor could it have. It was clear already to Lowen that
he was dealing with an event that had symbolic value far outweigh-
ing the facts of the matter. In its retellings, the story allowed for
the articulation of a number of crucial questions. Was the fool an
innocent scapegoat or genuine villain?'3 And, either way, did his
banishment encourage the coalescence of a new theater? If a new
form of theater was coming into existence, could this happen in a
punctual act, just by supplanting old predilections with new ones?
Or did theatrical reform necessarily entail a more temporally pro-
tracted and gradual process? On a more global level, was the no-
tion of reform advanced by Gottsched and embodied by Neuber
and her troupe an innovative advance or a mistaken detour? In
order to explore answers to these questions, it is first necessary to
lay out the initial design of the reform project.

Neuber’s banishment of the fool, under the aegis of Gottsched,
is not just of historiographic import; it also brings into relief key
methodological issues. The myth, that is, demonstrates the follow-
ing truism: continuity cannot be taken for granted—not in general,
and certainly not when it comes to theatrical conventions.'* The
point is worth making because the fool, as part 1 has shown, was

12. Ibid., 31.

13. The scapegoat structure has been most influentially theorized in Rene Gi-
rard, Violence and the Sacred, trans. Patrick Gregory (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1979).

14. For particularly insightful remarks on the problem of continuity in lit-
erary history, see Jiirgen Link, “Was heifSt: ‘Es hat sich nichts gedndert’? Ein
Reproduktionsmodell literarischer Evolution mit Blick auf Geibel,” in Epochen-
schwellen und Epochenstrukturen im Diskurs der Literatur- und Sprachhistorie,
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the champion of discontinuity on all levels. No level of dialogue
or scenic atmosphere was fully fortified against his intrusions. His
unique capacity to storm onto the stage, suspending the flow of
dialogue and interrupting its course, might lead one to suppose
that everything would proceed cohesively if not for his presence.
Without this agent of discontinuity, one might suppose, continuity
should just emerge on its own. Neuber’s myth gains purchase by
concretizing the view that exclusion of the fool and institution of a
new theatrical culture are two faces of the same coin. But continu-
ity, much like its opposite, has to be produced, and this by means
of intermediate steps of various techniques and procedures.
Perhaps the most distinctive hallmark of the intellectual cur-
rents conventionally referred to as the early Enlightenment, at least
within the theatrical arena, was the institution of continuity on
multiple levels." Figures like Gottsched and Neuber, as well as a
number of other writers and scholars in their orbit, made it their
project to alter the internal cohesion of stage performances. This
involved an intricate conception of what a play should be and what
the theater was for. According to the traditional philosophical lan-
guage prevalent among reformers, it was necessary to articulate
the “essence of plays” (das Wesen der Schauspiele) in light of their
“final purpose” (Endzweck).'® Such analytic terms make sense only
in light of the view that the theater could be submitted to “a test or
examination” at the hands of “the scholar who has philosophical

ed. Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht and Ursula Link-Heer (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp,
1985), 234-250.

15. The reference to the period between 1730 and 1750 as the early Enlight-
enment is not entirely unproblematic. In using this term, I have no desire to make
an ambitious historiographical claim or to take a stance in ongoing debates about
the varied uses of Enlightenment as a periodization term. I use the concept rather
thinly, as a tag for a group of advocates for theatrical reform who possess a shared,
albeit nonuniform, field of concerns. On the problems plaguing the concept of
Enlightenment in contemporary historiography, see Simon Grote, “Review-Essay:
Religion and Enlightenment,” Journal of the History of Ideas 75, no. 1 (2014):
137-160.

16. Both pieces of terminology are from Christlob Mylius, “Eine Abhand-
lung, worinnen erwiesen wird: Daf§ die Wahrscheinlichkeit er Vorstellung, bey den
Schauspielen eben so notig ist, als die innere Wahrscheinlichkeit derselben,” Bey-
trige zur critischen Historie der deutschen Sprache, Poesie und Beredsamkeit 29
(1742): 297-322, here 297 and 302.



Making Comedy Whole 101

insight into the rules of the arts.”'” Those possessed of the reform
spirit believed themselves able to uncover the theater’s genuine
reason for existing, even if its concrete manifestations had thus
far fallen short and even if all its constitutive elements required
overhaul.

Although harangues of the fool’s “jokes and farces that grieve the
Holy Spirit, vex the youth, and plant many harmful things in the eyes
and hearts of idle (mifSigen) spectators” had been voiced before, the
interweaving of theoretical and practical endeavor made the early
Enlightenment reforms uniquely effective.'® Their impact was shaped
by a broad-based program for the encouragement of scholarly cri-
tique, a practice of philosophically and philologically attuned deliber-
ation over successes and failures in poetry.!” The early Enlightenment
practice of critique rested on the assertion that venerated relics of
antiquity and untested contemporary works equally rewarded analy-
sis in terms of a canon of poetic principles and regulations. A steady
flow of long-form treatises and journal articles, often engaged in a
pugilistic back-and-forth, became one of the key mechanisms for
the improvement of German poetry. Although minor differences in
the conceptual architecture and philosophical genealogy were vis-
ible among participants, there was a widespread sense that poetic
critique was both the product of and an instrument to “judge the
perfections or imperfections of things” (Vollkommenbeiten oder
Unvollkommenbeiten der Dinge zu urtheilen).?* Such judgment

17. Johann Christoph Gottsched, Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst vor die
Deutschen (Leipzig: Bernhard Christoph Breitkopf, 1730), 2 (of preface without
page numbers). Unless otherwise noted, all references to Gottsched’s epoch-making
poetic treatise are to its first edition.

18. Paul Jacob Marperger, Beschreibung der Messen und Jahr-Mirkte (Leipzig:
Johann Friedrich Gleditsch and Son, 1710), 2:209.

19. Concentrated analysis of this phenomenon, with heavy emphasis on
media-historical dimensions, may be found in Steffen Martus, “Negativitit im
literarischen Diskurs um 1700,” in Kulturelle Orientierung um 1700, ed. Sylvia
Heudecker, Dirk Niefanger, and Jorg Weschke (Ttibingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag,
2004), 47-66. More expansively and with a longer historical trajectory: Steffen
Martus, Werkpolitik: Zur Literaturgeschichte kritischer Kommunikation vom 17.
bis ins 20. Jabhrbuntert (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2007), esp. 113-201.

20. This phrasing, which is indebted to Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten’s aes-
thetics, is used on multiple occasions in Georg Friedrich Meier, Abbildung eines
Kunstrichters (Halle: Carl Hermann Hemmerde, 1745). Although it is convention
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proceeded on the basis of ostensibly timeless, universal guidelines
for the construction of poetic utterances. The insistence on rudimen-
tary but crudely employed rationalist principles for the practice of
critique—above all, the principles of noncontradiction and sufficient
reason—was more than a game of philosophical analysis. In fact, it
fit within a larger media enterprise, aiming at putting German the-
ater on a par with that of other European nations. The project of
improving the quality of German theater required the establishment
of feedback loops between critical commentary and the composi-
tion of new plays. Reformers asserted that such circuitry would be
“beneficial for the Germans” by fostering “beauty in speech and
thought.”?! In order to be successful, the reform movement had to
do more than supply abstract theoretical accounts and critical evalu-
ations of individual plays. Progress in “theatrical poetry” demanded
that a “lack of printed pieces” (Mangel gedriickter Stiicke) be dealt
with.?? In other words, concepts would not do; a broader practice of
composition and publication was required.

