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Preface

TH1s is not a book about Marxism nor an attempt to construct
yet another Marxist theory of literature. It seeks, instead, to
present to the English reader, as fairly and fully as the author’s
own orientation allows, what Marx said about literature at
various times in his life; what use he made of the many novels,
poems, and plays which he read for enjoyment, recreation, or
instruction; and how he introduced, into works not overtly con-
cerned with literature, the terminology and concepts of literary
criticism. The task seems necessary because mountains of com-
mentary and elaboration are beginning to hide Marx’s own
words from view; because the standard compilations of his
utterances on aesthetic matters tend to create confusion by
mixing up pronouncements made at various times of his life, as
well as pronouncements by Marx and by Engels;* and because
only a small proportion of Marx’s references to literary works
has so far been recognized and made available in English. The
present chronological scrutiny of Marx’s dealings with literature
hopes to make a modest contribution to the understanding of
a mind that has helped—for good or ill—to shape our world;
of the history of literary taste in the nineteenth century; of the
genesis of Marxist literary theory and criticism; and of the way
in which literature may be ‘used’ by men of great stature who
are not, professionally and in the first instance, literary critics.
Through full quotation, in English, from the entire corpus of
Marx’s work it hopes also to advance the debate about Marx’s
literary theories, tastes, and attitudes among English-speaking

* ‘What is so very strange’, Marx complains, in a letter to Engels, about a
contemporary commentator, ‘is to see how he treats the two of us as a singular:
‘“‘Marx and Engels saps” etc.’ (1 Aug. 1856; MEW XXIX, 68). I would not deny,
of course, that Marx and Engels came to think alike on many points, nor would
I assert that it is possible to disentangle neatly what each of them contributed to
collaborative works like The German Ideology.
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readers whose approach differs from mine but who have not, so
far, had access to more than a fraction of the relevant material.

In making my translations from Marx’s German works I have
profitably and gratefully consulted existing versions by Botto-
more, McLellan, Nicolaus, Livingstone, Milligan, Hook, Baxan-
dall, Dona Torr, and many others—including, of course, Engels
and the anonymous translators of the Selected Works published in
Moscow. Of the Collected Works in English (MECW) only
volume I had appeared when my manuscript went to press. I am
also grateful to Dr. M. W. H. Schreuder of the Internationaal
Instituut voor Sociale Geschiedenis,Amsterdam,Professor Dr. R.
Dlubek of the Institut fiir Marxismus-Leninismus beim ZK der
SED, Berlin, Mr. R. S. Livingstone, as well as the staffs of the
Library of the Freie Universitit, Berlin, and the Taylorian Lib-
rary, Ozford, for assistance in finding out-of-the-way material ;
to the Faculty Board of Medieval and Modern Languages,
Oxford University, for two travel-grants; and—especially—to
Professor Roy Pascal, Mr. T. J. Reed, Mr. Paul Foote, Mr.
James Bolton, and Mr. T. F. Eagleton for helpful criticism and
advice.
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1 - Prometheus

‘Prometheus is the foremost saint and martyr in
the philosopher’s calendar’
(MEW EB 1, 265)

(1)
THERE is much in Marx’s early life which might have seemed

to predestine him for a literary career. As his daughter Eleanor
recalled in later years:

He was a unique, an unrivalled story-teller. I have heard my aunts
say that as a little boy he was a terrible tyrant to his sisters, whom
he would ‘drive’ down the Markusberg at Trier full speed, as his
horses, and worse, would insist on their eating the ‘cakes’ he made
with dirty dough and dirtier hands. But they stood the ‘driving” and
ate the ‘cakes’ without a murmur, for the sake of the stories Karl
would tell them as a reward for their virtue.r

His fellow pupils at school feared him because of the ease with
which he composed satirical verses and lampoons. He was intro-
duced to Ovid, Cicero, and Tacitus at school, as well as to
Homer, Sophocles, Plato, and Thucydides; a gifted teacher,
Vitus Loers, who had published commentaries on Ovid, suc-
ceeded in arousing in his pupil an enthusiasm for that poet
which brought in its wake attempts to translate the libre tristium
into German verse, and admiring references to the same work
in later life. A taste for the eighteenth-century German classics
was nourished by his father (who held up Schiller, in particular,
for his son’s admiration) ; while the Marx family’s neighbour at
Trier, Karl Marx’s later father-in-law Ludwig von Westphalen,
induced him to share his own admiration for Shakespeare. ‘He
never tired’, Eleanor told Wilhelm Liebknecht, ‘of telling us

* BM 147.
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about old Baron von Westphalen and his wonderful knowledge
of Shakespeare and Homer. He could recite whole cantos of
Homer [rom beginning to end, and most of Shakespeare’s plays
he knew by heart in English and in German alike.” Marx’s
father, on the other hand, Eleanor adds, ‘was a proper “‘French-
man’’ of the eighteenth century. He knew his Voltaire and his
Rousseau by heart as old von Westphalen knew his Homer and
Shakespeare,’? The young Marx’s school reports praise his per-
formance in literary subjects and his ability as a translator,
though his German essays are said to be ‘marred by an exag-
gerated striving after unusual picturesque expression’.?

In an essay he wrote for his school-leaving examination, Marx
addressed himself, in 1835, to the subject: ‘A Young Man’s
Reflections on the Choice of a Career’; and among the careers
there envisaged that of a Dichter, a writer of imaginative litera-
ture, figures at least in passing. The career a young man should
choose, the young Marx declares in 1835, should be

one that is most consonant with our dignity, one that is based on
ideas of whose truth we are wholly convinced, one that offers us
largest scope in working for humanity and approaching that general
goal towards which each profession offers only one of the means:
the goal of perfection . . . If he works only for himself he can become
a famous scholar, a great sage, an excellent imaginative writer
[Dichter], but never a perfected, a truly great man.+

Two related themes are here lightly touched which will recur
in Marx’s later work. The first of these is the urge to become
more than just a professional man, even if the profession chosen
be that of a poet—the urge to work for others, to benefit human-
ity at large. This connects with a second theme, familiar to the
age of Goethe, a theme given memorable expression in Goethe’s
Wilkelm Meister novels, in Schiller’s Aesthetic Education of Man,
and in Hélderlin’s Hyperion: the yearning for fullness of develop-
ment, for overcoming the limitations imposed by that division
of labour without which no modern society can function. There
is nothing highly original in such sentiments; many boys at the

2 Mohr und General. Erinnerungen an Marx und Engels (Berlin, 1970), pp. 157-8.

3 D. McLellan, Marx before Marxism (Harmondsworth, 1g972), pp. 50-2;
P. Demetz, Marx, Engels und die Dichter (Frankfurt and Berlin, 196g), p. 52;
MEGAT, 1 (2), 167.

4+ MEGA 1, 1 (2), 164; MEW EB 1, 593—4.
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end of their school career will have had similar thoughts. The
same is true of Marx’s reflections, in this same school-leaving
essay, on the different kinds of limitation that inevitably circum-
scribe 2 man’s choice of profession. Some of these are due to
individual and physical factors; but Marx also stresses the social
determinations which force a young man to fit himself into
a pre-existent framework: ‘T'o some extent our social relations
have already begun before we are in a position to determine
them.’s By itself this observation too is unremarkable enough.
But it was Marx who made it; and if we look at it in the context
of his whole career we can at least sympathize with the (often
ridiculed) view of Franz Mehring, who thought he saw the germ
of Marxism in this one sentence from a school-leaving exercise.
Mehring might, in fact, have employed his hindsight further by
pointing to the way in which the Latin essay Marx wrote at
the same time and for the same purpose sought to explain the
Romans’ alleged neglect of the arts and education before the
Punic wars by their absorption in agriculture. Eloquence,
the young Marx goes on to explain, was deemed unnecessary,
for men spoke with few words about what had to be done, and
regarded the content of their speech rather than elegance of
form ; nor did Roman history, in this early time, need rhetorical
elaboration, for it only recorded things done, and confined itself
to the compilation of annals.® Marx was often to speak, in later
years, of what linked intellectual and artistic pursuits to a
nation’s economy; and the place of rhetorical elaboration and
polished writing in historiography was to occupy him more than
once as he tried to assess the relation of ‘belletristic’ virtues to
the pursuit of truth.

As a university student, first at Bonn and later at Berlin
(1835—41) Marx spent a good deal of time on the study not only
of history, philosophy, and law, but also of literature. He heard
lectures by A. W. Schlegel on Homer and Propertius, by F. G.
Welcker on Greek and Latin mythology, and by Bruno Bauer
on Isaiah; he copied out extracts from the aesthetic writings of
Lessing, Solger, and Winckelmann; he tried to keep up with

5 MEW EB 1, 592.

6 MEW EB 1, 595 and MECW I, 640. The school-leaving exercises are reprinted
in their original languages and with teachers’ comments and corrections in
MEGAI, 1 (2), 164-82.
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what was new in literature (alles Neueste der Literatur);? he
schooled his style by translating from Tacitus and Ovid; he
joined a rhymers’ club to which the poets Emanuel Geibel and
Karl Griin also belonged; and he wrote a good deal of poetry.
In a letter to his father, dated 10 November 1837, in which he
drew the sum of his experiences so far, Marx noted a natural
affinity between moments of change and the lyric mood: ‘At
such moments . . . an individual becomes lyrical, for every
metamorphosis is partly a swansong, partly the overture of a
great new poem that is trying to find its right proportions amid
brilliant colours that are not yet distinct.’® Here all the arts are
impressed to yield metaphors that help the young Marx to
convey his feelings: literature (‘lyrical’, ‘a great new poem’),
music (‘overture’), the visual arts (‘brilliant colours’).

Among the poems Marx wrote in the mood on which he here
looks back there are some that reflect directly on the processes
of artistic inspiration. The second of two dedicatory poems to
his father (Widmung. An den Vater) provides a characteristic
example:"

Dichtung
Schopferahnlich stromten Flammen
Rieselnd mir aus Deiner Brust,
Hochweit schlugen sie zusammen,
Und ich néhrt’ sie in der Brust.
Strahlend stand Dein Bild, wie Aeolsklingen,
Deckt die Gluten sanft mit Liebesschwingen.

Rauschen hért’ ich’s, sah es blinken,
Ferne Himmel zogen hin,
Tauchten auf, hinabzusinken,
Sanken, héher aufzufliehn.
Als der innre Kampf'sich nun geschlichtet,
Blickt’ ich Schmerz und Lust im Lied verdichtet.

Schmiegend an der Formen Milde,
Steht die Seele festgebannt,
Aus mir schwollen die Gebilde,
Aus Dir waren sie entbrannt.
Geistig lssen sie die Liebesglieder,
Sprithn sie voll im Schépferbusen wieder.

7 MEW EB 1, 8. 8 MEW EB 1, 3.
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Poetry

Creator-like, flames streamed,

Purling, from your breast to mine,

High, wide, they tongued together

And I nourished them in my breast.

Your image stood bright, like Aeolian sound;
Gently it covered the glow with pinions of love.

I heard murmuring sounds, I saw a gleam,
Faraway skies drifted along,

Emerged to sight, sank down again,

Sank only to rise higher still.

When the inner struggle came to rest

I saw pain and joy concentrated in song.

Nestling against gentle forms

The soul stands rapt,

These forms grew out of me,

Your fire quickened them.

In spirit they unbend loving limbs,

They scintillate again, brightly, in their creator’s
bosom.?

From this fantastic compliment to a father four thoughts
emerge: (a) that the ‘flames’ of inspiration come to the poet
from outside, but that he has to nourish them; () that the
poetic process begins as turmoil from which, at last, a concen-
trated poem emerges; (¢) that in the finished work of art, pain
and pleasure are alike contained; (d) that the finished poem
fascinates the soul through the gentle power of form, and that
this is a sensual fascination (conveyed by the sexual imagery of
the final stanza).

The young Marx here tries to speak of poetry from the inside,
as a poet who has himself experienced inspiration. But the
evidence of the poem itself, with its cliché images deriving from
Schiller’® and German Romantic poetry, with its mechanical,
inert rhythms, and with its clumsy formulations, brands this as
a delusion. Nor do we find anything in the thoughts conveyed

9 MEW EB I, 603. My prose-translations aim at reproducing the literal sense
of the words as closely as possible, Verse-translations, which sometimes improve
on the original, may be found in MECW 1, 517-615.

10 The Schillerian strain in Marx’s early poetry is described and illustrated in

M. Lifshits’s The Philosophy of Art of Karl Marx, trans. R. B. Winn (reprinted London,
1973), p- 17.
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which is not familiar aesthetic currency. These impressions are
confirmed by a sonnet sequence addressed to the poet’s future
wife (Schiufsonette. An Fenny). Here the ‘lyric I’ sees his poems
as inspired by love, as speaking of that love to its object, as
exciting a reflection of the beloved which, in its turn, inspires
him to deed and word (though also to feelings of tender sadness) :

Dann darfich kithner ringen, streiten,
Dann klingt mein Lied verklidrt und freier,
Dann wagt sich héher mein Gesang,
Dann weint vor Wehmut meine Leier.

Then I may strive and battle more boldly,

Then my song rings out, transfigured and more free,
Then my singing dares to take higher flights,

Then my lyre weeps with tender sadness.!!

The young poet is aware that neither his feelings nor his expres-
sions are sufficiently clear and defined:

Doch wie sollen Worte richtig zwéngen,
Selber Nebelrauch und Schall.

Was unendlich ist, wie Geistesdréngen,
Wie du selber und das AllL

But how can words—themsclves but

Misty smoke and sound—force into shape
What is infinite, like the thrust of the spirit,
Like yourself, like the universe.?

What such love-poems can do, however, is help to bridge the
distance between those who are physically apart, and form a
link between them ; their moving appeal to one beloved reader,
the final compliment has it, is the one reason why they exist:

Doch ach! ich will ja nichts als Tréanen,
Will nur, Du sollst dem Sange lauschen,
Verklarung ihm verleihn und Zier,

Dann mag er dumpf im Nichts verrauschen.

But alas! all I want is tears;

-All I want is that you should listen to this song,
That you should transfigure and adorn it—
Then it may darkly die away into nothingness.3

1 MEW EB1, 614. 12 Nachlaf 1, 27. 13 MEW EB 1, 615.
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These conventional compliments (Petrarchism via the gentle,
melancholy purlings of the eighteenth-century Géttinger Hain
poets) have proved prophetically true: Marx’s early poetry has
remained a family affair, of little interest to the wider world
outside. :

There are other, more romantic images of wild-eyed min-
strels, inspired singers in these early verses: the dialogue-poem
‘The Minstrel’ (Der Spielmann), for instance, which shares with
‘Night-Love’ (Nachtliebe) the distinction of having been actually
published in Marx’s lifetime, though only in a very obscure
journal:

»opielmann, zerreif3’t dir das Herz mit Spott,
Die Kunst, die lieh Dir ein lichter Gott,

Sollst ziehn, sollst sprithn auf Klangeswellen,
Zum Sternentanz hinanzuschwellen !

