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By Catherine Grimm

B ettine von ArnimOsDie GYnderods the secondof her
autobiographicalipspiredworksof epistolaryiction, basecn
correspondencesidmemorie®f keyfiguresfrom von ArnimOs
youth' Publishedn 1840thetextis usuallyeadasanidealized
depictionof 19" centuryfemalefriendshipandcompanionship.
Lorely Frenchstatesfor examplethat Orecenstudieshave
recognizedie GYnderodes the most communicationabf
ArnimO®our epistolarypooksOwhile Edith Waldsteirobserves
that Osucltooperationmutualrespectreciprocakenrichment
andlovearecharacteristiof therelationshipetweerthesetwo
womenanddistinguisht from all otherfriendshipgortrayedn
Bettinevon ArnimOsovels' The frank exchangbetweerthe
two youngwomenin Die GYnderogeften contrasteavith the
more one-sidedand hierarchicakorrespondencbetweena
youngvon Arnim andan olderGoethein herfirst book Goethes
BriefwechsdteinerindeFor examplein herrecentookUlrike
Growewritesthe followingaboutDie GYnderod@Demganzen
Briefverkehrist konstrastierengor der Folie desdrohenden
SelbstmordesinejugendlichéJnbeschwertheiind TrSumerei
unterlegt,und eine Offenheit und Akzeptanz,die so im



Austauschmit dem Bruder Clemensoder dem abgsttisch
geliebten Goethe nicht vorhanden'IstO

Yet despitethe increasectritical attentionthe book has
receivedverthe yeardhereis still atendencyn the secondary
literatureon von Arnim, in generaland on Die GYnderoite
particularto foregroundvon ArnimOsife story and view her
writing asa by-productof that storyratherthanasautonomous
creativevork worthyof criticalanalysi®eyondts roleassource
materiafor herbiography One of the mainreasongor thishas
to do with von ArnimOswn interestin blurringthe distinction
betweerherwritingandherlife, whichledto thefactthat,asthe
editors of the critical edition of her works point out:

Nicht alsAutorin ihrer Werke,sondernalsbewunderte
und umstrittene PerssSnlichkeitist B(ettine) im
Bewustseinder Nachwelt geblieben,und was sie
versffentlichte, wurde stets als Zeugnis ihrer
IndividualitSgewYrdigtSchonvon ihren Zeitgenossen
wurde der &MythosBettineCkultiviert, und sie selbst
ordnete sich diesem Idealbild ihres Lebens‘lnter.

For strategior otherreasonsyon Arnim only not did not
mind this mythologizedriew of herself,sheevenappeardo
have activelyparticipatedn its construction.This led one
contemporaryKarl Immermannto remarkin aletterto Tieck:
ODieseFrau hat doch unter der Caricaturihrer Sugern
ErscheinunginenedlenReichtumverborgergehabt®, which
suggestghat the personnamedBettine,who peopleknew or
hadat leastheardof, wasan extreme#caricatured@ersionof
heractuakelf.Whileit is necessarny acknowledgeon ArnimOs
preoccupationvith self-mythologizinger life andart, it seems



limiting to replicatethe samepatternsand strategieshe
employedf oneis interestedn undertakinga criticalanalysisf
her writing”"

At this stagein the history of von Arnim scholarshipl
believethatit istimeto placeherliteraryworksatthe centerof
criticalfocusandconsidetthe possibilitythat a closeanalysisf
the structuresandstrategieemployedn heraesthetigvorkswill
reflect and illuminatethe authorOsnderlyingmotivesand
inspirationsn a waythat a one-sidedocuson her life cannot.
Thereforethis articlewill concentrat®n analyzingvhatseems
to be a centralthemethroughoutmuch of her work, but
especiallin Die GYnderoBamamelythe protagonistsédmplex
relationshipto outsidespace(s)A next stepwill consistof
suggestingow the meaningandfunction of outsidespacecan
be understoodassubtleand perhapsevenironic commentaries
on certainculturalandphilosophicatliscoursesf theday.In so
doing,l hopeto illuminatethe creativecomplexityof this multi-
layeredext, andto makeclearin whatwayit transcendshe
sphere of autobiographical commentary.