The reform project relied on two factors: an increase in the num-
ber of plays published according to specific compositional stan-
dards and a tighter integration of text and performance. Acting
troupes had to put on “pieces that have been learned by heart word
for word,”? and writers had to attend not just to “the quantity of
pieces, but to the kind and good construction of them (Art und
gute Einrichtung derselben).”** These ends were pursued within

in literary histories to emphasize the agonistic relationship between figures like
Meier and Gottsched, these differences emerged within the shared domain of ratio-
nalist critique. I return to some of the philosophical differences between early En-
lightenment camps in chapter 9.

21. Meier, Abbildung eines Kunstrichters, 1-2.

22. Johann Christoph Gottsched, Die deutsche Schaubiihne nach den Regeln
der Griechen und Romer (Leipzig: Bernhard Christoph Breitkopf, 1741), 2:3-42,
here 18. The lack of published German-language plays became a trope repeated
countless times across the eighteenth century, but not entirely in line with publica-
tion and performance history. See Thorston Unger, “Das Klischee vom Mangel an
deutschen Stiicken: Ein Diskussionsbeitrag zur Internationalitiat des Hof- und Na-
tionaltheaters,” in Theaterinstitution und Kulturtransfer, ed. Anke Deten, Thor-
ston Unger, Brigitte Schultze, and Horst Turk (Tubingen: Gunter Narr Verlag,
1998), 1:233-247.

23. Gottsched, Die deutsche Schaubiibne, 2:25.

24. Tbid., 2:29.
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the bounds of a learned society, in speeches and pet journalistic
projects, but also by acting troupes like the Neubers’. Although
some attention was paid to the practices and training of actors,
the reform project had at its foundation a conviction in the trans-
formative power of texts.?* We can see as much in the diagnosis of
a particularly prevalent ailment, namely, the fact that the “poets
are guilty” of making the audience “laugh, when one cries, and
cry, when one laughs.”?* And so a canon of rules had to be drawn
up—rules that would ensure that plays treated two opposing va-
rieties of human expression, laughter and tears, more felicitously.
Indeed, for much of the eighteenth century, whenever there was a
desire to demonstrate the “essence and specific character” (Wesen
und eigentiimlichen Charakter) of comedy and tragedy respec-
tively, this generic difference was supported by a sanitary effort
to “establish the ground (Grund) from which on the one side the
necessity of laughter, and from the other the necessary permissibil-
ity of tears could flow.”?” Following the “rules and examples of
theatrical poetry”?® could control the flow of laughter and tears,
thereby ensuring consistency in the meanings produced in a play
and the emotional responses afforded the spectator. Within this
model, rigid generic boundaries should serve to distinguish differ-
ent varieties of affect and to contain them within separate domains.
And with the institution of a purified comedy and tragedy, there
would then be no room for the “Harlequin and Hans Wurst, who,
with their ridiculous farces and undignified banter have spoiled ev-
erything that could have been in accord with the rules.”*

25. Acting reforms played a more significant role in the latter half of the eigh-
teenth century. See Alexander Kosenina, Anthropologie und Schauspielkunst
(Tibingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1995).

26. Heinrich Samuel von Briick, “Gedanken von der Dichtkunst tiberhaupt,”
in Der deutschen Gesellschaft in Leipzig eigene Schriften und Uebersetzungen
(Leipzig: Bernhard Christoph Breitkopff, 1735), 1:2-31, here 20.

27. Christian Ernst Schenk, Komisches Theater (Breslau: Carl Gottfried Meyer,
1759), 7-8.

28. Anonymous, “Nachricht von der uefnter der Presse befindlichen deutschen
Schaubtihne,” Beytrige zur critischen Historie der deutschen Sprache, Poesie und
Beredsamkeit 23 (1740): 521-526, here 525.

29. This quotation is from a review of a widely circulated translation of a
French speech and newly written treatise on the value of a rehabilitated stage. See



104 Persistence of Folly

One of the chief mechanisms for the transformation of the stage
was comedy itself. But comedy was more than just a conventional
form. Consider what Neuber and her husband wrote in a 1737 ap-
plication for a license to perform in the city of Hamburg: “Comedy
seeks to make evident the difference between virtue and vice, and
to reveal the necessary consequences of both.”3° The content of the
definition is not as important as the context in which it is provided.
The Neubers introduce poetological principles—in particular, those
concerning the general usefulness of comedy—in the hope of re-
cruiting the support of the city council. The deployment of a mor-
ally inflected conception of the comedic genre meant to assure the
municipal authorities that the troupe’s performances would further
the effort “to purify the German stage of all its mess (von all dem
Wuste zu reinigen).”®' To be sure, the Neubers’ general sense of
purpose as well as their specific attunement to genre owed quite
a bit to the theoretical head of the reform movement, Gottsched.
The first version of his expansive poetic treatise Versuch einer cri-
tischen Dichtkunst fiir die Deutschen (Attempt at a Critical Art of
Poetry for the Germans, 1730) contains a kindred characterization
of comedy as the “imitation of a vicious action, which, by vir-
tue of its risible essence, can amuse the spectator at the same time
that it edifies him” (Nachabmung einer lasterhafften Handlung, die
durch ibr lacherliches Wesen den Zuschauer belustigen, aber auch
zugleich erbauen kan).’* In alignment with his broader approach to
generic divisions, Gottsched defines comedy in terms of a represen-
tational content (human vice) and spectatorial response (laughter).

But relying from the start on a statement bearing on content
and response risks obscuring the reasons why genre became an

Anonymous, “Des berithmten franzosischen Paters Poree Rede von den Schaus-
pielen: Ob sie eine Schule guter Sitten sind, oder seyn Konnen? tibersetzt. Nebst
einer Abhandlung von der Schaubiihne, heraus gegeben von Joh. Friedrich Meyer,”
in Beytrdge zur Critischen Historie 9 (1734): 3-29, here 22.

30. Letter reprinted in Friedrich Johann Freiherrn von Reden-Esbeck, Caroline
Neuber und ibre Zeitgenossen: Ein Beitrag zur deutschen Kultur- und Theater-
geschichte (Leipzig: J. A. Barth, 1881), 204-207, here 205.

31. Ibid., 204.

32. Gottsched, Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst, 594.
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attractive way of conducting the business of theater.’ It is impor-
tant to shift from the standard question, What is a comedy? to the
more practice-oriented question, What does calling something a
comedy accomplish? Orienting the discussion in this way allows
us to investigate what the concept of genres, including comedy,
does. And it also focuses attention on the concrete circumstances
that made the comedic genre into an organizing concept for the
theatrical reform movement. Included among these circumstances
is the contrast between the use of genre as a means for the “puri-
fication” or Reinigung of the stage in the early eighteenth century
and the altogether different, more chaotic approach to genre in the
seventeenth.’*

Considered abstractly, genre distinctions function as a classifi-
catory mechanism for achieving the semblance of coherence on
two levels: both in the composition of individual plays and in the
(prospective as well as retrospective) classification of multiple plays
into a group. The concatenation of elements in a play and the for-
mation of a classificatory standard are ultimately both procedures
for creating, among other things, consistent patterns in plot orga-
nization, character deployment, and verbal register. The difference
between these two levels is ultimately one of scale: the one bears on
the individual; the other, the class.