55 s Was, was! Ich stech’, stech’ ohne Fehle
Blutschwarz den Sébel in deine Seele,
Gott kennt sie nicht, Gott acht’ nicht der Xunst;
Die stieg in den Kopf aus Héllendunst . . , ©

‘Minstrel, your mockery tears your very heart,

Your art was bestowed on you by a god of light;

You must roam the world, must scintillate on waves of sound,
Must strive upwards to the dance of the stars.’

¢ “What are you saying? Without fail I thrust

My sabre, black with blood, into your soul.

God does not know it; God thinks nothing of art;
Art ascended to the head from the fumes of hell.” *14

Here we meet the two conflicting views of inspiration familiar
to the German Romantics, from Wackenroder to E. T. A.
Hoffmann: art as the gift of heaven, leading upwards; art as
the gift of hell, dragging down into madness, alienation, death.
The mockery and self-division which characterize the minstrel
of Marx’s poem (‘Spielmann, zerreifi’t dir das Herz mit Spott’)
recall Heine more than any other German poet—in particular
the Dream-Picture section (Traumbilder) which opens Heine’s
Book of Songs.1s

14 MEW EB 1, 604.
15 Cf. N. Reeves, ‘Heine and the Young Marx’, Oxford German Studies, vii (1973),
47-52. W. M. Johnston has seen in this poem ‘Marx’s sharpest expression of the
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Two poems have been preserved, however, which show the
young Marx playing a significant variation on a theme familiar
from Brentano, Eichendorff, and Heine. The first of these is the
ballad ‘Song of the Sirens’ (Sirenengesang) in which a romantic
minstrel figure, sounding his lyre, is lured by the sirens as the
heroes of earlier poems are lured by the Lorelei. In' Marx’s
poem the hero is able to charm nature and the water-nymphs,
and the sirens cannot harm him:

Mich kénnt ihr nimmer fassen,
Mein Lieben und mein Hassen,
Und meine Sehnsuchtsglut;

Sie schlagt wie Blitz nach oben,
Von zarter Kraft gehoben,

In Melodienflut.

Me you can never seize—

My loving and my hating,

And the longing that burns in me—
That strikes upward like lightning,
Raised up by gentle power

In a flood of melodies.?6

That tribute to the gentle strength of poetry—a poetry of hate
as well as one of loving and longing—does seem to ring true and
clear through the inert rhythms and hackneyed images. Another
poem on the same theme, entitled ‘Song of a Boatman on the
Sea’ (Lied eines Schiffers auf der See) begins and ends with a stanza
of similar self-confidence:

,,Jhr moget spielen, ithr méget schlagen,
Und hiipfen um meinen Kahn,

Thr miit ihn zum Ziele tragen,
Thr seid mir untertan!“

artist’s isolation’, and has called attention to the fact that the minstrel is made to
carry a sabre as well as a violin: ‘It is not far-fetched to say that out of this minstrel
a revolutionary is waiting to be born.’ It should be remembered, however, that
the armed minstrel is a familiar figure in nineteenth-century German literature.
Johnston has also commented on the dramatic form of this poem: ‘As in so many
of his lyrics, [Marx] uses a dialogue form, in which an unnamed interlocutor
challenges the principal figure.” (‘Karl Marx’s Verse of 1836-1837 as a Fore-
shadowing of his Early Philosophy’, Fournal of the History of Ideas, xxviii (1967),
266~7.)
16 MEGAI, 1 (2), 14.
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“You may play, you may sound your lyre,
You may leap about my boat,

Yet you must bear it to its goal,

You are subject to me.’

Here the self-confident boatman of Marx’s poem contrasts
instructively with the drifting, helpless victims of natural and
supernatural forces that people Romantic ‘Rhine’-poems from
Brentano to Heine; though it is worthy of remark, in view of
later developments, that Marx’s persona is made to draw part
of its strength from a prayer to God:

,,Und ich kdmpfe mit Wind und Wellen,
Und bete zu Gott, dem Herrn,

Und laf3 die Segel schwellen,
Und halt’ mich an sichern Stern.*

‘And I battle with wind and waves,
And pray to the Lord,

And let the sails swell,

And navigate by a safe star.’17

In Bonn Marx had attended lectures by A. W. Schlegel, one
of the founding fathers of German Romanticism; and during
his stay in Berlin he came into personal contact with another—
somewhat less eminent—representative of that movement. This
was Bettina von Arnim, the wife of Achim von Arnim and
sister of Clemens Brentano, who had been admitted in her
early years, to the friendship of Goethe, and who had just
erected a monument to that friendship in her book Goethe’s
Correspondence with a Child (Goethes Brigfwechsel mit einem Kinde,
1835). In 1839 Bettina even paid a visit to Jenny von West-
phalen and Karl Marx in Trier—but that visit proved a strain
and served only to confirm the sceptical view Marx had taken
of Bettina in a satirical poem entitled ‘Newfangled Romanti-
cism’ (Neumodische Romantik).’® This contact with an actual
member of the German Romantic school, one who had, by
her writings and her life-style, added a significant nuance to
Romanticism in Germany, helped to diminish still further the
young Marx’s already waning allegiance to Romantic modes
of writing and thinking.

17 MEW EB 1, 613. 8 MEGA T, 1 (2), 11.
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In some of these early verses poetry is said to adumbrate
a higher life:

,»Glaubst, Sanger, wohl ich fasse nicht
Den Seelenkampf, das Busenlicht,

Die Bilder, die aufwérts streben?
Sie schimmern rein, wie Sternenland,
Sie brausen hoch, wie Flutenbrand,

Die deuten ein héheres Leben.“

‘Perhaps you think, poet, that I cannot grasp

The battles in your soul, the light within your bosom,
The images that strive upwards?

They shine, pure like the realm of the stars,

They billow up like a burning flood,

They point towards a higher life’;

others convey the realization that life as actually lived, life not
warmed and enriched by love, may be felt as a cold and poor
affair:
Zu kalt war ibr das Leben,
Zu arm das Erdenland.

Life was too cold for her,
The earth too poor.*?

These last lines come from a poem entitled Die Zerrissene (a term
indicating self-conflict and inner division which was fashionable
in the earlier nineteenth century) ; it is one of a number of poems
in which Marx shows an interest in those frontier situations of
madness and despair which have so often fascinated young
poets.2°

Among these early lyrics one remains of special interest: a
poem entitled ‘Human Pride’ (Menschenstolz) which begins with
an evocation of the huge buildings and bewildering confluence
of people characteristic of a modern city. The young poet finds
the oppressiveness of this city—his sense of what he would later
learn to call ‘alienation’ and ‘reification’—lightened by the
thought that these buildings did not create themselves, that it
was human ingenuity which brought them into being, and by

19 MEGA I, 1 (2), 37, 48.

20 Qthers are Des Verzweiflenden Gebet and Die Wahnsinnige (MEGA I, 1 (2),
go—1 and 25-6).
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a related feeling that the human soul (particularly the soul of
a man in love) could raise itself above bricks, mortar, marble,
and thronging feverish activity through becoming conscious of
its inexhaustible riches and power. The poet feels God-like now,
superior to a man-made world which he can presently address,
with contemptuous mockery, as a ‘giant-dwarf’:

Jenny! Darf ich kithn es sagen,

Daf die Seelen liebend wir getauscht,
Da8 in eins sie glithend schlagen,

Daf} ein Strom durch ihre Wellen rauscht,

Dann werf’ ich den Handschuh héhnend
Einer Welt ins breite Angesicht,

Und die Riesenzwergin stiirze stohnend,
Meine Glut erdriickt ihr Triimmer nicht,

Gotterdhnlich darf ich wandeln,

Siegreich ziehn durch ihr Ruinenreich,
Jedes Wort ist Glut und Handeln,

Meine Brust dem Schépferbusen gleich.

Jenny—if I may boldly say

That we have lovingly exchanged hearts,

That our glowing hearts beat as one,

That one and the same stream agitates their waves,

Then I fling my gauntlet disdainfully
Into the world’s broad face.

Let the giant-dwarf collapse and groan—
Its fall will not stifle my ardour.

Like to the gods I can then wend my way
Victoriously through its ruined realm;
Every word is ardour and activity,

My breast is like that of the Creator.2!

In speaking of his love, in writing this very poem, the poetic
persona or ‘lyric I’ feels akin at once to Prometheus and to
Jove.

The note struck at the end of this poem, with its paean to
activity and creativity, is one heard more than once in these

21 MEGA 1, 1 (2), 48-50.
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early poems. Marx is clearly most himself when speaking of an
overpowering drive to action:

Darum laBt uns alles wagen,
Nimmer rasten, nimmer ruhn,

Nur nicht dumpf so gar nichts sagen,
Und so-gar nichts woll’n und tun.

Nur nicht briitend hingegangen
Angstlich in dem niedern Joch,
Denn das Sehnen und Verlangen
Und die Tat, sie blieb uns doch.

Therefore let us dare all,

Never pause, never rest,

Let us never sink into dull silence,

Into willing nothing and doing nothing.

Let us not walk, in brooding anxiety,

Under the yoke that weighs us down:

For longing and desire

And action—these remain to us in spite of all.22

This urge towards activity, towards Praxis, includes the desire
to conquer the realms of poetry and art:

Nimmer kann ich ruhig treiben
Was die Seele stark erfafit,
Nimmer still behaglich bleiben,
Und ich stiirme ohne Rast.

Alles mécht’ ich mir erringen,
Jede schéne Géttergunst,

Und im Wissen wagend dringen
Und erfassen Sang and Kunst.

I can never pursue calmly

What seizes the soul so powerfully,

I can never remain comfortably at rest:
Ceaselessly, tempestuously, I rush on.

I would like to conquer everything for myself,
Every fair favour of the gods,

Daringly advance in knowledge

And seize song and art.2s

22 Nachlaf 1, 28; cf. MECW 1, 526-7.
23 Nachlaf 1, 27-8; cf. MECW I, 525.
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Marx had enough taste, however, to see that the conquest of
poetry and art as an artist was denied to him. ‘T must tell you’,
his daughter Laura wrote to Franz Mehring after Marx’s death,
‘that my father treated these verses with very little respect.
Every time my parents came to speak of them they laughed
heartily at such youthful follies.’2¢

Literature and its creators figure in Marx’s early poetry in
another way too: through mockery of what he considers to be
inadequate estimates of great writers by philosophers and critics
from Hegel to Pustkuchen. How absurd, we are meant to feel,
to ask of great writers precisely what their peculiar genius forbids
them to give!

So war an dem Schiller auszusetzen,
Er konne nicht menschlich genug ergetzen,

Er treibe die Dinge auch gar zu hoch,

Und zieh’ nicht gehérig am Werkeltagsjoch.
Er spiele wohl sehr mit Donner und Blitz,
Doch fehle ihm génzlich der StraBenwitz.

Thus it was to be objected that Schiller

Cannot give enough human enjoyment:

He pushes everything on to too exalted a plane,

He does not labour as he should under the work-
aday yoke.

He plays a good deal with thunder and lightning,

But the wit of the streets he lacks altogether.2s

How much more absurd to ask them to conform to religious and
moral orthodoxy!

Goethe sei fiir Frauen ein Grauen,
Denn er passe nicht grad’ fiir alte Frauen,
Er habe ja nur die Natur ergriffen,
Sie nicht mit Moral zurechtgeschliffen,
Hitt Luthers Katechete sollen studieren,
Daraus dann Verse fabrizieren.
Zwar das Schéne hat er manchmal gedacht,
Doch vergaBl er zu sagen: ,,Gott hab’ es gemacht.

Goethe (it is objected) inspires horror in women:
He does not suit old women at all:

24 Nachlaf 1, 26. 2s MEW EB 1, 6og.
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All he has done is to seize hold of nature,
Without polishing it into moral shape.

He should have studied Luther’s catechism
And put that into verse.

True, he sometimes considered the beautiful,
But he forgot to say: ‘God made it’.26

This is a vein Marx will exploit later: the exposure of ‘false
consciousness’, of sloppy thinking, and philistine expectations,
through a sharp look at the way in which philosophers and men
of letters deal with the literature of past and present. He also
satirizes, in these early poems, the way in which art is received
by the ordinary public: a Heinesque poem, ‘Armida von Ritter
Gluck’, ridicules the foolish chatter of a young lady sitting next
to the poet at a performance of Gluck’s opera Armida, and con-
trasts the poet’s absorption in the world of beautiful sounds with
the young lady’s pretensions:

Sie rief: ,,Ist das Ballet nicht schén gewesen?“
,,Gott™, sprach ich, ,,was gibt’s im Intelligenzblatt zu lesen?“

Dann sank ich in die T'éne stumm.
Sie lachelte hshnisch: ,,Der Kerl ist dumm !

She cried: “Was not the ballet beautiful ?’
‘My God’, said I, ‘what’s new in the papers?’

Then, silently, I submerged myself in the mrusic.
She smiled derisively: ‘the fellow is stupid !’27

This description of the poet turning away from pretentious
chatter about art to the news of the day, and then to art itself
which he receives in silence, continues a line of anti-bourgeois
satire familiar from Heine’s Pictures of Travel.

One last poem is worth a passing glance, in view of the later
development of Marx’s views on the arts. It is entitled ‘“Viennese
Monkey-Play in Berlin® (Wiener Affentheater in Berlin)

Ich sal und blickt’ in guter Ruh

Dem reinen Spiel der Bestien zu,

Natur, die war nicht zu vermissen,

Hitt’n nur noch solln an die Wande — — —

26 MEW EB I, 610. 21 MEGAT, 1 (2), 9.
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I sat (in the theatre) and calmly watched

The beasts’ pure play:

There was no lack of nature here—

All that was lacking, was to see them piss on the walls.28

It may well be felt, after this poem, that Marx would not be
favourably inclined to sordid naturalism on the stage, or to
‘happenings’ which carve out a raw slice of nature and then ask
to be regarded as art.