Publishedin 1840,Die GYnderodeas inspiredby von
ArnimOselationshipwith Karoline von GYnderrodewhich
includeda correspondenceonductedprimarilyfrom 1804to
1806, whenGY nderrodeommittedsuicideon the banksof the
Rhineriver. The depictionof the correspondendeetweenvon
Arnim andGYnderodeonsisteaf extractfrom actualetters,
portionstakenfrom otherpeopleQettersandalsoa substantial
amountof newmaterial* A considerablamountof whatthe
Karoline-figuresaysor writeswaswritten by von Arnim which
makesthe work the product of one mind rather than a
collaborativeeffort. It mustthereforebe seenasvon ArnimOs



own poeticconstructionReaderslo wellto remindthemselves
that the relationshippbetweernthe figureson the pagesof this
work was not congruentwith the historicalpersonaghey
purportto be portrayingToo manyyearshad passedndvon
Arnim wastoo much the independentgreativeartist,to be
interestedn merelydocumentingnepistolaryelationshigrom
years past.

Throughout Die GYnderodége Bettine-charactefinds
herselfin complexand multifacetedrelationshipgo outside
spaceHer lettersto GYnderodarefull of keenlyobservedind
poeticallyrendereddescriptionsof natural, seasonabnd
weather-relatgghenomend:or Bettine hature gvenatits most
mundaneis often more captivatinghan other forms of social
interactionincluding for examplelisteningto anotherperson
readout loud: OSavignljestvor, dahabich meineNot mit dem
ZuhSren,auf demWaldrasefabich garzu viel Zerstreuung,
alle Augenblickist ein KrSutchenoder SpinnchenOThe
Bettine-characteis drawnto theseoutdoor spacesfields,
forests,mountainsyriversand gardensdecaussherecognizes
that whenin theseplacesher thoughtsare lessinhibitedand
seemo flow morefreely:OlnfreierLuft kannich allesdenken,
wasim Zimmerunmsglichwar.® Naturalsettingunctionas
privilegedaccessitesto the metaphoricaspaceof her own
interiority:shegoesoutsid@ orderto entermoreeasilyinto the
insidef her own mind"

Therearetwo reasongor this.First,simplybeingin nature
hasa soothingand calmingeffectand sheseemdo be more
comfortabletherethan in enclosedspacesShealsoderives
immensephysicaland sensuougleasurdrom beingoutside:
Olchwarheutmorgenim WaldOEewar sofeucht,sowarm,so



moosig,es war so brennendim Gesicht,und so kYhligam
Boden.® Throughouthetext, the readewitnessekerlyingin
the grassundertrees,walking,running,jumping,climbing,or
plungingherselffully clothedinto poolsof water,all of which
indicatea basicdisregardor societalprescriptsand physical
boundaries.

The secondeasonvhy beingoutsidehelpsBettineaccess
her interiority hasto do with how thesespacesaffect her
thinking.Whenoutside the Bettine-charactdmds it easietto
concentratéboth on her own thoughtsand on the natural
environmensheis in. Sheis overcomewith the sensehat an
inherentinterdependenaxistdetweerherinnerworld andthe
outerone:OicHeb nur wennmeinGeistmit derNatur in dieser
Wechselwirkungteht.& This realizatiortransformsher own
senseof self. Shenot only feelsmore at homein nature,she
begingo conceiveof herselfasanintegralpartof it. Whatthis
meansfor exampleis that seasonathangesffectherin ways
similarto how theyaffectthe environmentOFrYhlingchwellet
dieErde,ringsumdrSngauchwohl meinenSinn,berauschetir
schwellendlie Lippe, da§in erneuerteiSonnedie sprsden
HYllen und Knospen meiner Gedanken zerber&en.O

Emphasizindper connectiorwith natureinevitablyinvolves
distancindnerselffrom the urbaneworld of cultureandsociety.
Beingdrawnto outsidespacesneanseingdrawnawayfrom
socialinteractionthe Bettine-charactantuitively senseshat
spendingime alonein naturewill allowherown subjectivityto
unfold in a lessrestrictive,more independentashion.Even
whenshedoesinteractwith otherpeople hature,usuallyin the
form of plantsor flowers,is still presentin someform. For
examplethe gardeneto whomsheis especiall§riendlymakes



herawreathof flowersto wearto aballandBettinepromisego
return it to him on her way hortie.

Thefundamentakinshipthe Bettine-charactdéeelsfor the
naturalenvironmenis expressethroughnumeroussegetative
similesand metaphorsWithin the parametersf this highly
creativenature-languag®aturspragh®™ thoughtsand ideas
arelikenedto seedsbuds kernelsandblossomsandthe senses
turn into OfertilefieldsGreadyto receivethe Oseeds@ truth,
cultivatedoy an individualGmoods.Converselynatureitselfis
viewedas a signifyingsystem:0SindvielleichtBlYtenund
KrSutetWorte?Sprachen derdie GefYhleder GeistderErde,
desWassersich deutlichmachen?® The actsof describing
naturaphenomenaslanguagandinternathoughtsasseedsr
kernelsblur the demarcatiorbetweerthe subjectOateriority
and the outside world.