Genre distinctions play a decisive role in two distinct commu-
nicative settings. They appear as self-ascriptions—for instance, as
paratextual markers—and, in addition, as second-order distinc-
tions in the discourse about poetry. In both instances, genre works
to establish similarities or equivalences. Obvious though it may
sound, classification depends on naming, which provides for the
formation, iteration, and recognition of distinct groups. It may be
natural to suppose that comedy and tragedy constitute standard

33. The pioneering discussion for my own approach to questions of genre is
Wilhelm Vofskamp, “Gattungen als literarisch-soziale Institutionen,” in Texz-
sortenlehre—Gattungsgeschichte, ed. Walter Hinck (Heidelberg: Quelle & Meyer,
1977), 27-43.

34. The use of cognate forms of the verb reinigen (purify) by and with reference
to the reform movement is so widespread that any reference to a single instance
would be misleading.
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rubrics that, even if not always uniform in content, consistently
provide the parameters for dividing up the field of plays and play-
making. This intuition is supported by the widespread use of the
two lexemes die Komodie and das Lustspiel in German, not unlike
the use of comedy in English. While the lexical connections and
connotative linkages to the Roman and ancient Greek nomencla-
ture and comedyl/die Komdédie may not always be evident to mod-
ern speakers, their origin is less than mysterious. In both languages,
words are coordinated with themes, objects, and affects, thereby
orienting the expectations of writers, readers, listeners, and spec-
tators of plays and standing in a latent opposition to tragedy/die
Tragodieldas Trauerspiel. But from a historical perspective the
categorizing function of such terminology is surprisingly unstable.
Indeed, the imposition of onomastic consistency—particularly on
the level of first-order paratexts—is a major innovation of the early
Enlightenment.

To bring this historical point into relief, consider the situation
in the seventeenth century. Among the traveling players of the
seventeenth century, genre distinctions figured prominently in ad-
vertisements or Theaterzettel® Itinerant companies possessed an
overwhelming penchant for identifying their plays as tragedies,
even though the use of this term was by no means systematic. In
other words, the term tragedy did not form part of a larger generic
order. Within this context, there was no consistent differentiation
of the social rank of the characters appropriate for the various
genres, nor a distinction among different modalities of speech, nor
a distribution of thematic foci. Traveling players may have called
their plays tragedies, but the utility of the term lay in its vague as-
sociations and allure rather than in any classificatory stringency.

Plays published by learned playwrights attest to an even more
unsystematic approach to genre distinctions. The proliferation of
paratextual markers gives an impression of a hodgepodge of genre
names lacking for rhyme or reason. In the plays written by Andreas

35. See the discussion in Johann Richard Hinsel, “Die Geschichte des The-
aterzettels und seine Wirkung in der Offentlichkeit” (PhD diss., Freie Universitit
Berlin, 1962), esp. 103-155. See also George W. Brandt, ed., German and Dutch
Theater 1600-1848 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 71-73.
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Gryphius and Christian Weise (1642-1708), for instance, we find
such unfamiliar terms as Schimpff-Spiel, Schertz-Spiel, and Ein
lacherliches Schau-Spiel 3 Other unfamiliar names that enjoyed
currency include Misch-Spiel,” Freudenspiel,® and Lust oder
Freudenspiel.® Despite appearances, this list does not attest to a
byzantine system of nomenclature; it rather indicates an unexacting
approach to genre distinctions as well as a comfort with unorthodox
terms.

The contrast between the seventeenth-century onomastic conven-
tions and those of the early Enlightenment could not be starker. Be-
ginning around 1730, a single terminological equivalence—between
die Koméodie and das Lustspiel, between Greek and German
nomenclature—became a crucial mechanism in the overhaul of
compositional and performance practice. Reformers believed that
the development of a homogeneous terminology and a restricted
notion of genre could prove vital in the effort to fuse text and per-
formance. A unified notion of comedy—one entailing the “imita-
tion of vices worthy of laughter” (Abbildung auslachenswiirdiger
Laster)—could help make sure that theater fulfills its final purpose
of providing for the “edification of spectators.”*

Reformers like Neuber and Gottsched aimed to replace the
comic practices sponsored by the fool by publishing generically
uniform texts. They argued that printed comedies could form the

36. On Gryphius’s use of the term Schimpff-Spiel in the title to Absurda
Comica. Oder Herr Peter Squentz, and its possible connection to Hans Sachs,
see the commentator’s notes in Andreas Gryphius, Dramen, ed. Eberhard Man-
nack (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1991), 1138ff. Gryphius
gives the title Schertz-Spiel to Die geliebte Dornrose (1661) and Horribilicribri-
fax (1663) contained in the same volume. The name Ein Ldcherliches Schau-Spiel
is used by Christian Weise for a very lengthy interlude first performed in 1685 and
then published in 1700. See Christian Weise, Simtliche Werke, ed. Hans-Gert Rol-
off (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1991), 2:249.

37. Kaspar von Stieler, Ernelinde oder Die Viermahl Braut (Rudolstadt: Cas-
par Freyschmidt, 16635).

38. Justus Georgius Schottelius, Neu Erfundenes Freuden Spiel Genandt Frie-
dens Sieg (Wolfenbiittel: Conrad Buno, 1648).

39. Johannes Rist, Depositio Cornuti Typographici, D.i. Lust-Oder Freuden-
Spiel (Liineberg: Stern, 1654.

40. Mylius, “Eine Abhandlung, worinnen erwiesen wird,” 302.
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foundation for a theater that could “amuse” in a “rational and
purified manner” (verniinftige und geldauterte Art).*' Comedy was
deployed to combat a figure so “devoid of good gags . . . that
he could not say anything funny without injuring the rules of
respectability.”** Generic purity required the elimination of “jokes
and grimaces,” which had no place in the pen of “a true author
of comedies” (eines wahren Comodien-Schreibers),¥ who instead
should adhere to the “rules of the . . . masters” and make the stage
“moral.”** Comedy thus became an instrument for insuring conti-
nuity on the level of text as well as performance—indeed of using
textual continuity as the basis for performative continuity. The
comic play of the fool had to be harnessed by means of the co-
medic genre. Or, put differently, the large-scale continuity of the
comedic genre—the unity of the individual play with a governing
class—should ensure the small-scale continuity in the individual
performance. Importantly, using a unified comedic genre for the
“improvement of the German stage” amounted to the imposition
of what would, in the course of the eighteenth century, become the
kind of play audiences cherished most.* In the latter half of the
century, comedies amounted to by far the majority of the repertoire
of essentially every major acting troupe. In some troupes, comedies
were performed five times as often as tragedies and up to three
times as often as the increasingly popular opera.* As popularity in-
creased, the designation remained consistent from troupe to troupe
and year to year.