The fragment of a novel Marx began in 1837 (Scorpion und
Felix. Ein humoristischer Roman) is heavily dependent on Sterne’s
Tristram Shandy and Heine’s Pictures of Travel in its over-all con-
struction, the cadences of its prose, its sudden, deliberate let-
downs, and its verbal cartoons.?9 It also drags in, at every
opportunity, allusions to the Bible, to Ovid’s Lbri tristium, to
Winckelmann, to Goethe’s Mignon, to the famous opening
passage of Goldsmith’s The Vicar of Wakefield, to Hoffmann’s
The Devil’s Elixirs, and to many other literary works and
characters. Shakespeare figures prominently, with a parody of
Richard IIT and an allusion (the first of many!) to the character
of Thersites in Troilus und Cressida.3° Chapters 29 and 3o strike
up, parodistically, a theme made popular by Hegel which was
later to inspire one of Marx’s most famous pronouncements on
the arts: “An epic . . . can no longer be written in our day’;3!
and a strongly Heinesque later chapter comments with heavy
wit and not always appropriate imagery on the decline of*
politics, philosophy, and literature in the nineteenth century:

Every giant, and thus every chapter twenty lines long, presupposes
a dwarf, every genius a dry philistine, every rising of the seas mud; as
soon as the former disappear, the latter take their place at the table
and arrogantly sprawl out their long legs. The former are too great
for this world, and are therefore thrown out. The latter, however,
take root and stay, as one may see from the facts: for champagne
leaves a lasting unpleasant aftertaste, on the hero Caesar follows
the showman Octavius, on the Emperor Napoleon the bourgeois
king Louis-Philippe, on the philosopher Kant the carpet-knight
Krug, on the poet Schiller the court-councillor Raupach, on the

28 MEGAT, 1 (2), 8.

29 Reeves, op. cit., pp. 49—51; Demetz, op. cit.,, p. 57.
30 MEGA T, 1 (2), 77.

3t MEGA 1, 1 (2), 83.
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heaven Leibniz the schoolroom Wolff, and on the dog Boniface this
chapter . . .32

From Leibniz to Christian Wolff, from Kant to W. T. Krug,
from Napoleon to Louis-Philippe, from Schiller to one of
Heine’s favourite butts, the playwright Ernst Raupach—the
way is uniformly downwards. Since only a fragment of Scorpion
und Felix survives, it is hard to say how far the whole novel
would have borne out, in its humorous context, this dark
diagnosis.

Scorpion und Felix is chiefly remarkable, perhaps, as an attempt
to speak of political matters in a literary form borrowed from
Sterne and Heine. It contains a first attack, in chapter XXIX,
on the laws of entail and primogeniture which Hegel had
defended in his Philosophy of Right, and which the Prussian
government wanted to apply to the Rhine-provinces.33 The
clumsy anti-bourgeois satire that pervades the whole fragment
also has political implications.

Another fragment of these early years, comprising a few
scenes from the fate-tragedy Oulanem, is as dependent on Goethe
and Adolph Miillner (such names mingled: but these are the
facts) as Scorpion und Felix had been on Sterne and Heine. The
dominant figure in the scenes we have is Pertini, who is a pale
but recognizable reflection of Mephistopheles in Goethe’s Faust.
Pertini himself, in fact, is made to comment on the resemblance,
'if only to play it down.3* Into his mouth Marx puts all the
adverse comment that German Romantic poetry and poets are
apt to excite in the cynical:

Ein Deutscher ist’s, er wirft aus allen Ecken
Mit Melodie und Seele um sich her . . .

Heisa German, lavishly throws about
‘Melody’ and ‘soul’ at every opportunity;

Or again:
. . . Das klingt romantisch, klingt,
Doch lieber junger Herr, es ist nur Klang . . .
32 MEGA 1, 1 (2), 85-6.

33 Cf. A. Cornu, Karl Marx et Friedrich Engels: Leur vie et leur euvre, vol. 1 (Paris,

1955), P- 95-
3 MEGAT, 1 (2), 63.
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That sounds romantic,
But dear young sir, it is only sound;

or yet again:

Nicht wahr, es gibt 'nen wundersamen Dichter,
So ’ne idsthet’sche, finstre Blindekuh,

Die selt’ne Griibeleien hat und Stunden,

Das Leben zu ’nem Reime machen will,

Und gern das Leben selbst gedichtet hatte?

There is a wondrous poet, is there not,

‘Who plays aesthetic blind-man’s buff in the dark,
‘Who knows rare ruminations and strange hours,
‘Who wants to turn life into a rhyme

And transform life itself into poetry?3s

It is no accident, surely, that so much of what has been pre-
served from Marx’s abortive play is given over to this anti-
Romantic character: his assertions of the reality principle
against German Romantic dreaming clearly corresponds to
something strongly present in Marx’s own way of thinking.

A valid point has recently been made by Ian Birchall about
a passage in Oulanem which compares an eternally existing
universe to a work of art or a piece of artifice (Kunstwerk):

Ha, Ewigkeit! Das ist ein ew’ger Schmerz
Ein unaussprechlich unermefi’ner Tod!
Schnséd’ Kunstwerk, uns zum Hohn ersonnen,
Wir Uhrwerk, blindmechanisch aufgezogen,
Des Zeitenraums Kalendernarr zu sein,

Zu sein, damit doch irgendwas geschieht,
Zerfall’n, damit doch irgendwas zerfallt!

Ha! eternity! that is an eternal pain,

An unspeakably immeasurable death.

Vile artifice, invented to our scorn,

We are clockwork, blindly, mechanically, wound up
To be the calendars, the fools of time,

To be, so that something happens,

Decay, so that something decays!36

35 MEGA 1, 1 (2), 70, 61, 65.
36 MEGA 1, 1 (2), 68; I. Birchall, “The Total Marx and the Marxist Theory
of Literature’, in Situating Marx, ed. Walton and Hall (London, 1972), p. 136.
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This passage, Birchall suggests, may serve to show that some of
Marx’s ideas came to him first in the form of images—for
in these lines, it would seem, the hero of Oulanem is made to
express a premonition of Marx’s later key-idea of ‘reification’.37
A study of Marx’s poems bears this out; we have already seen
how in ‘Human Pride’ (Menschenstolz) the Promethean ardours
of its final stanza are preceded by an extended presentation of
man’s inability to feel athome in the nineteenth-century city (see
above, p. 10). It should be pointed out, however, that in the
context of German literature the imagery Marx uses is con-
ventional enough—its play on the ideas connected with anguish,
death, time, eternity, art, artifice, and clockwork may be paral-
leled in many a Romantic work. With different emotional con-
notations such images may also be found in the writers of the
Enlightenment and the Baroque. But Marx chose such imagery
from the rich store of German literature; his choice remains
significant even though he added little of his own.

After toying with the idea of publishing a volume of his poems
—a project happily frustrated by the advice of his father and the
reluctance of publishers—Marx turned the force of his critical
intelligence on these products of his Muse. Not that he had any
doubt about the important function they fulfilled in his life. At
significant turning-points, he explained to his father, men com-
pose lyric poetry in order to ‘erect a monument to what we have
lived through. This is to regain in the imagination the place it
has lost in action.’® Such poems, such crystallizations of past
experiences, are then sent into the world to be taken into the
hearts of well-disposed readers. Steeped as he was, however, in
other, greater poetry, Marx could not long retain any illusions
he might once have had about the aesthetic value of what he
had written:

Considering the state of my mind at that time it was inevitable that
lyric poetry should be my first project, it was certainly the pleasant-
est and readiest to hand; but my attitude and all my previous
development made it purely idealistic. My heaven and my art
became a world beyond, as remote as my love. Everything real

37 ‘Man’s own deed’, Marx writes in The German Ideology, ‘becomes an alien
power opposed to him, which enslaves him instead of being controlled by him’
(MEW 111, 33)..

38 MEW EBI, 3.
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becomes hazy and loses all bounds. The poems in the first of the
three volumes I sent to Jenny are therefore characterized by attacks
on the present, feeling without moderation and form, nothing
natural, everything built on moonshine—what is and what ought
to be are depicted as wholly opposed, rhetorical reflections occupy
the place of poetic thoughts; though there is also, perhaps a certain
warmth of feeling emotion, an attempted soaring of the imagination.
The expansiveness of a longing that sees no bounds expresses itself
in many forms and causes poetry to dilate when it should be concen-
trated. . . . At the end of the term I again sought the dances of the
muses and the music of the satyrs; and in the last volume I sent you,
forced humour (Scorpion and Felix) and a misconceived fantastic
drama (Oulanem) are shot through with idealism; until idealism
changes completely into a purely formal art, mostly without objects
1o inspire it and with no exciting progression of ideas.

And yet these last poems are the only ones in which suddenly, as
at the touch of a magic wand—oh! the touch was shattering at
irst—the kingdom of true poetry glistened towards me like a distant
fairy palace and all my creations crumbled into nothing.39

This remarkable passage enunciates a number of critical
principles to which Marx was henceforth to remain faithful:
that literature should stay close to the realm of the real and
actual and not fly off too far into ideal realms; that it should
have form, measure, concentration; that there is a quality in
great works of literature which can be felt as truly poetic (‘the
kingdom of true poetry’), and that works of which this can be
said provide touchstones by which lesser works may be tried and
found wanting; that rhetorical tricks are no substitute for the
poetic imagination; and that there is nothing which damns a
work of art more surely than the substantiated charge of pure
formalism (reine Formkunst) which has neither objects to inspire
it (begeisternde Objekte) nor exciting progression of ideas (schwung-
haften Ideengang).

Marx’s own poetic compositions could not stand up to the
critical principles he had evolved while writing them. He now
knew that he would never be a true poet. After an illness he
burnt such poems and novellistic fragments as he still possessed,
‘deluding myself” (as he writes to his father) ‘that I could stop
writing such things altogether—which I have not, as yet, dis-
proved’. He did not, however, abandon all hope of publishing

39 MEW EB 1, 4-8; ET 2-6 (letter to Heinrich Marx, 10 Nov. 1837).
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his literary work; the very letter to his father from which the
passage just quoted has been taken, written on 10 November
1837, expresses annoyance with Adalbert von Chamisso, who
had refused to accept contributions Marx had sent him for
a literary almanac:.4°

What, then, of Jenny von Westphalen, that eager and grateful
recipient of so many products of the young Marx’s muse? She
was not to be wholly deprived of poetic love-tokens. In lieu of
his own poems, however, Marx now sent her a tribute of a
slightly different kind: a collection of folk-poems, culled, for the
most part, not from the most obvious source, The Boy’s Magic
Horn (Des Knaben Wunderhorn) by Arnim and Brentano, but from
a less altered and reworked collection made by Erlach, Kretsch-
mer, and Zuccalmaglio. These folk-poems Marx copied out
(occasionally substituting the names ‘Karl’ and ‘Jenny’ for
‘Hans’ and ‘Rosa’) and sent to his fiancée, letting the anony-
mous poets who created or revised the texts of German folk-
songs speak for him. In a note that accompanied these copies he
gave Jenny to understand that he was here in very respectable
poetic company: for one song of Albanian origin, he explained,
had already figured in Byron’s Ghilde Harold’s Pilgrimage.+*

The letter to his father, from which so much of our evidence
for Marx’s early development comes, has at its centre the story
of Marx’s conversion to Hegel whose philosophy had earlier
been abhorrent to him. This story is told in imagery which
clearly derives from German Romantic poetry:

. . . dies mein liebstes Kind, beim Mondschein gehegt, trigt mich
wie eine falsche Sirene dem Feind in den Arm.

. . . This, my favourite child, tenderly nursed by moonlight, bears
me like a false Siren into the arms of my enemy.42

In annoyance at being borne towards Hegel rather than away
from him, he tells his father, he rushed through the gardens
beside the River Spree with its dirty water ‘that washes souls
and weakens tea’. The words in inverted commas are a quota-
tion from Heine’s North Sea cycle, from a section of the poem
‘Peace’ (Frieden) which Heine later omitted as being too bitterly
satirical. Marx is clearly beginning to make use of his splendidly

+© MEW EB1, g, 10. 41 MEGAT, 1 (2), 96. w2 MEW EB1, g.
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ready memory to reinforce the expression of his own views with
phrases coined by greater masters of language. As Nigel Reeves
plausibly suggests,

This quotation is tiny but eloquent, for Frieden is probably the most
biting work in Heine’s entire early lyric production . . . The poet’s
serene vision of the Saviour walking on the waters in the first part is
crassly contrasted [with] the hypocritical use to which such pious
thoughts could be put in the social rat-race . . . This poem antici-
pates Heine’s later critique of Christianity as the handmaiden of
the social and political establishment.43

Marx’s early allusion to Frieden may thus be seen as a pointer
to some of the things which attracted him to Heine after the
period in which he wrote his own poems; to some of the ways
in which Heine’s ideas and their expression were to influence,
or confirm, Marx’s later social criticism together with its
formulation.

The distinction between the outward obscurity of German classical
philosophy including Hegel and its hidden revolutionary content;
the interpretation of German philosophy since Kant as an intellec-
tual equivalent to the French revolution; the belief that ideas
shape the world and that the philosophical revolution would bring
in its train a German political and social revolution; the view that
a philosophy is not valuable in itself but in its effect on reality, in
Praxis; the claim that Christianity was allied to despotism and the
source of men’s inner self-division; the declaration that an age of
subjectivism was in the ascendant . .. 44

—these were but some of the ideas which Marx, and the Young
Hegelians, could find in Heine before they formulated them for
themselves. Heine’s cherished notion that it is ¢deas which most
effectively shape the world became, however, increasingly un-
acceptable to Marx as his own views evolved—his later con-
ception of the processes of history would not allow him to follow
Heine in seeing Robespierre, for instance, as no more than the
‘bloody hand’ which drew from the womb of time a body whose
soul had been created by Rousseau.4s

43 Reeves, op. cit., pp. 52—-3. In the course of a description of Berlin philistines
masquerading as heroes of liberty Marx quotes the same line again (letter to Ruge,
30 Nov. 1842; MEW XXVII, 412).

44 Reeves, op. cit., p. 57.

45 Heine, Jur Geschichte der Religion und Philosophie in Deutschland, Book III.
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One of Marx’s early epigrammatic poems mentions Hegel’s
aesthetics in a humorous context:

Verzeiht uns Epigrammendingen,

Wenn wir fatale Weisen singen,

Wir haben uns nach Hegel einstudiert,
Und sein’ Asthetik noch nicht — abgefiihrt.

Pardon us creatures of epigram

If we sing unpleasant tunes;

We have learnt our lesson of Hegel
And are not purged of his aesthetic.46

Mikhail Lifshits, who quotes this passage, opines that in the
course of his translation to Hegelianism ‘Marx made a thorough
study of Hegel’s Aesthetik, read, no doubt, during the summer
of 1837°.47 There can be no doubt that Marx was well informed
about Hegel’s views on art and literature; but his notes and
writings afford little evidence of first-hand acquaintance with
those lectures on aesthetics which were first published in 1835,
and which are usually known as Hegel’s Aesthettk. Most of the
Hegelian notions that reappear in Marx’s own occasional
aesthetic statements were either the common currency of Ger-
man aesthetics in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies,” or had already been enunciated in other works by
Hegel (notably the Phenomenology of the Spirit) which we know
Marx to have studied intensively.49

(i)

After the collapse of his hopes that he might be a poet, Marx
thought for a time of combining literature and philosophy. He
sketched a Platonic dialogue, Cleanthes, or Reflections on the
Starting-point and Necessary Progress of Philosophy, but found that
this, instead of carrying him back to poetry, bore him more

46 MEGA I, 1 (2), 42. W. M. Johnston’s commentary is once again relevant:
‘Here Marx speculates on the practical applications of Hegel’s aesthetic. If it will
not help poets to write better, what use is it?’ (‘Karl Marx’s Verse of 1836-1837,
pp. 261-2.)