The fusion of text and performance under the aegis of comedy
depended on a close connection between first- and second-order
use of genre distinctions. Printed plays, that is, had to accord with

41. Gottsched, Die deutsche Schaubiibne, 1:21.

42. Gottsched, Der Biedermann, pt. 2, 136.

43. bid., pt. 2, 178.

44. Tbid.

45. Gottsched, Die deutsche Schaubiibne, 2:9.

46. See the statistics in Reinhart Meyer and Rainer Gruenter, “Der Anteil des
Singspiels und der Oper am Repertoire der deutschen Bithnen in der zweiten Hailfte
des 18. Jahrhunderts,” in Das deutsche Singspiel im 18. Jahrhundert (Heidelberg:
Winter Universitatsverlag, 1981), 27-76.
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formal and terminological distinctions used in theoretical dis-
course. The importance of generic distinctions can be gleaned from
the basic structure of Gottsched’s Versuch einer critischen Dichi-
kunst: it consists of two parts, the first devoted to a philosophically
oriented account of the nature of poetry and the poet, the second
to the elaboration of the poetic genres. Meanwhile, the title of the elev-
enth chapter of the second part, “Von Comdodien oder Lustspielen,”
points to the decisive terminological equivalence between ancient
and modern paradigms, and its place within a systematic frame-
work is evident in the fact that it follows immediately after the
chapter “Von Tragodien oder Trauerspielen.” Underlying this divi-
sion is the recursive structure of critique. Gottsched’s elaboration
of the fundamental concepts of poetic activity and its constitutive
forms serves the express purpose of guiding contemporary and fu-
ture poets, whose works could, in turn, become the subject of subse-
quent critical discourse. In order to fulfill this charge, he subdivides
his discussion of the comedic genre (and all others respectively)
into “historical-critical” and “dogmatic” portions.*” Whereas the
first section assesses the shortcomings and accomplishments of var-
ious instantiations of comedy beginning with its putative origin in
archaic times up to the present day, the latter part provides a more
abstract discussion of formal characteristics, peppered with a small
number of examples.

The implications of this subdivision will come into sharper
focus over the next three chapters. For now, it is important to
note its connection to the epoch-making interlacement of text
and performance. The purpose of the historical-critical section
of Gottsched’s text is, as the name indicates, to assess concrete
manifestations of comedy—and yet this appraisal is founded on
formal principles elaborated in the dogmatic section. The author
well realized that as contemporary poets engaged with his trea-
tise, he would have to revisit the historical-critical discussion. In
other words, he designed his treatise taking into account potential

47. Although introduced earlier in the treatise, the distinction organizes the
chapter devoted to comedy. See Gottsched, Versuch diner critischen Dichtkunst,
548.
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feedback loops between his critical discussion and future poetic
production—and, accordingly, he continued to revise and expand
his treatise through its fourth edition in 1751. In this final version,
for instance, he pivots from critical to dogmatic observations with
a word of praise for the role of “a small theatrical library of printed
plays” (eine kleine theatralische Bibliothek gedruckter Schauspiele)
in the steady improvement of the German stage.*® The placement
of this remark at the turning point in the chapter underscores the
sense in which the critical reflection continuously tracks and adapts
to the treatise’s reception by playwrights. But the publication of
plays alone was not enough to satisfy his reform aspirations. Ge-
neric purity can be accomplished, in Gottsched’s view, only once a
supply of strictly constructed plays has entered into print circula-
tion and is “being dutifully performed” (fleifSig aufgefiibret).¥
Gottsched’s theoretical articulation of the comedic genre might
seem nothing more than another instance of the sort of handbook
for poetic composition that had enjoyed strong currency since
the Renaissance. In truth, though, it subtly breaks with this lineage.
Beginning with Martin Opitz’s Buch von der deutschen Poeterey
(Book on German Poetry, 1624) and continuing until Magnus
Daniel Omeis’s Griindliche Anleitung zur teutschen accuraten
Reim- und Dichtkunst (Fundamental Instruction in the Art of Ac-
curate German Rbhyme and Poetry, 1704), scholars drew on struc-
tures from the art of rhetoric in order to account for poetic forms.
Remarks on how to make a play commenced with a concern for
proper method for finding its objects and themes (inventio), arrang-
ing them (dispositio), and then putting them into verbal formulation
(elocutio). Within this tradition, discussions of genre constituted
the transitional point between the first two elements in this list
and the third—that is, between finding the proper words (verba)
for the referential objects (res) of a play.’® We see this alignment
clearly in Opitz, when he uses the term comoedia as a heading for

48. Johann Christoph Gottsched, Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst vor die
Deutschen (Leipzig: Bernhard Christoph Breitkopf, 1751), 643.

49. Ibid.

50. On the importance of the res-verba distinction, see Ludwig Fischer, Ge-
bundene Rede: Dichtung und Rhetorik in der literarischen Theorie des Barock in
Deutschland (Ttbingen: M. Niemeyer, 1968), 101ff.
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a genre defined by the persons and events that appear in the poem;
comedy is the genre of the lowly and quotidian. Because it deals
with topics like betrothal and marriage, servant intrigue, and the
shortsightedness of youth, the gravest error among those “writ-
ing comedies” is that they have “introduced emperors and rulers,”
who have no place in poems dealing with such base matters.>! For
Opitz, genre amounts to equivalence between the social rank of the
persons depicted on the stage and the style of writing employed,
a long-standing approach founded on the rhetorical principle of
decorum.’* Preoccupied with the question of how to compose
a “poetic play” or ein poetisches Schauspiel, to use a phrase of
Georg Philipp Harsdorffer’s, seventeenth-century handbooks ac-
tually showed little interest in performance practices.”®> Comedy,
in their hands, was not a device for the transformation of stage
practices, but instead a time-transcendent, immutable form. For
this reason, very little attention was paid to contemporary stage
practice in the elaboration of the compositional rules organizing
comoedia.>* Second-order discourse on comedy in the seventeenth
century, to borrow Gottsched’s terminology, was entirely dogmatic.

51. Martin Opitz, Buch von der deutschen Poeterey, ed. Wilhelm Braune and
Richard Alewyn (Tubingen: M. Niemeyer, 1963), 20.

52. Ursula Milden and Ian Rutherford, “Decorum,” in Historisches Worter-
buch der Rhetorik, ed. Gert Ueding (Tiibingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1994),
2:423-452.

53. Georg Philipp Harsdorffer, Poetischer Trichter: Die Teutsche Dicht- und
Reimkunst, obne Bebuf der lateinischen Sprache, in VI. Stunden Einzugiessen
(Hildesheim/New York: G. Olms, 1971), 2:78.