47 M. Lilshits, The Philosophy of Art of Korl Marx, p. 12.

48 Gf. S. Pazura, Marks a klasyczna estetyka niemiecka (Warsaw, 1967).

49 Cf. G. Hillmann, Marx und Hegel. Von der Spekulation zur Dialektik (Frankfurt,
1966).
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firmly than ever towards Hegel and philosophy: “The last sen-
tence [of my dialogue] was the beginning of Hegel’s system . . .’s°
A few years later, in the early 1840s, he was to have the idea
of writing a farce, to be entitled Fischer vapulans, against K. P.
Fischer’s attempt to justify theism in his book The Idea of the
Divinity (Die Idee der Gottheit) ; this came to nothing, however.s!
Nor did anything come of his plan to found a journal of
dramatic criticism. Instead, Marx devoted himself with greater
application to his philosophical studies, and, between the end
of 1839 and 1841, to the composition of his doctoral dissertation
on The Difference between Democritus’ and Epicurus’ Philosophy of
HNature. The Preface to the completed dissertation shows clearly
one of the most important functions which, at this stage, Marx
saw fulfilled by literature:

As long as a single drop of blood pulses in her world-conquering,
absolutely free heart, philosophy will continually cry out to her
opponents, with Epicurus: ‘The truly impious man is not he who
destroys the gods worshipped by the multitude, but he who affirms
of the gods what the multitude believes about them.’

Philosophy makes no secret of this. The confession of Prometheus:
‘In a word, I detest all the gods’ is her own confession, her own
watchword against all the gods of heaven and earth who do not
recognize man’s self-consciousness as the highest divinity. It will
have none other beside.

But to the pitiful March hares who rejoice at the apparently
worsened civil position of philosophy, she repeats what Prometheus
said to Hermes, the servant of the gods:

‘Be sure of this, I would not change my evil plight for your
servility. It is better to be slave to the rock than to serve Father
Zeus as his faithful messenger.’

Prometheus is the foremost saint and martyr in the philosopher’s
calendar,
Berlin, March 184152

The great literature of the past, then, speaks across the ages to
all men, as the lines here quoted from Aeschylus’ Prometheus
Bound are meant to speak to readers of a doctoral thesis in
nineteenth-century Germany. The figures at the centre of Greek

5o MEW EB1, g. 51 MEGA I, 1 (2), 237; McLellan, op. cit., p. 94.
s2 MEW EB 1, 262-3; ET 13-14.
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drama, especially the titanic rebel Prometheus, can serve as
spokesmen for the aspirations of men who live in quite different
times and societies. What had been generalized Promethean
titanism in Marx’s early poems—in ‘Human Pride’, for instance,
or, especially, in ‘The Despairing Man’s Prayer’ (Des Ver-
zweiflenden Gebet)—has now embodied itself in a literary symbol.53
But although Prometheus here speaks the words Aeschylus put
into his mouth (Marx quotes his lines in the original Greek),
Aeschylus himself could hardly have acknowledged the thought
that man’s self-consciousness is to be the highest divinity as the
thought of Ais Prometheus. The Prometheus of the German
Storm and Stress, and in particular Goethe’s famous poem of
defiance, together with neo-Hegelian philosophy, form a prism
through which the original myth, and Aeschylus’ words, have
been refracted.

The link between Aeschylus and Hegel is, in fact, quite con-
sciously made in the notes which Marx did not incorporate in
the final version of his thesis:

As Deucalion, according to the legend, threw stones over his
shoulder at the creation of mankind, so philosophy casts-its regard
behind it (its mother’s bones are shining eyes), when its heart has
grown strong enough to create a world; but just as Prometheus,
having stolen fire from heaven, begins to build houses and settle on
the earth, so philosophy, having extended itself to comprehend the
whole world, turns against the phenomenal world. So it is now with
Hegelian philosophy.s4

With clear reference to lines 453—4 of Aeschylus’ Prometheus
Bound, Marx here transforms the Prometheus myth, like that of
Deucalion, into a symbol for the state of philosophy in his own
day. In the myths moulded by the greatest poets of antiquity
he sees configurations which can serve as analogies for the
experiences of men in later ages. Through such analogies Marx
hopes to make us‘see our own world more clearly and, at the
same time, convey an attitude, an intellectual and emotional
reaction, to it.

In the same spirit he chose as the central subject of his
doctoral thesis a period of Greek philosophy—that which fol-

53 MEGA]I, 1 (2), 30-1 and 48-50; cf. R. Sannwald, Marx und die Antike (Ziirich,

1957), pp. 70-2.
s+ MEW EB 1, a15.
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lowed on what he called the ‘total’ philosophies of Plato and
Aristotle—which in his view offered remarkable parallels with
the situation of German philosophy after Hegel, and which
might, therefore, be expected to illuminate that situation. The
point of the parallel has been brought out particularly well by
A. C. Maclntyre:

Marx’s thesis for his doctorate . . . is . . . part of his study of what
happened to Greek philosophy after Aristotle. What happened to
Greek philosophy is that it became practical. It turned from specu-
lative. metaphysics to ethics. This suggests the solution of Marx’s
problem. Hegel has in principle completed the task of speculative
philosophy. But Hegel’s philosophy remains in the realm of specula-
tion, of the ideal. What has to be done is to realise the ideal in the
world, not simply of thought, but of material reality. Hegel’s theory
must be converted into Marx’s practice. This is Marx’s problem.ss

Different cultures, different periods, may have stages that corre-
spond to one another. Such correspondences may and should be
recognized no less than the features which make each culture,
each period, unique. They may even suggest important lessons
for the present and the future.

It is not surprising, therefore, that Marx should experiment,
in his doctoral thesis, with a kind of literary superimposition
technique that brings old and new intimately together. Epicurus,
whom Lucretius praised for freeing men from the burdens reli-
gion imposed on them, is thus called ‘the greatest of the Greek
Enlighteners’ (der gri fte griechische Aufkldrer) ;5¢ this flashes before
the reader’s eyes simultaneously the ancient world and the more
recent Aufklirung, that European Enlightenment which had
inspired his father and in whose traditions Marx increasingly
felt himself to stand. Nor was he the only one to feel this:
‘imagine Rousseau, Voltaire, Holbach, Lessing, Heine, and
Hegel fused into one person—I say fused not Juxtaposed—and
you have Dr. Marx’, Moses Hess wrote about him at this time.57

In speaking of post-Aristotclian philosophy in ancient Greece,
Marx speaks indirectly of post-Hegelian philosophy in Ger-
many; in speaking of Epicurus’ relation to Greek polytheism,
he speaks indirectly of his own relation to the Judaeo-Christian

55 A, C. MaclIntyre, Marxism, An Interpretation (London, 1953), p. 39.

56 MEW EB 1, 305.'
57 MEGAT, 1 (2), 261 (letter to Berthold Auerbach, 2 Sept. 1841).
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faith of modern Europe. But beyond the likenesses he would
have us see the differences; parallels and isomorphisms must
throw into relief what distinguishes the new situation from the
old.s8

Marx’s doctoral thesis thus offers a subtly dialectical view of
uniqueness and recurrence in history. It accepts as a truism the
biological-organic scheme of history which had proved con-
genial to so many historians of ideas: ‘Genesis, flowering,
decline—that is the iron circle in which everything human is
confined and which it must traverse.” Marx censures thisscheme,
however, as too vague and general, as one in which everything
can be accommodated and through which nothing can be really
understood. Even decline and fall are different in each historical
case. He therefore proposes to bring out the particularity of the
phenomena he has undertaken to scrutinize: epicureanism,
stoicism, and scepticism in the ancient world. But particularity,
in its turn, is also not enough. Epicureanism, stoicism, and
scepticism must be seen as ‘the form in which Greece migrated
to Rome’; as ‘basic types’ (Urtypen) of the Roman spirit; and
as characteristic, concentrated, eternal ‘essences’ which have
acquired full rights of citizenship in the modern world.s?

N. D. Livergood has convincingly shown that Marx exalted
the atomism of Epicurus over the related materialist philosophy
of Democritus because he could see in it the possibility of a
measure of ‘free activity’ to alleviate the mechanical materialism
which he always abhorred. ‘It was’, Livergood comments, ‘in
Epicurus’ concept of the declination (swerve) of the atoms that
he found a partial answer to his problem. This “swaying” of the
atoms in their downward path could serve as the basis for free
motion within a materialist scheme.’¢® And the change in con-
ceptions of the world observed in philosophy has its counterpart
for Marx, in literature and the arts. Homer’s beautiful, inte-
grated world is as clearly pre-Epicurean as that of Lucretius is
post-Epicurean ; and Epicurus’ gods, ‘who, though they resemble
men, inhabit the intermundane spaces of the real world, who
have a guasi body instead of a body and guasi blood instead of
blood, and who, being frozen in blissful calm, hearken to no

58 Cf. G. Hillmann, op. cit., pp. 357-8.
59 MEW EB 1, 266-7.
60 N. D. Livergood, Activity in Marx’s Philosophy (The Hague, 1967), p. 44-
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prayer, worry about neither us nor the world, and are wor-
shipped for their beauty, majesty and perfect nature’—these are
not just figments of the philosopher’s imagination. ‘They
existed. They are the sculptured gods of Greek art.’6t

That last-quoted passage is doubly revealing. It shows, first
of all, how steeped the young Marx was in the aesthetics and
art-history of eighteenth-century Germany—for what he here
says about Epicurus’ gods clearly echoes J. J. Winckelmann’s
paean to the ‘divine self-containment’ of Greek sculpture. Such
self-containment, Winckelmann had said in his History of the Art
of Classical Antiquity (Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums, Dresden,
176%), ‘throws light on Epicurus’ opinion on the shape of the
gods—he gives them a body which is lzke a body, blood which
is like blood; Cicero finds this obscure and inconceivable.’

The same passage also suggests, however, a potent—perhaps
the principal—reason why Epicurus and Lucretius should be
at the centre of Marx’s doctoral thesis. He saw in their work a
lever that might help to dislodge simplistic religious beliefs; a
task he came to believe, with Feuerbach and the Hegelian Left,
to be among the most pressing of his own time. Had not Lucre-
tius in fact proclaimed, in On the Nature of Things, that Epicurus
had sought to demonstrate ‘what are the elements out of which
everything is formed, and how everything comes to pass without
the intervention of the gods’? [my italics].62

The doctoral thesis shows beyond doubt that even at this
early stage Marx could not conceive of philosophy as something
which belongs solely to the realm of the mind. The inward
illumination of philosophers enkindle flames in the outside
world:

Woas innerliches Licht war, wird zur verzehrenden Flamme, die sich
nach auflen wendet. ,

What was inward illumination becomes a consuming flame that
turns outward. 63

Latent within this Promethean image, the last of Marx’s later
“Theses on Feuerbach’ may already be discerned.

6t MEW EB I, 283; cf. Livergood, op. cit., p. 82, and MECW I, 51, 736.

62 Quoted by Maurice Cornforth in Materialism and the Dialectical Method (vol.i
of Dialectical Materialism. An Introduction), rev. edn. (London, 1968), p. 30.

63 MEW EB I, 328.
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The notes Marx made while he was composing his doctoral
thesis also show quite clearly, however, that he was still very
much a disciple of Hegel. Thus he sees the age of the ancient
Greeks as that of nature and art, the modern age as that of the
spirit and philosophy:

The premise of the ancients is the act of nature, that of the moderns
the act of the spirit. The struggle of the ancients could only end
by the visible heaven, the substantial nexus of life, the force of gravity
of political and religious life being shattered, for nature must be
split in two [or the spirit to be one in itself. The Greeks broke it up with
the Hephaestan hammer of art, broke it up in their statues; the Roman
plunged his sword into its heart and the peoples died, but modern
philosophy unseals the word, lets it pass away in smoke in the holy
fire of the spirit, and as fighter of the spirit fighting the spirit . . .
[my italics].t4

Marx’s phrase about the ‘Hephaestan hammer of art’ breaking
up the unity of nature demonstrates once again how powerfully
his mind was affected by Greek mythology and how constantly
‘he sought to enlist its help in describing the processes of history
and the workings of art.

The doctoral thesis and the notes he made for it also show
Marx looking to literature for insight into the feelings and the
thoughts of the vanished nations whose philosophy he had set
himself to investigate. By juxtaposing works written at different
times and in different countries he tried to bring out the salient
characteristics of representative writers and thinkers, and of the
peoples to which they belonged. Thus Lucretius is set against
Homer and against Plutarch:

Lucretius is the true heroic poet of the Romans, for he sings of the
substance of the Roman spirit [er besingt die Substanz des rimischen
Getstes]; instead of the serene, powerful, integral characters of
Homer we have here firm heroic figures in impenetrable armour
who lack all other qualities; Lucretius gives us war, omnium conira
omnes, the rigid form of being-for-oneself, a nature bereft of god and
a god bereft of the world.¢és '

The passage just quoted shows the young Marx attempting to
define the way in which great writers represent and convey the

& MEW EB 1, 75 (MECW I, 431). s MEW EB 1T, 171.
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‘spirit’ of the world in which they live. At the same time it
reformulates the classical ideal, made up of gay serenity, power,
full development, and an undivided self—[die] heitern, kriftigen,
totalen Gestalten des Homer—in a way which would not have
seemed strange to Winckelmann, or Herder, or Goethe. Here
attention rests firmly on the works themselves, as indicators of
a Homeric-Greek and a Lucretian-Roman way of apprehending
the world ; other passages in these same notes, however, concen-
trate rather on the ¢ffect such works are likely to have on different
readers:

Just as in spring-time Nature lays herself bare and (sure, as it were,
of her conquest) exhibits all her charms, while in winter, she covers
her shame and nakedness with snow and ice: so Lucretius, that
lively, bold, poetic master of the world differs from Plutarch, who
covers his paltry ego with the ice of morality . . . Whose spirit is
more moral and more free—that of the man who emerges from
Plutarch’s schoolroom ruminating on the injustice which makes the
good lose the fruit of their life in death; or that of the man who
sees the promise of eternity fulfilled in Lucretius’ bold, thundering
song ... P66

Discussion of the philosophy of the ancients, Marx finds, merges
constantly with discussion of poetry; and in modern times, too,
he finds that he cannot treat Hegel’s view of Socratic irony
without glancing at the theories Friedrich Schlegel evolved out
of, and for, literature.5

Yet another of the uses of literature, prormnent in Marx’s
later works, is suggested in his doctoral dissertation whose very
first section opens with the words: ‘Greek philosophy seems to
exhibit what no good tragedy must ever be allowed to have:
alame conclusion.’®8 It is as though Marx’s thwarted aspirations
towards editing a journal of dramatic criticism were being
absorbed into his philosophy. Dramatic literature provided
metaphors, or structural analogies, which can clarify problems
that lie quite outside the literary domain.