54. To outline the standards of a poetic play was to engage in an enterprise
entirely separate from the “people who make their profession with wanton and
vexing plays, and make money by feeding vice into the hearts of people through
their eyes.” The original text reads: “die Leute / so von solchen liederlich- und
argerlichen Schauspielen Beruf machen / und um das Geld den Leuten die Laster
durch die Augen in das Herz spielen.” Magnus Daniel Omeis, Griindliche Anlei-
tung zur teutschen accuraten Reim- und Dichtkunst (Nuremberg: Wolfgang Mi-
chahelles und Johann Adolf, 1704), 248-249. This harangue by Magnus Daniel
Omeis (1646-1708) is not a further installment in the long line of Christian-
inspired attacks on all forms of theatrical spectatorship; it is a dismissal of the par-
ticular “nasty jokes and antics which often transform a theatrical play into swine’s
play.” In talking about the presence of the fool in comic interludes, he writes, “Ich
sage Scherz-Reden; und vertheidige nicht die garstige Zotten und Possen / welche
ofters die Schau-spiele in Sau-spiele verwandeln” (236).
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But its dogma is without the early Enlightenment philosophical un-
derpinnings and imputation of a final cause.

As the collaboration between Neuber and Gottsched makes
clear, the unity of first- and second-order conceptions of comedy
in the early Enlightenment was programmatic. Its telos was the
extension of the empire of texts onto the stage. In order for the re-
form enterprise to succeed, intractable theatrical forces—above all,
the fool—had to be contained. The utility of the myth with which
this chapter began consisted in showing that the elimination of the
fool, which in the mid-1730s was just a theoretical possibility, could
also lead to the transformation of stage performance and textual
composition. Johann Christoph Gottsched launched the reform
movement at that time in a cascade of speeches and published texts
championing the need for terminological rigor, a new discipline for the
production of comic effects, and a new practice of textual compo-
sition and performance. His ideas spread, playwrights composed
according to professed standards, and Neuber provided the en-
deavor with theatrical legitimacy. Even though over time, the early
Enlightenment conception of theatrical reform became subject to
scrutiny and revision, one thing remained true over the decades to
come: the name of the game was comedy.



B1ASES IN PRECEDENT

Nowhere was the call for German comedy made with the same
stridency and eventual resonance as in the poetological writing
of the professor from Leipzig Johann Christoph Gottsched. The
treatise he reworked again and again throughout his life is orga-
nized around the division between, on the one hand, the elabora-
tion of universally binding standards of composition and, on the
other, the description of the vicissitudes of poetic forms across ep-
ochs and through different linguistic traditions. He deduces the
former from an order intrinsic to nature, while he assesses the
latter on the basis of concrete historical developments. In Gott-
sched’s hands, critique became a technical term for the examina-
tion of individual works and entire linguistic traditions, measured
against putatively time- and place-independent standards. That
being said, a closer look reveals a deeper—if unacknowledged, even
unconscious—interdependency of historical variations and supposedly
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transcendent poetic tenets. A battery of historical examples pro-
vides the basis for the presentation of formal and thematic princi-
ples, as historical phenomena are evaluated in light of the privileged
place assigned to the ancient Greeks and, even more so, to the Ro-
mans, whose achievements are identified as the purest embodiment
of the laws of nature. In this way, dogma and history equally partic-
ipate in the articulation of comedy—not through a strict division of
labor, but through a process of mutual contamination.

That a genre like comedy could be explained in a dogmatic fash-
ion at all—merely in terms of accord with time- and place-indifferent
principles of nature—itself counted as a dogma of Gottsched’s
critical enterprise. As the reform project picked up steam, how-
ever, historical self-reference became ever more important, inform-
ing both definitions of genres and assertions of their applicability.
Considered abstractly, the early Enlightenment was responsible for
what we might call a temporalization of comedy and especially its
relationship to the fool.! The principled account of generic catego-
ries and their concrete historical manifestations became, over the
course of the first half of the eighteenth century, ever more closely
connected, especially as means to think through the appropriate
mechanisms for improving the German stage.

The temporal ensconcement of critique was most patent in the
mediating role of examples. Without reference to the past, it was
impossible to explain the formation of comedy and of genre, in
general, as a classificatory device. Reliance on the authority of an-
cient Greece and Rome was, of course, anything but new at the turn
of the eighteenth century, and even the chosen terminology—the
reference to Muster or Exempel, models or examples—had a lon-
ger history. For most of the early modern period, poetic manuals
drew on the rhetorical structure of the exemplum, itself a con-
cept inherited from the ancient Greek mapddetypa. An eminently
practical device, the exemplum is a work (or part thereof) that
authoritatively illustrates a class of phenomena. Poetic manuals

1. This temporalization is undoubtedly connected to the temporal specification
of knowledge Michel Foucault identified as characteristic of the period around
1800. See Michel Foucault, The Order of Things, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York:
Pantheon, 1970).
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used exempla as instruments for teaching how to reproduce certain
salient features; critical judgment (iudicium) was called for, as the
eminent humanist Julius Caesar Scaliger writes, in order to “select
in each instance the best for imitation” (optima quaeque seliga-
mus ad imitandum).> Up to the early Enlightenment, the critic had
to supply the poet with exempla conforming to canonical, formal
criteria and thus worth using as scaffolding for new compositions.
The exemplum was not scrutinized for shortcomings or used as the
basis for innovation; its utility for the practice of composition lay
in its self-evidence and immediate applicability.

The practice of critique provided, in the early eighteenth century,
the framework within which exempla could be used for judging
contemporary and past poetic works. Critique was a practice of
pointing out shortcomings, of improving by way of negating, even
“negating tradition” itself.> Gottsched’s discussion of modern
poetry, for instance, has just as many words of praise for the un-
paralleled achievements of the French as of biting censure for the
unruly shortcomings of the Italians.* He proceeds in this school-
masterly fashion because all linguistic and cultural traditions belong to
a single taxonomy, organized in terms of a universally applicable
set of value-laden criteria. Even though each culture possesses its
own distinct taste, each can be evaluated for its conformity to a

2. Scaliger, Poetices libri septem V1, 44; quoted in Steffen Martus, Werkpolitik:
Zur Literaturgeschichte kritischer Kommunikation vom 17. bis ins 20. Jabrbun-
dert (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2007), 68. For a deconstructionist analysis of exemplar-
ity, see John D. Lyons, Exemplum: The Rbetoric of Example in Early Modern
France and Italy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989).

3. See the discussion in Wilfried Barner, “Uber das Negieren von Tradition:
Zur Typologie literaturprogrammatischer Epochenwenden in Deutschland,”
in Epochenschwelle und Epochenbewufltsein, ed. Reinhart Herzog and Rein-
hart Koselleck (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1987), 3-52. Unlike the exem-
pla used in moral-didactic contexts, poetic handbooks had up to this point little
use for illustration by way of failure. On the latter tradition, see Reinhart Ko-
selleck, “Historia Magistra Vitae: Uber die Auflésung des Topos im Horizont
neuzeitlich bewegter Geschichte,” in Vergangene Zukunft: Zur Semantik ge-
schichtlicher Zeiten (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Taschenbuch Wissenschaft,
1989), 38-66.

4. See Johann Christoph Gottsched, Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst vor
die Deutschen (Leipzig: Bernhard Christoph Breitkopf, 1730), 590-592.
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universal and unchanging metric. As a classificatory system with
its source in the “unchanging nature of things themselves” (der
unverinderten Natur der Dinge selbst), genre applies to different
traditions while at the same time remaining indifferent to spatio-
temporal or cultural coloring.’

The complications of this taxonomic scenario are manifest in
the anthologies of plays published under the title Die deutsche
Schaubiibne, which contained plays written in the German lan-
guage “according to the rules and examples of the ancients.”®
The inscription of the collection with the marquee of the ancients
simultaneously demarcates and effaces the temporal signature of
poetic rules. They are said to emanate from a distinct historical
and cultural point of origin at the same time that this point of
origin is denied a sponsoring role in the validity of the rules they
exemplify. Gottsched’s paradoxical move is characteristic of his
transitional place in the history of European poetics. On the one
hand, he still belongs to a tradition of erudition, which uses ex-
empla as a mechanism for the inculcation of poetic rules worth
adhering to; on the other, he advances a philosophical program
with claims to spatiotemporal transcendence. Because the identi-
fication of shortcomings became, in the early eighteenth century,
an indispensable and productive component of critique, however,
the ancient Greeks and Romans could serve as the privileged do-
nors of exempla while still being subject to (at least some) negative
evaluation. The coup of Gottsched’s use of genre to encourage the
improvement of the German stage lay in his tendency to exploit
both the cachet enjoyed by antiquity and the unimpeachable claim
to a time- and space- (and thus culture-) independent notion of
reason.

To put it colloquially, Gottsched is trying to have his cake and eat
it too. How can genres like comedy—and their constitutive formal
features—stand both inside and outside of time? Despite initial ap-
pearances, it is important to ask how the comedies published under

5. Gottsched, Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst, 103.

6. Johann Christoph Gottsched, Die deutsche Schaubiibne nach den Regeln
der Griechen und Romer (Leipzig: Bernhard Christoph Breitkopf, 1742), vol. 1,
title page.
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Gottsched’s aegis can, at once, accord with concrete ancient Greek
and Roman paradigms and, at the same time, enjoy a legitimacy guar-
anteed by “the unchanging nature of things themselves”? The answer,
of course, is that comedy cannot be both necessary and contingent,
both culturally specific and transcendent. Although Gottsched claims
to be elaborating on the ageless conditions of comedy and be publish-
ing exempla to encourage the promulgation of the genre, his project
is, in fact, suspended between the past and the future, and he uses the
reference to ahistorical dictates of reason as the justification for his
modeling of the present upon the past. The underlying motivation for
the duplicity is clear enough: his poetological reflections, speeches,
journalistic projects, and publishing endeavors were intended as
practical instruments for improving the supposedly deplorable state
of theatrical performance. Because Gottsched viewed the publication
of poetic rules and of new plays as essentially practical in purpose,
it ultimately makes good sense that his elaboration of comedy is suf-
fused with explicit and implicit references to the concrete historical
world, both of the past and of the present.

For the larger developments in the course of the eighteenth cen-
tury, in Gottsched’s wake, it is important to notice the two basic
functions assigned to the formation of the comedic genre, both of
which lend a veneer of seriousness to the theater and thereby alter
its cultural standing. First, the articulation of the unity of com-
edy through an exploration of its history amounted, at bottom,
to a narrative of (potential) continuity between the past and the
present. And, as a consequence, this history also provided a way
to censure illegitimate models and celebrate worthy ones, pointing
out the desired direction for the future.

Unsurprisingly, the line between illicit and licit comedy says more
about the contemporary preoccupation with the stage fool than the
objects it purports to be about. Within this division, the stage fool
leads a veiled existence in the critical discussion of the two great
comedic forerunners from ancient Rome, Plautus (ca. 254-184
BCE) and Terence (ca. 195-159 BCE). Gottsched’s conception of
ancient precedent—of a canon against which contemporary cre-
ations could be measured—gave strong preference to Terence as
the antecedent more worthy of imitation. Not much later, in Gott-
sched’s wake, the young Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781)
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prompted a reassessment of Plautus, tipping the scales the other
way. The differing assessment of these two Roman authors is not a
matter of literary historical trivia. Instead, it inhabits the center of
early Enlightenment definitions of the legitimate boundaries of the
comedic genre, including the place of the fool within it. In the early
eighteenth century, comedy’s terminus a quo was also its terminus
ad quem.

So how does the Leipzig professor portray the first of the great
Roman comedians, Plautus? Gottsched’s approach is highly polem-
ical. He takes a single ambivalent and controversial statement from
Horace’s Ars poetica (Art of Poetry, 19 BCE) and uses it to license
a wholesale dismissal of the Roman comedian. Drawing on Hor-
ace’s poem, Gottsched claims that Plautus is deserving of censure
for having accommodated the “taste of the riffraff” (Geschmacke
des Pébels).” The Roman comedian had interspersed his plays with
“many nasty jokes and base grimaces” (viele garstige Zoten und
niedertrichtige Fratzen).® The crucial point here is that Gottsched
justifies his rebuke of Plautus with terminology lifted from his own
discussions of the stage fool.” Not only had Gottsched used the
language of contamination in a speech from 1729 to describe the
interventions of the fool, but he also uses the same terms later in
his chapter on comedy from the Critische Dichtkunst to epito-
mize the contemporary taste of “the common people” (das ge-
meine Volck). The less dignified theatergoers of his own time “always
have a greater taste for the antics of the fool (Narren-Possen)” than
for “serious matters.”'? These quotations disclose a number of the
core features of the reform movement as Gottched conceived it: (1)
the division between the frivolous and the serious; (2) the degrada-
tion of the existing theater as a public entertainment forum; (3) the
dismissal of the fool because of his use of frivolity. The presence
of the fool, in other words, is an appeasement of the corrupt taste

7. Gottsched, Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst, 588.

8. Ibid.

9. See, for instance, nearly the exact same language in Johann Christoph
Gottsched, Der Biedermann, ed. Wolfgang Martens (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1975), pt.
2, 136.

10. Gottsched, Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst, 586.
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of the riffraff and a failure to cultivate a stage culture for “great
men” who must “develop their taste for German plays.”!! In other
words, Gottsched characterizes Plautus’s appeal in the very same
terms as that of the stage fool: both are attractive to the common
people by means of a low brand of humor. In his later revisions of
the commentary on Horace, Gottsched makes this connection in-
creasingly explicit, claiming that Plautus’s missteps should be a les-
son to contemporary actors to cease mixing improvisational jokes
into a dramatic text with clear authorship.!? Although he does not
make reference to any particular contemporary stage figure, there
can be little doubt he means the stage fool’s improvisation.
Strangely, Gottsched fails to say which particular feature of
Plautus’s plays he regards as analogous to the antics of the fool
and therefore worthy of censure. A plausible answer can be be
gleaned from the contrast to his remarks on the other Roman
comedian, Terence. Whereas Plautus sought the approval of the
plebeians of his day, Terence was known for his “commerce with
the most noble Romans.” Along the same lines, Gottsched at-
tributes to Terence a number of other qualities that clearly dis-
tinguish him as the privileged forebear of German comedy. His
plays are “rule-governed (regelmdfSig), and include the most man-
nerly comic speeches (die artigsten Scherzreden) full of salt and
spice.”'® Terence also develops figures with “character”—not
fleeting jokes or grimaces. He imitates “nature” so precisely that
“one does not believe one is seeing a picture of nature, but instead
nature herself.”'* As with his description of Plautus, Gottsched
is here drawing on a humanist commonplace, this time from the
Roman compendium Attic Nights by Aulus Gellius (125-180).%
The nature captured by Terence is not nature as it is now, but
as it should be according to the principle of reason. He put “a
very honorable expression even into the mouth of the lowliest

11. Ibid., 602.

12. Gottsched, Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst (1751), 42.

13. Gottsched, Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst (1730), 589.

14. Ibid.

15. Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights 3.3. There the claim is attributed to the earlier
grammarian Marcus Terentius Varro (116-27 BCE).
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> a strong contrast to the lowly joking
associated with the servants in Plautus. In a final brushstroke,
Gottsched claims that “Terence knew how to make his comedies
sufficiently funny without a comic persona.”'® The comparison
between the two Roman comedians reaches its conclusion, then,
with the claim that Terence’s greatness issues from his exclusion
of the stage fool.