Lastly: the doctoral dissertation shows Marx going to admired
writers, both ancient and modern, for formulations he can either
adopt to express what he wants to say or adapt to his own

6 MEW EB 1, 155. 67 MEW EB 1, 221.
8 MEW EB 1, 266.
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purposes. What attracts him to Epicurus can best be said in the
words of Lucretius:

Quem neque fama deum nec fulmina nec minitanti
Murmure compressit caclum . . .

Fables of the gods did not crush him, nor the
lightning flash. and growling menace of the sky . . .

what he feels about the decline of Greek philosophy can best
be conveyed by opposing an image from Act 11, scene ii, of
Schiller’s The Robbers to one from the fables of Aesop:

But the death of the hero resembles the setting sun, not the bursting
of an inflated frog;

and what he feels about ‘Christianizing’ Greek philosophers can
best be expressed in the language of Heine: ‘Chaste monks’,
Heine had written in his book on the Romantic movement in
Germany (Die romantische Schule, 1833), ‘have tied an apron
around the Venus of antiquity’; and Marx, in the Preface of his
doctoral dissertation, echoes him:

Gassendi . . . seeks to reconcile his Catholic conscience with his
heathen knowledge, and Epicurus with the Church—a vain endea-
vour, indeed. It is as though someone had tried to cast a Christian
nun’s habit around the gaily luxuriant body of the Greek Lais. 69

‘... als wollte man der griechischen Lais einen christlichen
Nonnenkittel um den heiter blithenden Leib werfen’—even the
adverb and adjective, heiter and blithend, are those which Heine
liked to apply to a Greek world whose ‘sensualism’ he contrasted
so often with the ascetic attitudes of Christianity.7°

Between 1835 and 1841 Marx showed an urge to literary
composition not matched by native talent; a tendency to work
out his own attitudes to life and letters in the process of criticiz-
ing the attitudes of others; an interest in the effect of works of
literature as well as in the way they represented their authors
and their times; a growing predilection for transferring the
terms of literary criticism to other spheres of human activity;

69 MEW EB 1, 305, 267, 261; cf. Sannwald, op. cit., p. 70, and MECW 73.

70 For an account of the philosophical implications of Marx’s doctoral thesis,
and of the way in which its interpretation of Greek sculpture marks a step in the
direction of a denial of Hegelian idealism, see M. Lifshits, op. cit., pp. 21-32.
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and a developing view of cultural history which embraced
at once its particularities and its recurrences. We saw, too, his
love for the poetry of the ancient world—particularly that of
Aeschylus and Lucretius, who seemed to Marx to express their
own cultural ambience while also giving voice to aspirations
that later generations could recognize as their own; delight in
Greek myth; respect for the poetry of Goethe and Schiller,
together with contempt for their nineteenth-century critics;
attraction to certain aspects of German Romanticism (its con-
cern with folk-poetry as well as many of its themes) soon
counterbalanced by suspicion and dislike; a strong affinity with
Heine, and an ability to find in the literary works he loved and
respected formulations, images, and symbols that helped him to
express his own thoughts more forcefully than he could have
done without their aid. The most prominent and significant of
such symbols is that of Prometheus: a Prometheus who speaks
words Aeschylus had put into his mouth in Prometheus Bound, but
who is clearly to be seen through the eyes of the young Goethe
and the writers of the German Storm and Stress.



The Lantern of Diogenes

‘As for literature in the Rhineland . . .—one could
have searched through all its five administrative
districts with Diogenes’ lantern and never have
met “‘such a man™’

(MEW 1, 36)

AFTER taking his doctorate in April 1841, Marx thought for a
while of becoming a university lecturer. It soon became obvious,
however, that there would be no opening for him at any German
university. He planned a number of books, several of them on
aesthetic subjects: one of these, on religion and art, seems to
have reached the stage of a sizeable manuscript, but Marx grew
dissatisfied with its Hegelian tendencies, and it was never pub-
lished.! His preliminary studies for this work were to stand him
in good stead, however. A book by Charles Debrosses on fetish-
gods introduced him to a subject on which his later analysis of
‘commodity-fetishism’ was to play a most original variation,
while books by K. A. Béttiger, J. J. Grund?, and C. F. von
Rumohr were to mould his views on the art of ancient Greece
and Rome. The following excerpt, copied by Marx from
Rumohr’s Italian Studies (Italienische Forschungen) in the first half
of 1842, is wholly characteristic:

If we approach the heroes and gods of Greek art . . . without
religious or aesthetic superstition, we will surely not find there
anything which had not developed, or could not still develop,

I See Marx’s letters to Arnold Ruge, MEW XXVII, 400 ff.

2 M. Lifshits (The Philosophy of Art of Karl Marx, p. 58) has drawn particular
attention to one passage among Marx’s notes on his reading of J. J. Grund’s
Greek Painting (Malerei der Griechen): ‘It has been observed that great men appear
in surprising numbers at certain periods which are invariably characterized by the
efflorescence of art. Whatever the outstanding traits of this efflorescence, its
influence upon men is undeniable; it fills them with its vivifying force. When this
one-sided culture is spent, mediocrity follows,’
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within the general life of nature. For what belongs to art in these
shaped images is the depiction of beautiful human ways (menschlich
schiner Sitten) in glorious organic forms.3

There is nothing here with which Marx could not, at this stage
of his life, have wholeheartedly agreed.

Marx’s readings in aesthetics, in the 1830s and 40s as well as
later in the 1850s, have been well documented by scholars from
Lifshits to Lukéacs and Pazura; and a beginning has been made
in tracing the influences that may have gone to the making
of Marx’s own outlook on art. Kant, Winckelmann, Lessing,
Goethe, Schiller, A. W. Schlegel, and (of course) Hegel have all
been adduced ; so have Georg Forster’s and Fichte’s thoughts on
‘alienated’ art; so have ideas on literature and society expressed
by non-German thinkers and littérateurs from Plato and Aris-
totle to Rousseau, Diderot, and Mme de Stagl.# Marx need not
—indeed could not—have read all the works and authors
which in some degree anticipate his own thoughts; but he was,
as we shall have occasion to see in the course of this book, a
voracious reader who could reconstruct the tree from a casually
found leaf. He was also unusually sensitive to ideas that were in
the air—ideas he could adopt and (more frequently) ideas he
could react against.

In 1842 Marx took his first plunge into journalism. An article
on the new Prussian censorship regulations, written in February
of that year, was intended for Arnold Ruge’s Young-Hegelian
German Yearbooks (Deutsche Fahrbiicher), but could not appear
there because the censors would not let it pass. Ruge therefore
published it in Switzerland a year later (February 1843), in a
volume entitled Anekdota which brought together a number of
essays on questions of the day that had incurred the German
censor’s displeasure.s In March 1842 Marx joined the staff of a
new liberal newspaper, the Rheinische Leitung (Rhenish Gazette for
Politics, Commerce, and Industry); he became its editor-in-chief
in October of the same year. Under his editorship the paper
increased its circulation dramatically—but his policies were too

3 MEGAT, 1 (2), xxvii, 114fT.; cf. Lifshits, op. cit., p. 35.

4 An excellent summary can be found in BM 40-5.

s The full title of Ruge’s book was Anekdota zur neuesten deutschen Philosophie und
Publizistik. It also contained another article by Marx, dealing with the relation of
Feuerbach and D. F. Strauf§ to Martin Luther.
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radical for the Prussian censors whose vigilance had been
allowed to relax for a brief moment during the hopeful time
which followed the accession of King Frederick William IV in
1840. In March 1843 the Rheinische Leitung was suppressed.

Marx’s first contribution to journalism, then, was an article
on censorship—a question of great importance to literature.
One of the strongest points he makes, in his analysis of the
muddled thinking behind the new Prussian edict on that ques-
tion, is that censorship sets mediocrities to judge men of talent
and deprives writers of an essential right: the right to express
themselves fully, the right to their own style which will necessarily
differ from that of even the most enlightened censor.

Truth, furthermore, is common to all—it does not belong to me, it
belongs to everybody, it possesses me, I do not possess it. What is my
property is a form, my mental and spiritual individuality. Le siyle
c’est ’homme. Indeed! The law permits me to write, but I am to
write a style that is not mine! I may show the profile of my mind,
but I must first imprint on it the prescribed expression! What man
of honour will not blush at such an unreasonable demand . . .?6

Marx therefore feels himself to be fighting a battle for literature,
not just for journalism.

Even more significant, however, for Marx’s approach to
literature and literary criticism is his passionate assertion, in this
same essay on censorship, that a writer’s ‘truth’ is not something
given and invariable; that all ‘objects produced by a writer’s
activity’ cannot be usefully subsumed under some general idea
of ‘truth’. One and the same object of perception, Marx argues,
is differently refracted in the minds of different individuals; and
in the different aspects it assumes in different minds its genuine
many-sidedness reveals itself. But each literary object also im-
poses, by its specific nature, a specific mode of approach appro-
priate to it. Those who ignore such complications, who demand
of literary products an abstract and invariant ‘truth’, are there-
fore told by the young Marx: ‘You are infringing the right of
the object as well as that of the subject. You conceive truth as
an abstraction and transform the mind into an examining
magistrate who drily takes down a deposition.’? ‘Zur Wahrheit’,
he proclaims in a phrase of Lessingian incisiveness, ‘gehért nicht

s MEW 1, 6. 7 MEW, 7.
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nur das Resultat, sondern auch der Weg’—truth is a matter,
not only of results, but also of the way in which they are
reached.?

One passage in the Prussian instruction to censors roused
Marx’s especial ire. The censors were there told to watch, not
only for treasonable sentiments, but also for offensiveness of
tone. They were to forbid the publication of any writings which
tended to corrupt through ‘vehemence, over-intensity, and
arrogance’. The Prussian censors, in other words, were to
become arbiters of style. But, Marx objects, it is well known that
this would operate only against writers in opposition—that
writers supporting the government could get away with any
amount of crudity however ‘vehement’ their advocacy. ‘“Thus
the censor must sometimes judge the content by the form, some-
times the form by the content. First content ceased to serve as
a criterion for censorship; and then, in turn, form vanished.’®
The censor is enabled to deprive an author not only of his sub-
ject but also of the form through which his personality asserts
itself. He is enabled to impose the rule of mediocrity on the
writers who have to submit their work to his scrutiny.

There are other ways in which the young Marx tries to link
the concerns of the journalist with those of the literary critic.
‘The depiction of an institution of the state’, he assures the
readers of Rheinische Zeitung on 11 December 1842, is not identi-
cal with that institution. Polemic against the depiction is not,
therefore, polemic against the institution itself. The conserva-
tive Press, which constantly reminds its readers that the views
of the critical Press are unacceptable because they are nothing
but individual opinion and distort reality, always forgets that
it does not itself constitute its subject but represents only an
opinion about that subject, and that, therefore, an attack on its
views does not invariably imply an attack on the subject of those
views. Every object which is introduced into the Press, whether
in praise or in blame, becomes thereby a literary object, an
object, that is, for literary discussion.” “‘What makes the Press
into the most powerful lever of culture and the intellectual
education of the people’, Marx concludes, ‘is precisely that it
transforms material battles into ideal battles, the battle of flesh
and blood into that of the spirit and intellect, the battle of

8 MEW 1, 7. 9 MEW 1, 23; cf. Lifshits, op. cit., p. 56.
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necessity, cupidity, and empiricism into one of theory, under-
standing, and form.’1° S

Marx clearly feels that the battle he is waging against censor-
ship and against the attitudes which produce it and which it, in
turn, reinforces, is of the greatest importance for the future of
literature. It therefore seems appropriate that he should call on
the support of the world’s great writers from the very first
sentence onwards. “We do not belong to those malcontents’, his
‘Remarks on the latest Prussian Instruction on the Censorship’
begin, ‘who exclaim even before the new Prussian censorship
edict has appeared: Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes.’'* The tag from
Virgil, whose application to the present case is called in question
only to be emphatically confirmed, is soon joined, in the same
article, by others from Buffon, Goethe, Schiller, Laurence
Sterne, and Voltaire. In literature, in quotations from the
world’s authors supplied at appropriate times by his wide
reading, catholic taste, and ready memory Marx finds con-
firmation, sanction, and incisive formulations of passionately
held views whose truth he tries to impress upon his readers.

There are other functions, however, which literary quota-
tions serve in these early essays. In another article on the
question of censorship, published in the Rheinische Zeitung of
5 May 1842, Marx writes:

Goethe says somewhere that a painter will succeed in depicting only
those types of female beauty which he has once loved in some living
individual. Freedom of the Press is such a beauty (even if not a
female one) which one must have loved if one wants to be able to
defend it. The existence of what I truly love I feel to be necessary:
that I must have, without it my being cannot be fulfilled, satisfied
or complete,12

Even Goethe-specialists will have some difficulty in placing
Marx’s allusion—he is probably thinking of a sentence in
Goethe’s Miscellaneous Thoughts on Art (Verschiedenes iber Kunst)
which reads ‘What an artist has not loved, what an artist does
not love, he should not, he cannot, depict.” But what Marx is
doing here is not difficult to fathom. He is directing into political
channels energies ‘that had previously flowed into aesthetic
10 MEW EB 1, 405.

11 MEW 1, 3; cf. Aeneid, ii. 49: ‘I fear the Danaans even when they proﬂ'er gifts.
2 MEW I, 33.
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investigations and into love-poetry. He is projecting an image
of wholeness: the artist, the lover, the fighter for freedom from
political interference are one and the same person.

Nor are the energies that had flowed into Marx’s early satires
and epigrams less evident in this same newspaper article.
Directing his scorn at the way the Prussian State Gazette, the
Preuflische Staatszeitung, had commented on the new censorship
edict, he seems, for a moment, to be turning away from his main
concerns:

But, our reader will object, we wanted to debate the proceedings
of the Rhenish parliament; and here, instead, we find ourselves
invited to meet that ‘Innocent angel’ [den ‘unschuldsvollen Engel’], that
superannuated Press-child, the Prussian State Gazette, and we are
forced to hear again those precocious lullabies with which she tries,
again and again, to soothe herself and her sisters into health-giving
winter-sleep.

But does not Schiller say:

Und was kein Verstand der Verstdndigen sieht,
Das iibet in Einfalt ein kindlich Gemiit?