Terence, in short, possesses attributes that are the opposite of
those of his Roman counterpart. He appeals to the upper social
echelon, uses a refined speech register, and forgoes the use of
the fool. This asymmetry is not a matter of historical fact, but
rather Gottsched’s own biased viewpoint. The opposition be-
tween the two playwrights allows him to delineate a boundary
between a pristine and a defective model of comedy, on the basis
of which future comedies can be composed. The retrospective
glance is simultaneously a directive for the future; diagnosis is
prognosis. The presentist coloring of history is particularly clear
in Gottsched’s discussion of the “taste of a poet,” in the course
of which he argues that the poet should never accommodate
himself to “the taste of the world, of the great mass, or the
ignorant riffraff” (Geschmacke der Welt, des grofSen Haufens,
oder des unverstindigen Pibels). The task of the proper poet is
rather “to purify (ldutern) the taste of his fatherland, his city,
his court.”'” In addition, the social implications of the difference
between Plautus and Terence are clear in a remark that Gott-
sched makes concerning a play written by his wife, Luise Adel-
gunde Gottsched (1713-1762), whose Die ungleiche Heirath
(The Uneven Marriage, 1743) appeared in the fourth volume
of his Die deutsche Schaubiibne. Gottsched says of his wife’s
play that “the moral teaching that governs there will be just
as irreproachable as the style, which tastes more of the beauti-
ful nature of Terence than the more lowly and farcical (nied-
riger und possenhafter) nature of Plautus.”!® Thus, Gottsched’s
own aspiration to write and publish rule-bound dramas, which

slaves and maidservants,’

16. Gottsched, Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst, 601.
17. Both quotations from Gottsched, Versuch einer critischen Dichtkunst, 113.
18. Gottsched, Die deutsche Schaubiihne, 4:10.
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guided both his poetological activities and his work as the editor
of Die deutsche Schaubiibne, has as its champion Terence and as
its pariah Plautus.

The question which of the two Roman comedians is definitive
of the comedic genre quickly became the subject of some contro-
versy. And this was because Gottsched’s effort to institute generic
unity did not (and could not) decide once and for all the nature of
comedy;s it initiated a temporally extended project, oriented around
the desire for generic unity, to which others also contributed. The
open-ended character of the reform movement is clear in the alter-
native history of the comedic genre proffered by the young Got-
thold Ephraim Lessing. When the twenty-year-old Lessing devoted
his energies to a revision of Plautus’s standing in literary history, he
did so in the attempt to alter the direction of Gottsched’s generic
project. Lessing, too, believed that the path toward theatrical reform
in Germany would only stand on solid ground only once generic
boundaries—boundaries fortified by reference to venerable authors
and texts—had been established. Like the professor from Leipzig,
Lessing asserted that the imitation of exemplary sources (Muster)
offered the best means of improving the contemporary theatrical
landscape. He too devotes his energies to “collecting the rules” from
the “ancients and moderns,” and then employing them in the “judg-
ment of the most recent theatrical plays.”* In his own practice of
critique, Lessing develops a more supple understanding of the impli-
cations of spatiotemporal and cultural difference for a principled ac-
count of genre. Whereas Gottsched cherished French authors above
all others, Lessing believed from a young age that the reform proj-
ect would profit more from cultivating a close relationship with the
English theatrical tradition.” And while Gottsched expressed dis-
dain for the preferences of the “riffraff” and celebrated plays pu-
tatively directed to the social elite, Lessing believed the preexisting
conditions on the German stage possessed resources that, with some
reworking, could alter the sorts of plays that all kinds of spectators
take pleasure in.?!

19. Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Werke und Briefe, ed. Jiirgen Stenzel (Frankfurt
am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1989), 1:727.

20. See Lessing, Werke und Briefe, 1:729.

21. See the closing remarks in Lessing, Werke und Briefe, 1:732-733.
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Much of Lessing’s early writing can be described as the attempt
to shift, often quite delicately, Gottsched’s theatrical reform project
so that it conformed to what Lessing sees as the immanent and
imminent needs of the German stage. Lessing, in fact, argues that
Plautus stood at a historical and cultural juncture very much akin
to his own. And so he uses his reflections on Plautus as the oppor-
tunity to articulate his own take on the theatrical reform project.
Lessing not only composed a breathtakingly erudite text entitled
Abhandlung von dem Leben, und den Werken des Marcus Accius
Plautus (Treatise on the Life and Works of Plautus, 1750), but he
also translated, introduced, and engaged in published debate on
Plautus’s Captivi (Prisoners). In addition, Lessing produced a frag-
mentary translation of the Stichus and wrote a short play bearing
the title Justin, based on Plautus’s Pseudolus.

As a talented young scholar, Lessing realized that Gottsched’s
condemnation of Plautus rested on a single line from Horace,
rather than an even-handed consideration of his plays. And so
Lessing sought to show up his senior colleague. His apology for
the Roman poet takes the form of a treatise, full of references to
ancient as well as modern authorities, and as such constitutes
a work of erudition much akin to the sort that the Leipzig pro-
fessor wrote. Lessing even goes so far as to counterpose Hor-
ace’s critical remarks—in Gottsched’s translation, it warrants
mentioning—with the most venerable humanist scholars, includ-
ing Joseph Justus Scaliger (1540-1609) and his student Dan-
iel Heinsius (1580-1655), both of whom defend the Roman
comedian. The core of Lessing’s own appraisal of Plautus is
lifted from the preface to Anne Le Fecre Dacier’s (1645-1720)
French translation of Plautus. There is good reason to believe
that Lessing’s use of a French text is the attempt to marshal evi-
dence from a source that might appeal to the predilections of
the always-francophilic Gottsched. And yet the young Lessing
is engaging in more than just philological swordplay; he is try-
ing to make a substantive argument for Plautus’s contemporary
relevance. Among the reasons Lessing enumerates, two deserve
emphasis. First, what seem at first irredeemably indecent passages
in Plautus’s plays are, in truth, nothing more than evidence of his
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transitional role in the steady improvement of Roman literature.
In addition, since comedy consists of more than a single verse or
passing joke, a critic must consider the compositional whole of
the play before passing judgment.