And what the understanding of the wise fails to fathom,

A childlike spirit will practise in its simplicity.
The Prussian State Gazette has reminded us, ‘in all simplicity’, that
we in Prussia, like the English, have representative local govern-
ment, and that the daily Press is permitted to discuss the proceedings
of these provincial Diets if it can. The State Gazette, in its classic self-
confidence, thinks that what the Prussian newspapers lack is not
permission, but ability . . .13

The phrase “tnnocent angel’, italicized and in inverted commas,
conflates two descriptions of Gretchen in Goethe’s Faust Part I
—Mephistopheles’ ‘ein gar unschuldig Ding’ and Faust’s
‘ahnungsvoller Engel’.4 Gretchen’s ‘Ahnung’, her suspicions of
Mephistopheles and divination of ills to come, is thus removed,
and only guilelessness remains. To this image of heavenly
innocence, deliberately incongruous in its context, Marx adds
another, related one: Schiller’s invocation, in his poem ‘Words
of Faith’ (Die Worte des Glaubens), of a childlike soul whose
intuitively directed conduct puts understanding to shame. By

13 MEW I, 32. 14 Goethe, Faust Part I, ‘Straflc’ and ‘Marthens Garten’.
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shamming innocent guilelessness, Marx’s incongruous juxta-
positions would seem to suggest, the State Gazette wants to keep
Prussia’s subjects ‘innocent’ too; it wants to foster the kind of
‘childlike simplicity’ which will accept paternal authority with-
out uncomfortable questioning.

Schiller’s lines about the childlike spirit surpassing, in prac-
tice, the understanding of men of reason, will henceforth belong
to the basic stock of Marx’s literary quotations. The context in
which he quotes it will always be ironical.

If the article of 5 May from which I have been quoting stood
under the aegis of Goethe and Schiller, that of 3o November is
dominated by Shakespeare. Its epigraph comes from Othello, 1.
iii—Iago’s ‘It is merely a lust of the blood and a permission of
the will>—and its attack on another journal of the day, the
Augsburg Gazette (Augsburger Leitung), is peppered with quota-
tions from King Lear, 1v. iv.15 Marx thus attributes to the Augs-
burg Gazette a concern with political ‘indecency’ which parallels
the obsession with sexual ‘indecencies’ in the heads of evil Iago
and mad Lear. Having made this point, he goes on to use other
quotations from King Lear as ironical applause at one of the
Augsburg Gazette’s more obvious misses (“That fellow handles his
bow like a crow-keeper . . .’), or as oblique comment on its
blindness to the obvious (“Were all the letters suns, I could not
see one’). The Augsburg Gazette, it is pleasing to report, took up
the Shakespearian challenge by comparing the Rheinische Zeitung
to Ancient Pistol; the Rheinische Zeitung in its turn responded on
12 January 1843 by leaving its Augsburg contemporary the
choice of being compared to Doll Tearsheet, to Mistress Quickly,
or to the Falstaff of the speech on honour.¢ Marx is here taking
part in a spirited game, played by journalists who could be sure
that their readers would catch Shakespearian allusions without
difficulty and would refer them to their original context. Nor is
the use of great literature for the purposes of this game entirely
frivolous. What Shakespeare’s plays provide here is a repertoire
of attitudes, of types of response to recurring human situations;
these are embodied in great characters, the very mention of
whose names can conjure up a whole complex of such attitudes
and responses from which judicious quotation can then select
the appropriate ones.

s MEW EB 1, 399 fT. 16 MEW EB I, 403—4.
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The same is true of another great writer: Miguel de Cer-
vantes. In his Anekdota article on censorship in Prussia, Marx
had commented on the absurdity of hoping to bring about a
future improvement in the tone and matter of the Press by
depriving it of its present rights and possibilities. ‘Its fate’, Marx
wrote, ‘is that of poor Sancho Panza, whose court physician
removed all food from his sight in order that no stomach-upset
should make him incapable of discharging the duties enjoined
on him.’”” Henceforward Don Quixote is never absent for long
from Marx’s polemical writings.

Nor is it only the great authors’ fictional creations that can
bring before us typical attitudes to life and experience. An
author’s name, conjuring up remembrances of his work as a
whole or of certain aspects of that work, can serve the same
purpose. An article on the ‘historical school of law’ (Rheinische
Lettung, 9 August 1842) attempts this in the course of a dis-
cussion devoted to Gustav Hugo, an eminent professor of juris-
prudence:

Hugo misinterprets his master Kant in saying that since we cannot
know what is true, we must, for consistency’s sake, let pass as
entirely valid what is untrue, if only it exists. Hugo is a sceptic
towards the necessary essence of things only to become a Hoffmann
in respect of their contingent existence.!®

17 MEW 1, 19.

18 MEW 1, 79. The same essay once again shows Marx building up his argu-
ments in such a way that they culminate in a Shakespearian quotation his readers
would instantly recognize. The passage just quoted continues as follows: ‘He does
not, therefore, seek to prove that the positive [institutions and law] is reasonable;
he seeks to prove, rather, that it is not reasonable. He drags together evidence from
all parts of the world with the most self-congratulatory industry, to arrive at a
climax of evidence that positive institutions, property for instance, forms of the
state, marriage etc. are animated by no rational necessity, that in fact they even
contradict reason, that they can serve, at best, as occasions for idle chatter. One
cannot attribute this method to the accidental fact of Hugo's own personality; it is,
rather, the method which logically derives from his principles, it is the openly
acknowledged, naive, ruthless method of the historical school. If the positive is to be
valid merely because it exists, then I must prove that the positive does not derive its
validity from its being rational and reasonable. And how can I prove that more
conclusively than by showing that what is unreasonable is positive, and what is
positive is not reasonable; that the positive exists, not through reason, but in spite of
reason? If reason were the touchstone of the positive, the positive could not be the
touchstone of reason. “Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t”,’ (MEW
1, 79; cf. Hamlet, 1. ii.)
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Ein Hoffmann—Marx here bids his reader recollect E. T. A.
Hoffmann’s ghostly tales, and the willing suspension of disbelief
these imposed on him. ‘A Hoffmann’, someone who can make
us see supernatural beings walking the streets of recognizable
German cities in broad daylight, is therefore the very opposite
of a ‘sceptic’. By mentioning this author Marx is making another
point too, very important in his context: he is stressing, un-
obtrusively, but none theless firmly, the well-attested connection
between the ‘historical school of law’ and German Romanti-
cism.

Marx’s growing suspicion and dislike of Romanticism cannot
be missed. ‘Romanticism’, he declares bluntly in his Anekdota
essay on censorship, ‘is always poetry that has a palpable design
on us [Tendenzpoesie]’ ;19 and he leaves his readers in no doubt
of his belief that the Tendenz of Romanticism, its drift and
design, boded little good for Germany and the world. The
article on the ‘historical school of law’ has clear anti-Romantic
implications—but it also casts a sceptical eye at pre-Romantic
fictions. Foremost among these is the eighteenth-century notion
of a ‘natural state’ of man.

A fiction current in the eighteenth century viewed the state of
nature as the true state of human nature. People wanted to see the
Idea of Man with their own eyes and created natural men, Papagenos,
whose naivety extended even to their feathered skins. In the last
decades of the eighteenth century people imagined that primal
wisdom might be found among peoples in a state of nature and on
all sides we heard bird-catchers twitter in imitation of the songs of
the Iroquois Indians etc., thinking by these arts to lure the birds
themselves into the trap. At the back of all these eccentricities lay
the correct idea that the primitive state was a naive Dutch picture of
the true state. The natural man of the historical school, not yet
licked into shape by any romantic culture, is Gustav Hugo.?°

Clearly, eighteenth-century notions of a ‘natural state’ are not
entirely rejected ; Marx allows them a kernel of truth—but they
are ridiculed. To convey his sense of the ridiculous Marx has
recourse to a literary-musical creation: Papageno, the fantastic
bird-man from The Magic Flute, created by the combined genius
of Mozart and Emanuel Schikaneder.

19 MEW I, 22. 20 MEW I, 78 (ET 31-2).
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We have just heard Marx voicing suspicion of Romantic
Tendenzpoesie. As editor of the Rheinische Zeitung he also, however,
kept an eye open for ‘palpable designs’ of another kind. Ludwig
Bérne had made it fashionable, in Germany, to slip political
views and arguments past the censor by disguising them as
literary criticism—particularly criticism of plays and their per-
formances. Marx found several would-be contributors to his
feuilleton anxious to follow Bérne’s example. Here Marx put his
foot down. ‘I declared’, he writes to Ruge on g0 November
1842, ‘that I thought it unfitting, immoral even, to smuggle in
communistic or socialistic dogmas, i.e. a new way of looking at
the world, by way of incidental dramatic criticism.’?! Marx
himself, though clearly left of centre, did not, at this time,
subscribe to the ‘communistic and socialistic dogmas’ some of
his associates tried to smuggle into the paper; nor had he, as yet,
formulated the doctrines of class-struggle and the historic mis-
sion of the proletariat with which posterity will always associate
his name.

His work as an editor taught Marx to appreciate the value
of a good literary section. On its very front page, below the
thick line which divided news and political commentaries from
the feuilleton, the Rheinische Zeitung carried poems by Robert
Prutz and other popular writers of the day who were sympa-
thetic to liberal causes. The star contributor whom Marx
managed to attract to his feuilleton was Georg Herwegh, whose
poem proclaiming (in overt contradiction of Ferdinand Frei-
ligrath) that it was a poet’s right and duty to engage himself in
political struggles?* was soon joined by others which demanded
freedom in vague and general but stirring terms:

Raum, ihr Herrn, dem Fliigelschlag
Einer freien Seele!

Lords and gentlemen make way
For the soaring flight of a free soul!23

Herwegh was the first—but by no means the last—among con-
temporary German poets whom Marx valued as allies, but

21 MEGA T, 1 (2), 286.

22 Cf. Herwegh's poem ‘Die Partei. An Ferdinand Freiligrath’.

23 RZ Sept. 1842; cf. H. Gemlow (and others), Karl Marx. Eine Biographie
(Berlin, 1968), p. 51.
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whose later development and career proved a sad disappoint-
ment to him.

Wherever one looks in his early journalistic work one finds
Marx trying out different ways of bringing his literary and his
political concerns together. The one article bearing his name
which was actually printed in the chief organ of the Young
Hegelians, the German Yearbooks (Deutsche Fahrbiicher fiir Wissen-
schaft und Kunst), is an interesting case in point. It berates an
unfortunate publicist and philosopher named Otto Friedrich
Gruppe, who tried to justify the measures the Prussian govern-
ment had seen fit to take against Bruno Bauer:

If the comedy of dilettantism were to be written in Germany,
Dr. O. F. Gruppe would be the one character indispensable to it.
Fate has furnished this man with that iron tenacity which great
men cannot do without—least of all the great men of dilettantism.
Even if most of his adventures end, like those of Sancho Panza, with
the receipt of ambiguous signs of favour, the monotony of such
triumphs is elevated and varied in many ways by the comic lack of
self-consciousness and the touching naiveté with which Herr Gruppe
receives his laurels. It is even impossible not to recognize a kind of
greatness of soul in the logical consistency which teaches Herr
Gruppe to draw his conclusions: ‘Because I have been thrown out
of the schoolroom of Philology’, he seems to argue, ‘it will be my
calling in life to be thrown out of the ballroom of Aesthetics and the
halls of Philosophy too. But though that is much, it is not every-
thing. My role will not be played out until I have been thrown out
of the temple of Theology’; and Herr Gruppe is conscientious
enough to play his role to the very end.2+

What is happening here should not surprise those who have
read Marx’s doctoral thesis. Here too, in the Rheinische Leitung,
the young Marx is trying out ways in which the vocabulary and
concepts of literary and dramatic criticism—‘comedy’, ‘charac-
ter’, ‘adventures . . . of Sancho Panza’, ‘role’, ‘elevated and
varied’—can be applied to polemics that have only a remote
connection with literature, but a very close connection with
philosophy, politics, and social thought. And from there it is
only a step to the procedures illustrated in the last issue of the
Rheinische Zeitung to be published under Marx’s editorship—in
an article that shows Marx applying techniques of literary

24+ MEW EB 1, 381.
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criticism and stylistic analysis to material which had appeared
in the columns of a rival and antagonistic journal, the Rhine and
Moselle Gazette (Rhein- und Mosel-Zettung). The result of these
analyses, which strikingly parallel procedures Nietzsche was to
apply to D. F. StrauB in Thoughts out of Season, are hammered
home with an irony that once again makes liberal use of literary
allusions:

Truly Homeric! Just look at this epic breadth. And that deep
insight into bestial psychology is Aesopian, I suppose . . .25

Homer and Aesop provide a measure at once of the rival
journalists’ pretensions and of the extent of their failure.

The serious context in which this stylistic scrutiny of con-
temporary journalism must be scen has been clearly provided
by Marx himself] in an earlier article (Rheinische Zeitung, 8 May
1842). His chief exhibit is the Dresden Evening News (Abend-
zeitung), edited for many years by one K. G. T. Winkler who
adopted the pseudonym ‘Theodore Bright’ (Theodor Hell).

In the time which saw the strict application of censorship, the years
18191830 . . . our literature went through its Evening-News-period.
This may be called ‘true and noble and spiritual and progressive’
with the same right with which the editor of the Evening News, whose
original name was Winkler, humorously assumed the pseudonym
‘Bright’ [Hell], although it would be difficult to ascribe to him as
much brightness as can be found in the marshes at midnight. This
provincial philistine [Krdhwinkler, a pun on Winkler’s name],
trading under the name ‘Bright’, is the prototype of the literature of
those days; and that lenten period will convince a later age that if
few saints can go for forty days without food, the whole of Germany
(which wasn’t even in a state of sanctity!) was able to go for
over twenty years without intellectual consumption and produc-
tion. The Press had become base; the only doubt that remains is
whether its lack of intelligence exceeded its lack of character,
whether its lack of form exceeded its lack of content, or the other way
round. Criticism would bestow its greatest benefit on Germany if it
could prove that period never existed. The only part of literature
which was still informed, at that time, by a vital spirit—philosophy
—ceased speaking German, because the German language had
ceased to be the language of thought. The spirit spoke in incompre-
hensible, mysterious words, because comprehensible words were no
longer allowed to be reasonable.
25 MEW EB I, 435.
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As for literature in the Rhineland . . .—one could have searched
through all its five administrative districts with Diogenes’ lantern
and never have met ‘such a man’. We regard this, not as a deficiency
in the Rhineland province, but rather as a proof of its practical
political sense. The Rhineland can father a free Press; but it lacks
the agility, and the illusions, necessary to produce an unfree one.
The literary period which has just come to an end, and which we
may call ‘the literary period of strict censorship’ is thus self-evident
historical proof of the contention that censorship has indeed
retarded the development of the German mind and spirit in a
disastrous and irresponsible way.z26

‘Literature’, in Marx’s use of the term, embraces not only
belles-lettres but philosophy too—and also popular reading-
matter, including the feuilletons of Theodor Hell. Obscurities
of style, Marx tells his readers, allow one to draw conclusions
about the political and social climate in which their perpetrators
live. Such conclusions resemble those suggested by Heine in his
verbal caricature of Hegel,-whom he shows anxiously looking
around when he had said something comprehensible, for fear
that he might have compromised himself in the eyes of the
authorities.?” Analyses of deficiencies in form and expression can
lead to a recognition of deficiencies in thought and spirit. The
style of popular reading-matter can become, to the initiated, an
index of the political and social health of those for whom it
is intended. Repressive politics have literary consequences of
which total silence is one of the most respectable.