The translation of Plautus’s The Prisoners, a play that Lessing
refers to as “one of the most beautiful to ever make it to the stage,”
aims to show the soundness of this reasoning.?? The translation, in
fact, amounts to a strategic response to the reform movement ac-
cording to Gottsched’s design. At the close of his prefatory remarks,
Lessing asks, “Is there anything better one could do [than publish
the Plautus play] to impede to some extent the present onset of
backwards taste in comedies?”?® Lessing derides Gottsched’s own
attempt to shape the comedic genre, while positioning his own
translation as an antidote. Once Plautus is granted a fitting place
in literary history, Lessing asserts, the reform of the contemporary
stage will be set on the right track.

Lessing turns to Plautus in order to recraft the dynamic relation-
ship between cultural context and dramatic innovation, especially
as it pertains to the use of historical precedents or exempla. He
believes that the critics and playwrights must draw on the past
in ways that respond to the concrete deficiencies and possibilities
of the present. Ultimately, Lessing envisions his own role in Ger-
man theater as akin to Plautus’s role in Roman history. Plautus
began, Lessing writes, “to fabricate (verfertigen) his plays when the
Roman people were still used to the satire plays that had hitherto
dominated the stage.”?* The satire play that Lessing has in mind
is characterized by coarse humor and design—dramatic features
that Plautus could not entirely disavow if he wished to earn the

22. Lessing, Werke und Briefe, 1:766.

23. “Konnte man was bessers tun, den itzt einreiffenden verkehrten Geschmack
in den Lustspielen einigermafSen zu hemmen?” Lessing, Werke und Briefe, 1:767.

24. “Als Plautus anfing seine Stiicke zu verfertigen, das romische Volk noch an
die Satyren, welche vorher den Schauplatz besessen hatten, gewohnt war.” Less-
ing, Werke und Briefe, 1:752. Based on a widespread etymological practice, Less-
ing conflates the satyr and satire. Here he seems to mean the genre of satire, though
it is likely that he associated Roman satire with the Greek satyr play. See also Less-
ing, Werke und Briefe, 1:1085.
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applause and adoration of his audience. Lessing claims that Plautus
brilliantly accommodated himself to the taste of the public, rather
than imposing foreign standards onto it. He uses Plautus as the key
paradigm for his own efforts to create a comedic genre, because
this Roman encouraged the improvement of his own stage through
measured continuity with the immediate past, and not an abrupt
break with it. In Lessing’s view, Gottsched’s project is irredeemably
doomed because it invests everything in fashioning an entirely new
theater based upon an abrupt return to an imagined antiquity. His
own vision of improvement seeks to fit with the gradualness of
historical change itself.

Lessing’s celebration of Plautus responds to Gottsched’s dis-
missal of the stage fool in surprising ways. In fact, Lessing’s apol-
ogy for the Roman comedian is indebted in large part to the latter’s
use of a figure known as the “parasite.”? First emerging in the
so-called Middle Comedy of ancient Greece, the parasite was an
popular stock role when Plautus had his career in the third cen-
tury BCE. In the Greek and Roman traditions, the parasite was an
itinerant and impoverished figure, who supplicated the wealthy to
sustain himself and performed brief comic speeches, mockery, or
tricks in return.?® Gottsched and Lessing’s divergent assessment of
Roman comedy is attributable to the presence of the parasite as
a central figure in eight of Plautus’s plays, while the comic figure
makes only two appearances in Terence’s extant corpus of works.
Furthermore, when the parasite does appear in Terence’s plays, he
does so in a subdued role, without many of his hallmarks—for ex-
ample, his rapacious appetite and incessant begging.?” On the basis
of this signal difference, it becomes clear that we should take the
parasite as a means for differentiating the positions in the debate

25. The general importance of the parasite in modern literature has been re-
searched admirably. See Glenn Yaffee, “The Figure of the Parasite in Renaissance
Comedy” (PhD diss., University of Toronto, 1983); E. P. Vandiver Jr., “The Eliza-
bethan Dramatic Parasite,” Studies in Philology 32, no. 3 (1935): 411-427.

26. On the history of the parasite, with particular attention to the processes
of transmission between ancient Greece and Rome, see Andrea Antonsen-Resch,
Von Gnathon zu Saturio: Die Parasitenfigur und das Verbiltnis der romischen
Komdédie zur griechischen (Berlin/New York: De Gruyter, 2004).

27. Antonsen-Resch, Von Gnathon zu Saturio, 221-226.
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between Gottsched and Lessing over the composition of the come-
dic genre. What else could the professor from Leipzig have meant
when he championed Terence’s avoidance of the “comic persona”
(lustige Person) and derided Plautus’s affinity with the bawdy
humor of the lower classes??8

Lessing’s reversal of the privilege accorded to Terence cuts to
the core of his grievance with Gottsched’s vision of theatrical re-
form. An anonymous letter sent to Lessing, the argumentative
tenor of which echoes Gottsched’s own statements, indicates the
umbrage some took at the attempt to rehabilitate Plautus. This
letter, which Lessing himself published in his Beytrdge zur Histo-
rie und Aufnabme des Theaters (Contributions to the History and
Implementation of the Theater, 1750), asserts that Plautus’s plays
are “completely and totally not rule-governed.”?* Among the sup-
posed flaws in Plautus, the anonymous author condemns his use of
the parasite as the most egregious. The condemnation is justified
on the basis of the equivalence with the modern fool. “One sees
clearly,” the author claims, “Plautus used the parasite for the same
final purpose as the moderns have enlisted the Harlequin.”3° The
author proceeds, then, to champion the impeccable imitation of
nature in Terence, especially its contrast to the fatuous fool in Plau-
tus. Echoing the very same source that Gottsched employed in his
discussion of comedy in the Critische Dichtkunst (Aulus Gellius’s
Attic Nights), the anonymous author claims of Terence that “of all
the comic poets he knew how to express character so completely
that if nature had wanted to speak herself, she would have had to
make use of his [Terence’s] words.”3!

28. Gottsched, Der Biedermann, pt. 2, 139.

29. Lessing, Werke und Briefe, 1:848. I take up the reasons for my unconven-
tional translation of the noun Aufnahme at the start of chapter 9.

30. “Man sieht wohl, Plautus hat den Parasiten zu dem Endzwecke gebraucht,
wozu die Neuern den Arlequin aufgefiihret haben.” Lessing, Werke und Briefe,
1:837.

31. “Doch hat Terenz vielleicht auch hier den Plautus iibertroffen, weil Varro
schon gesagt, daf$ er unter allen komischen Dichtern die Charactere so vollkom-
men auszudriicken gewufSt, dafl wenn die Natur selbst hitte sprechen wollen, so
wiirde sie sich seiner Worte haben bedienen miissen.” Lessing, Werke und Briefe,
1:858.
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In his response, Lessing defends Plautus as an author who
advanced a program of theatrical reform similar to Lessing’s.
His argument is rooted in the conviction that an appraisal of
poetry—whether past or present—cannot succeed without a deep
understanding of the history and culture to which it belongs. “It
is the greatest injustice,” Lessing asserts, “that one can commit
against an ancient writer if one judges him according to the finer
ethical standards of today.”3? But his defense of Plautus extends be-
yond an appraisal of the differences between the Romans and the
Germans. Lessing seeks to undermine the alleged for