In the account of his quest for good, plain, honest writing
in Germany which has just been quoted, the young Marx sees
himself as Diogenes, who carried his lantern about in broad
daylight declaring that he was searching for an honest man.
The image is an apt one; and there was no place into which he
carried his lantern more often than the Rhenish Diet or parlia-
ment. He found there an oratory whose character derived less
from the individual actually making the speech than the ‘estate’
(Stand) the speaker represented. The young Diogenes thus had
his first practice in the analysis of what he was later to call ‘class’
interests:

The polemics against freedom of the Press which the debates show
us are those of the princely estate, the knightly estate, the estate of

26 MEW'I, 36. 27 See Heine’s Gestandnisse (1854).
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the cities—it is not the individual who polemicizes, but the estate
[Stand]. What mirror, therefore, could reflect the inmost character
of the Diet more faithfully than its debates about the Press?28

Before long Marx was to find a different answer to his rhetorical
question than the one he suggests here; he was to find the class-
character of parliamentary oratory reflected even more clearly
in debates about wood-theft in which men of property asserted
their rights against the poor. What always remained with him,
however, from his early days as a parliamentary reporter and
critic, was an interest in oratorical style, which was further
fostered by his reading: '

The greatest orator of the French Revolution, whose ever thunder-
ing voice sounds yet into our own time, the lion whose roaring one
had to hear oneself in order to join the people in calling out to him:
‘Well roar’d, lion ’—Mirabeau, in short, trained himself in prisons.
Does that make prisons academies of oratory?29

One notices here Marx’s own stylistic sophistication (his playing
of a complex sentence, which keeps the reader in suspense by
withholding Mirabeau’s name until near the end, against the
simple interrogative sentence that follows it) ; his application of
standards—standards already derived from the oratory of the
French revolutionary period which he was later to study in
much greater detail; his critique of illogical argument, proceed-
ing by way of a reductio ad absurdum; and his use of a famous tag
from Act v of 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream as a sign of humorous
approbation.

In our context Marx’s articles in the Rheinische {eitung occupy
a special place because they represent his first attempt to formu-
late, publicly, the relation in which the professional writer
stands to the social economy within which he has to work.

In order to defend, and even to understand, freedom in any given
sphere, I must seize on its essential character, not just its external
relations. But can the Press be true to its character, can it act in
accord with the nobility of its nature, can the Press be free, if it
stoops to being nothing but a trade? A writer, it is true, must earn
his living if he is to be able to exist and write; but by no means

28 MEW 1, 34; cf. L. Goldmann, Marxisme et sciences humaines (Paris, 1970),

pp. 137-8.
29 MEW 1, 35.
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must he exist and write in order to earn his living. When Béranger
sings: '

Je ne vis que pour faire des chansons,

Si vous m’6tez ma place, Monseigneur,

Je ferai des chansons pour vivre,

then his threat contains the ironic admission that the poet descends
from his proper sphere as soon as his poetry becomes a means to
an end.

A writer does not regard his works as means to an end. They are
an end in themselves; so little are they ‘means’, for himself and
others, that he will, if necessary, sacrifice his own existence to their
existence. He is, in another way, like the preacher of religion who
makes it a principle ‘to obey God more than men’ (among which
‘men’ he includes himself, with all his human needs and desires).
But just imagine a tailor coming to me, when I have asked him to
make me a frock-coat in the Parisian fashion, and bringing me a
toga, on the grounds that it was more in keeping with the eternal
law of beauty!

The first_freedom of the Press consists in this: that it is not a trade. The
writer who degrades it to a material means deserves as punishment
for this internal constraint the external constraint of censorship; or
rather: his very existence s his punishment.

True, the Press does exist as a trade; but that aspect is of no
concern to the writer; that concerns only printers and book-sellers.
What is at issue here, however, is not the freedom of printers and
book-sellers to pursue their trade, but freedom of the Press.30

As a contribution to a debate about freedom of the Press, this
is clear and forceful; and in the context of Marx’s thinking
about literature it is memorable as a first attempt to present the
work of the poet as an unalienated activity—not free from com-
mercial pressures, of course, but free from subservience to
commercial values. It raises, however, more questions than it
answers. What is the place of the writer in a society dedicated,
like that of nineteenth-century Europe, to complex commercial
transactions of various kinds? How dependent is his work on
economic lines of force, on the very conditions of production,
even when he lives to write instead of writing to live? How far
does the community of interests between poets and journalists
really extend? And lastly: in what sense is it legitimate to speak,

30 RZ 19 May 1842—MEW I, 0-1.
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as Marx here makes his absurd tailor do, of an ‘eternal law of
beauty’?

One problem, however, Marx could not leave without at
least attempting an answer: he had to address himself, in the
context of the censorship debate, to a distinction which must
crop up whenever censorship laws are discussed. Should one
not—must one not—distinguish between great writers (to whom
the censor should grant full privileges) and venal scribblers (who
are entitled to no such consideration) ? Who—Marx asks, perti-
nently—is to make such distinctions? Who is to sort writers into
the ‘authorized’ and the ‘unauthorized’, the privileged and the
unprivileged? An established author, even if his greatness is
widely acknowledged, will not do, for he is not likely to favour
those who are totally different from himself. Kant would not
have testified whole-heartedly to Fichte’s competence as a philo-
sopher, Ptolemy to Copernicus’s competence as an astronomer,
Bernard of Clairvaux to Luther’s competence as a theologian.
Or is one to leave judgement to those who have not, themselves,
made outstanding contributions to the field in question? So
many answers, so many absurdities.

Inasmuch as reading is just as important as writing, there must also
be ‘authorized’ and ‘unauthorized’ readers. The full consequences of
this argument were accepted in ancient Egypt, where the priests, the
only ‘authorized’ writers, were also the only ‘authorized’ readers.3!

In fact, Marx concludes, the German writers recognized as
competent, ‘authorized’, by official leaders of taste among their
contemporaries, have frequently proved a national disaster:

When a German looks back on his history, he may find one reason
among those principally responsible for the slowness of political
development, and for the miserable state of German literature be-
fore Lessing, in the activity of ‘authorized’ writers. The savants by
trade, by profession and by privilege, the doctors and proctors, the
characterless university wits of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries with their stiff pigtails, their superior pedantry, and their
microscopic-micrological dissertations, have interposed themselves
between the people and the spirit, between life and science, between
freedom and man. It is the ‘unauthorized’ writers who have made
our literature. Gottsched and Lessing—there you have your choice
between an ‘authorized’ and an ‘unauthorized’ writer 32

3t MEW I, %2. 32 MEW I, 73—4.
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Lessing, the dedicated searcher for truth, the embattled pamph-
leteer, the fearless, witty, and impassioned champion of reason,
whose powers of dramatic construction went hand in hand with
an understanding of social tensions and an ability to convey an
image of contemporary life in the very rhythms of contemporary
speech—he clearly has a place at the very top of Marx’s literary
pantheon. A later article in the Rheinische Seitung (13 January
1843) culminates in fact in a quotation from one of Lessing’s
pamphlets against Pastor Melchior Goeze with which the young
Marx throws down the gauntlet to his own adversaries: “Write,
Herr Pastor, and get others to write, as much as you can and like.
If T leave unchallenged the slightest item in which you are
wrong—then, you may be sure, I can no longer move my pen.’33
Lessing’s opponent, on the other hand, the Leipzig Professor
Johann Christoph Gottsched, Marx would have us see through
Lessing’s eyes as an officially sanctioned pedantic purveyor of
obsolescent rules.

The articles Marx wrote for the Rheinische Zeitung bristle
with literary quotations and allusions. Such allusions may be
generalized:

Ignorance is a demon which will, we fear, be responsible for many a
tragedy yet; the greatest Greek dramatists were right when they
depicted it, in the terrible dramas that deal with the royal families
of Mycene and Thebes, as tragic fate,3*

More often, however, Marx refers his readers to particular
authors and works. There are acknowledged citations from the
Bible, Lucretius, Lucian, Shakespeare, Moliére, Lessing, Goethe,
Uhland, and from the Persian poet Hariri in Riickert’s transla-
tion;35 and there are many incidental allusions calculated to
arouse in German readers precise literary associations:

What could philosophy say about religion or about itself which
would be worse and more frivolous than the imputations in your
loud-mouthed newspapers? It need only repeat what you unphilo-
sophical capuchins have preached in thousands upon thousands of
controversial addresses, and it has said the worst [my italics].3¢

That passing allusion to preaching capuchins could not fail to
remind German readers of the Kapuzinerpredigt, the coarsely

33 MEW 1, 16g. 3¢ MEW 1, 104.
3s e.g. MEW 1, 87, g6, 162, 131; 50 (Die Rache), 66, 67. ¢ MEW 1, g9.
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vigorous, popular, cbscurantist, punning sermon preached by
the friar in the opening play of Schiller’s Wallenstein trilogy. And
Marx’s own sermon, his own exhortations which ring through
these articles, is a call not only to think and feel, but to read
and study: ‘read your Cicero’, he calls to his readers, Leset den
(icero, or again: ‘Read St. Augustine’s De Givitate Deo, study the
church fathers and the spirit of Christianity, and then come
back and tell me whether the church and state we know are “‘the
Christian state”.’3” The tone of these early essays is that of a man
in love with reading who appeals to the knowledge of the Ger-
man and foreign classics he shares with his educated audience,
and who challenges his opponents to acquire not only better
logic, but also more of the experience and insight that books
can give.

In his articles for the Rheinische Zeitung, and in the maturer
works that were to follow, Marx exhibits the vivacity of an
intelligence that constantly associates many diverse contexts.
He needs to quote from, and allude to, literary works in order
to suggest the complex relationships and interconnections which
he sees between the different activities of men. His habit of
literary quotation and allusion thus helps to make his social-
philosophy a true anthropology. This did not mean, however,
that he wanted to confuse and confound the various realms in
which man’s creative aspirations and abilities can find expres-
sion. In the course of a polemic with two other journalists about
a philosophical poem by Friedrich von Sallet entitled ‘Gospel
for Laymen’ (Laien-Evangelium), Marx berates his opponents for
failing to notice that Sallet was not only incompetent as a theo-
logian and philosopher, but that he was also a bad poet: “The
passages quoted by the Rhine and Moselle Gazette [Rhein- und
Mosel-Zeitung] . . . suffer from a fundamental defect: that of
being unpoetical. And what an altogether mistaken idea it is to
want to treat theological controversies poetically! Has it ever
occurred to a composer to set dogma to music?’38 Only when he
has discussed what he calls ‘this heresy against art’ does Marx
feel ready to analyse Sallet’s defects as a thinker.

Looking back on his year with the Rheinische Jeitung at a later
date, in 1859, Marx pointed to a series of articles on wood-theft
and on the problems faced by wine-growers in the Moselle

7 MEW I, g1, 101, 38 MEW EB 1, 432.



50 The Lantern of Diogenes

region as a watershed in his way of thinking. Here, he said in
the Preface which opens Towards a Critique of Political Economy,
he first experienced ‘the embarrassment of having to take part
in speaking on so-called material interests’; here, he claimed, he
was first led to occupy himself with economic questions.3? But
here too Marx called in literature as an important auxiliary.
The very first article on the wood-theft question (25 October
1842) begins by drawing out the parallels implied in such
expressions as ‘the social and political scene’:

Up to now we have depicted two great Haupt- und Staatsaktionen of
our Rhenish parliament: its confusion about freedom of the Press,
and its lack of freedom in respect of these confusions. Now we act on
the level ground. Before we pass to the real, worldly question in full
life-size—the question of the parcelling-out of landed property—
we will let our readers see some genre-pictures [Genrebilder] in which
the spirit and even more, we would say, the physical make-up of
that parliament will mirror itself in many ways.40

Haupt- und Staatsaktionen are plays dealing with affairs of state
and the lives of kings and princes; they are acted on a raised
stage from which Marx’s second sentence asks us to descend to
something more down-to-earth, The analogy is carried on, and
varied, by the allusion to ‘genre-pictures’ in the sentence that
follows. Although primarily a term from the visual arts, Genre-
bilder could also be used, in Marx’s day, to describe literary
depictions of everyday life, depictions of aspects ignored or
pushed aside in Haupt- und Staatsaktionen. Images from theatrical,
literary, artistic activity—grandiloquent plays, raised platform,
acting on level ground, ‘full life-size’, ‘genre-pictures’, holding
up a ‘mirror’ to nature—are used by Marx to relate political to
literary experience and to suggest attitudes or valuations while
purporting to describe. -

The creations of great dramatists—notably Shakespeare—
appear in these wood-theft articles in two distinct ways. Marx
finds in them, firstly, a repository of incisive formulations irre-
spective of their original context: thus Cornwall’s description,
in King Lear, 1. 1i, of the man who parades his ‘bluntness’ as a
cover for craft and corrupt ends is quoted without reference to
the vile nature of the character who utters it or the situation of

39 MEW XIII, 7. 40 MEW I, 10q.
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tyranny and injustice in which it is spoken.4t On other occasions,
however, Marx clearly wants to draw on his readers’ knowledge
of the original context of his quotations:

Self-interest is practical, and there is nothing in the world more
practical than striking down an enemy. ‘Hates any man the thing
he would not kill?>—that lesson was already taught by Shylock.42

Here the character of Shylock and the union of greed and
cruelty in the action of the Merchant of Venice are unmistakably
relevant. Marx drives the point home by extended quotations
from Act 1v, scene i, of that play: from the exchange between
Portia, Shylock, and Gratiano in which Shylock finds himself
discomfited. ‘Is that the law?, he asks, to be answered by
Portia’s “Thyself shalt see the act’. ‘And you shall see the act’,
Marx echoes triumphantly, as he concludes his demonstration
of the inhumanity and, ultimately, the illegality of the claims
made by landowners against those who gathered firewood in
their forests. The implied identification of Gentile; feudal land-
owners with Shylock the Jew no doubt gave Marx, and readers
attuned to him, a malicious species of pleasure.

Works in the epic rather than the dramatic mode can, of
course, be used in the same way—as Marx demonstrates, in the
wood-theft articles, by a juxtaposition of arguments used by
those who championed landowners’ rights with a quotation
from Goethe’s Reynard the Fox (Reincke Fuchs).*3 This poem was
to retain a special interest for Marx because of its cynicism about
politicians of all shades, and because beneath its courtly or
politically sophisticated French, Flemish, and Low German
originals (Roman de Renart, Van den Vos Reinaerde, Reinke de Vos)
its origin in folk-art, in popular animal fables, is still clearly
discernible. If there was one endeavour of the German Roman-
tics with which he sympathized whole-heartedly it was their
attempt to preserve and study German folk-literature. A telling
aside in Marx’s Rheinische Zeitung article of 1 January 1843
speaks of ‘a true fairy-tale’ (ein wahres Mdarchen) as an expression
of the essence of a given people, an embodiment of its thoughts,
fears, and hopes.#

Literature does not, however, appear invariably as the ally

. MEWT, gb. 2 MEW I, 1a1. o MEWT, 131,
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of truth in Marx’s articles for the Rheinische Leitung. In his essay
on ‘The Historical School of Law’ (Das philosophische Manifest
der historischen Rechisschule), for instance, Marx blames Gustav
Hugo for making no distinction between evidence from works
of the imagination, and evidence from other kinds of authority:

Hugo’s argumentation is as positive, i.e. uncritical, as his principles.
He knows of no distinction. Any existing thing is an authority for
him, and any authority he considers sufficient. So in a single
paragraph he will quote Moses and Voltaire, Richardson and
Homer, Montaigne and Ammon, Rousseau’s Conirat Social and St.
Augustine’s De Civitate Dez . . 45

The critical spirit, the historical spirit, the spirit that makes dis-
tinctions, has to be exercised as vigilantly when making use of
literary allusions as everywhere else. Hugo’s failure to make the
right use of such authority as Homer and Richardson may be
said to possess is paralleled, in Marx’s eyes, by his failure to
distinguish between higher and lower forms of morality, between
‘the rash on the skin’ and ‘the skin itself”.

In the work of Gustav Hugo, then, literary references help to
obfuscate rather than enlighten. This theme is pursued in a
different key by several passages in the ‘wood-theft’ articles.
Marx tells the readers of the Rheinische Leitung:

The owner of a forest is not content with forcing the thief to make
good just the plain value [of the wood he has taken]; he goes
further and endows that value with a character of its own and bases
his demand for additional compensation on this poetic, individual
character [my italics] ;

or again, dramatically addressing landowners and those who
champion their cause:

With a nebulous notion of your personal excellence, poetically self-
enraptured, you offer those who have dealings with you your indivi-
dual character as a protection against your laws. I must confess that
I do not share this novelistic notion of what a forest-owner is [my
italics].46

Notions derived from literature, poetisch and romanhaft, may be
used to veil the harsh realities of oppression and injustice—they
may create a deceptive self-image and give sentimental sanction

4 MEW 1, 79-8o. 46 MEW I, 114, 128,
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to brutal conduct. Literature may be used, consciously or un-
vonsciously, as a tool of self-interest:

Nelf-interest . . . has two kinds of weights and measures with which to
weigh and measure men, two kinds of spectacles, one black and the
other rose-coloured. When what is required is . . . to lend a fair
appearance to dubious means, then Self-interest can lull himself
und others into the unpractical and charming enthusiasms of a
fender, trusting soul. He can press an opponent’s hand until it is
wore, and do so in a pure excess. of trust. But suddenly one’s own
wdvantage is at stake; that requires a careful testing of the utility of
nne’s tools and one’s means behind the scenes, where the illusions of the
slage disappear [y italics].47

Marx clearly sees it as his task to dispel illusions derived from,
or tricked out with, notions found in poetry, in the novel, in the
trama—a task which is part of that wider purpose he described
to Arnold Ruge in September 1843:

If it is not for us to construct the future and give final shape to
something which will last for all time, then our present task is all the
more certain: I mean the merciless critique of all that exists which will
not let itself be deflected by fear of its own results any more than by
lear of coming into conflict with existing powers.48

Literature too, its reception and its uses, was to come under the
scrutiny of Marx’s riicksichtslose Kritik. '

In this connection it is particularly significant that Marx’s
articles on wood-theft in the Rheinische eitung first introduce a
notion which was soon to play a central part in his thinking:
the notion of ‘ideology’.49 ‘How’, he writes, ironically, about
those who invoke individual free will when the rights of land-
owners are to be safeguarded, ‘are we to understand this sudden
appearance of ideology—for in respect of ideas we have only
followers of Napoleon before us?’s® Napoleon, one remembers,
had picked up the word idéologues (used, before his time, to
denote a school of philosophy that derived ideas from sensations)
to mock what he considered ‘unpractical’ thinkers—men who
lived in a cloud-cuckoo-land of ideas and failed to understand

41 MEW I, 127. 8 MEW I, 344.

49 A brief history of this term, from Destutt de Tracy and Condillac to Marx and
Iingels, will be found in Henri Lefebvre’s The Sociology of Marx, trans. N, Guterman

(Harmondsworth, 1972), pp. 59 fl.
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reality.5* Such suggestions of ‘false consciousness’ were to inform
the term Ideologie in Marx’s works too, particularly in The Ger-
man Ideology on which he collaborated with Engels. He was to
add, however, the notion that such ‘ideologies’ reflected mate-
rial conditions and class-interests, and that it was their social
function—whatever the amount of truth they contained, and
whatever the intentions and illusions of their authors and propa-
gators may have been—*‘to protect the privileges or justify the
pretensions of some class or group in society’.52

One other important point emerges clearly from Marx’s
articles in the Rheinische eitung. He realizes, he tells us, that
there is a rough, even coarse colouration in his descriptions of
the economic plight of wine-growers in the Moselle region:

Whoever hears, directly and frequently, the inconsiderate voice of
distress among the population of our region, easily loses that aes-
thetic tact which knows how to choose the most delicate and modest
images; he may even think it his political duty to adopt for a
moment, in public, the speech of popular distress which he never
had occasion to learn in his homeland.s3

Marx is here primarily concerned with the absurdity of applying
the criterion of ‘aesthetic tact’ to journalistic works designed to
stir up the public conscience. At the same time, however, he is
voicing something like the discontent with ‘delicate and modest
images’ felt, in the same period, by such different authors as
Heine and Georg Biichner. To convey the realities of the nine-
teenth century one may need a stronger, coarser language than
that of those Gittinger Hain poets whose diction had influenced
Marx’s own early poems.

In his first year as a journalist, then, Marx had discovered
how literary quotations and allusions could bring him into cul-
tural communion with his readers. On the basis of shared
literary experiences the journalist could play games with his
readers and use figures and phrases from the great writers of the
past for emotional charge, rapid characterization, and ridicule
through comparison or contrast. He had, in his own phrase,
roamed through the realm of literature with the lantern of

st Cf. P. Stadler, Karl Marx. Ideologie und Politik, 2nd edn, (Gottingen, 1971),
P- 49, and J. Plamenatz, Jdeology (London, 1g70), p. 15.

52 J, Plamenatz, German Marxism and Russian Communism (London, 1954), P 313.
53 MEW I, 172.
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Diogenes in search of honest men. Such honesty was difficult
to achieve in his own day, he had found, because of censorship,
and because of social conditions which were forcing too many
authors to write in order to live, instead of living in order to
write. He had asserted the complexity of literary ‘truths’: the
way the same work refracted itself differently in different
readers, and the way in which each literary ‘object’ called
for a specific and appropriate mode of approach. He had
raised the question of social recognition by contemporaries:
which authors were ‘authorized’ or ‘competent’ (befugt),
entitled to speak for their age and society, and which were not?
And what about ‘authorized’ or ‘competent’ readers? He had
deepened his suspicions of Romanticism, while continuing
to share the German Romantics’ respect for the spirit of
the common people, the Volksgeist,5+ and its literary expres-
sion. He had voiced his first suspicions of aestheticism, the atti-
tude which made the comfortably placed turn away from the
rough-and-tumble of human life and which led to a2 mode of
writing so fine and smooth that it could slide over reality almost
without touching it. He had conceived a new interest in par-
liamentary oratory and had tried to relate the manner and
matter of individual speeches to the social interests that lay
behind them. He had learnt to look for the misuse of literary
sources: as a repertoire of false self-images, as a disguise for lack
of real evidence. Literature had helped him in his self~imposed
task of letting the light of reason play on heavenly and earthly
authority. Lucretius’ On the Nature of Things, Lucian’s Dialogues,
Moliére’s Les Fdcheux, Voltaire’s L’Enfant prodigue, Lessing’s
Anti-Goeze, Goethe’s Reynard the Fox—these were some of the
allies he had found in the literature of the past. As editor of the
Rheinische Zeitung he sought allies among contemporary men of
letters too; and while he kept his distance from those who
wanted to use his literary columns for covert communist or
socialist propaganda, he was glad to avail himself of the stirring
poems of Georg Herwegh. Here, it seemed, the lantern of
Diogenes had discovered an honest man.

5¢ MEW 1, 153.



3 - Shylock, Timon,
Mephistopheles

‘Money . . . is the visible godhead, the transforma-
tion of all human and natural qualities into their
opposites, the general confusion and inversion of
things; it makes impossibilities fraternize.’

(MEW EB 1, 565)

(1)

M Aarx resigned his editorship of the Rheinische Zeitung in March
1843, and after spending some time with relatives in Holland
he moved to Kreuznach, where he married Jenny von West-
phalen in June 1843. His Young-Hegelian friend Arnold Ruge
tried in the meantime to set up a new political journal outside
the frontiers of Germany, and he persuaded Marx to collaborate
with him. While waiting for these plans to mature, Marx en-
gaged in intense study of history and political theory. Five
notebooks have been preserved which show him reading and
excerpting works dealing with the history of England, France,
Germany, Italy, Sweden, and the United States of America. He
displays particular interest in the history of the French Revolu-
tion of 1789. Among the political theorists he studies at this time
are Machiavelli, Montesquieu, Rousseau, and Justus Maéser,
as well as 2 Romantic author who was to become one of his
bétes noires: Frangois-René de Chateaubriand.!

Above all Marx occupied himself, in the spring and summer
of 1843, with a critique of Hegel’s views on law and politics.
His approach to Hegel was influenced in no small way by
Ludwig Feuerbach, who had suggested, in the very volume of
Anekdota which contained two essays by Marx, that Hegel had
failed to see the true relationship between ‘thought’ and ‘being’.

t L. I. Golman (and others), Karl Marx. Biographie (Berlin, 1973), pp. 56-7.
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‘Being’, Feuerbach had written, ‘is the subject, thought the
predicate. Thought arises from being—being does not arise
from thought.” ‘The only point in Feuerbach’s aphorisms that
does not satisfy me’, Marx commented, ‘is that he gives too
much importance to nature and too little to politics. Yet an
alliance with politics affords the only means for contemporary philosophy
to become truth’ [my italics]. If Feuerbach helped him towards
a critique of Hegel, Moses Hess, in his turn, was helping him
towards a critique of Feuerbach.?

The manuscript commentary on Hegel’s Philosophy of Right
on which Marx worked from March to August 1843 shows him
engaged in the activity, not just of exegesis, but of translation. He
tried, as he himself puts it, to ‘translate’ the ‘logical, pantheistic
mysticism’ of Hegel’s text? into something more down-to-earth
and therefore nearer the truth—though it should be stressed,
as George Lichtheim has rightly pointed out, that for Marx as
for Hegel reality ‘is not as it appears to empirical perception,
but as it is revealed by philosophical reflection’.# ‘If we trans-
late this sentence into prose’, Marx says, for instance, with a fine
irony, of § 262 in the Philosophy of Right, ‘then it follows .. .’.s
With this concern Marx merges a close philological attention to
Hegel’s text which expresses itself in grammatical analysis. He
divides his page into columns: where the left-hand column
quotes a sentence from Hegel the right-hand columns add a
‘translation’ and expansion together with comments of the
following kind:

It is evident that Hegel connects his further predicates to two
subjects: ‘diflferent sides of the organism’ and ‘organism’. In the
third sentence the ‘sides between which a distinction has been made’
are defined as ‘different powers’. The interposition of the word
‘thus’ [so] then produces the illusion that these ‘different powers’
have been derived from the interposed clause which speaks of the
organism as the development of the Idea . . .6

The conclusion Marx draws from a series of such logical and
grammatical analyses is one which had already been antici-
pated by Feuerbach: ‘Hegel has turned into a product, a

2 D. McLellan, Marx before Marxism, p. 142; P. Demetz, Marx, Engels und die
Dichter, p. 64. 3 MEW 1, 206.
4 G. Lichtheim, Marxism. An Historical and Critical Study, 2nd edn. (London,
1964), p. 8. 5 MEW I, 205. § MEW I, 211-12.
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predicate of the Idea, what is in reality its subject. Instead of
developing his thought from an object [Gegenstand], he develops
the object in accordance with a manner of thinking which is
predetermined, which has reached its finished form in the
abstract sphere of logic.’

In looking anew at the philosophy of right that Hegel works
out in this way Marx again finds literary analogies springing to
mind. Hegel’s conception of the power of a ruling sovereign, for
instance, which appears in one place as a mediating one, in
another as an extreme itself in need of mediation, reminds him
of A Midsummer Night's Dream: ‘It is like the lion in the Mid-
summer Night’s Dream, who calls out: “I am a lion”, and “I am
not a lion, but Snug”. Thus every extreme is here at one time
the lion of contradiction; at another the Snug of mediation.’
He charges Hegel’s views on inheritance with being influenced
by ‘the romantic titillation of the seignorial glories of entail’.?
Der romantische Kitzel der Majoratsherrlichkeit—Marx’s punning
phrase reminds us that these laws of entail, so dear to the
historical school of law, appear in the very title of two well-
known works by German Romantic writers, Arnim’s Die
Majoratsherren and Hoffmann’s Das Majorat. And in expressing
his opposition to inherited private property, Marx again finds
the familiar terms of literary theory flowing readily from his pen:

Held against the uncouth stupidity of independent private property
the uncertainty of trade is elegiac, the passion for gain pathetical or
dramatic, the mutability of possessions a stern fate (tragic), depen-
dence on state funds ethical. In short, in all these qualities the
human heart may be felt beating in and through property—man is
here dependent on man.1°

The literary genres and modes, especially as Schiller and Hegel
had classified them, are here seen as so many ways of expressing
essential human relations. They show how men come to terms
with the world they are helping to fashion, and with each other.
They can be used as shorthand symbols of human attitudes:

Your letter, my dear friend, is a good elegy, a breath-taking thren-
ody; but it is not at all political . . .,t

7 MEW 1, 213. 8 MEW I, 292. 9 MEW 1, 306.

10 MEW I, 307. ]

11 MEW 1, 338 (letter to Ruge, May 1843). This letter responds to one from
Ruge in which the latter quotes Holderlin’s famous lament at the condition of