The use of figurativelanguagecenteredon tropes of
transformatiorand metamorphosischoesanotherimportant,
but hiddenthemeof the text: anytype of creativeendeavor
involvesa procedurewherebythe identity of the creatoris
transformed and eventually dissolved into the work produced:

Der Dichter stelltdiesdar b der ist persSnlichund auch
nicht, ebenganznachGottesEbenbild,denner erschafft
mit demGeistwasganzau8erdemsinnlicherDaseinliegt,
und dochist essinnlichda esganzdie Sinnefassenund

sich hierdurchgewiegtYhlenund genShrtund da doch

Nahrungder Sinnenur ihre hShereEntwicklungist, solSst

der Dichter,wie Gott, seinePerssnlichkeiaiuf,durchsein
Denkenin einehShereForm und bildetsichselbstin eine
hdhere Entwickling hinYb&r.



Von ArnimOsgpreferenceor the relatedthemesof self-
dissolutionand a certaintype of vegetativaransformation,
suggesan intuitive familiaritywith two influentialtheoretical
discoursesf the day.First, the allusiongo natureQgciprocal
relationshipto individualhumanconsciousnesand creativity
align this text with theoreticalRomanticismgspeciallyhat
movementCGatemptsto reconfigurethe relationshipbetween
humans and natuf&.

The seconddiscoursegvokedby the repeateduse of
vegetativémageryis the equationof womenwith a plant-like
(andthereforanferior)consciousnesas ElaineMiller writesin:
TheVegetativ@oul OWesterphilosophersrom Aristotle to
Hegelhaverepeatedhe analogyf mento animalandwomen
to plantsby virtue of their (perceivedjespectiveharacteristics
of activityandrationality,on the one hand,and passivityand
lackof rationality on the other.&" A well-knownexampleof
the equation,which Miller quotes,can be found in HegelOs
PhilosopbyRight OThedifferencebetweermenandwomenis
that betweenanimalsand plants.Men correspondo animals,
whilewomencorrespondo plantsbecauséheirdevelopmenis
more placidandthe principlethat underliest is rathervague
unity of feeling’®'

Whilevon Arnim sharesvith Hegelaninterestn the basic
notion of a plant-likesubjectivitythe conceptualrameworkshe
constructxouldnot be moredifferent.For von Arnim, nature,
in its entirety,is a transcendentguasi-religiouspacethat
providescomfortandsolaceunavailablérom othersourceso
the Bettine-characteRealizingthe degreeto which oneOs
identityis enmeshedith thistranscendenealmmovesoneself
awayfrom the hierarchicaivorld of cultureand society.Far



from denotingalowerform of awarenesbgingplant-likein this
contextimplieshavingactuallyevolvedbeyondthe level of
individual human consciousness.

Besidesa different estimationof vegetativesubjectivity
anothemreasont wouldbeinaccuratéo describezon Arnim as
in agreemenwith Hegeljs the profoundskepticisnthe Bettine-
characteexpressethroughoutthe book regardingll forms of
systematiknowledgeespeciallyhe disciplineof historyand
philosophyIn oneletterto GYnderodeBettinespeakf the
historylessonlemensasarrangedor her:OTutder Lehrer
den Mund auf, so seheich hineinwie in einenunabsehbaren
Schlundderdie Mammutsknocheder Vergangenhe#tusspeit,
und allerleiversteinerZeug, dasnicht keimenpicht blYhen
mehr will, wo Sonn und Regennicht lohnt.&" When
complainingaboutKarolineOpredilectionfor philosophyshe
usessimilarimageryODeineSchellingsphilosophist mir zwar
ein Abgrund,esschwindeltmir dahinabzu sehenwo ich doch
denHalsbrecherwerd,ehich michzurechtfind in demfinstern
Schlund,aber Dir zu lieb will ich durchkriecherauf allen
Vieren.&"

Exposureto systematizenowledgeof anykind evokes
deepfeelingsof groundlessnesdvertigofor Bettine,while
the Karoline-figure,on the other hand, believesthat a
methodologicastudyof ancienthistoryand philosophymight
offer Bettinepreciselywhat she needs:OSemir ein bi§chen
standhaft,trau mir, da§ der GeschichtsboderiYr Deine
PhantasieeineBegriffeganzgeeignejanotwendigst. DWo
willst Du Dich selberfassenywennDu keinenBodenunter Dir
hast?"



Theoverwhelmingensef mentalandphysicatliscomfort
that Bettine experiencesvhen confronted with systematic
thinkingnot onlyreinforceseraversiorio it, it alsoseemso be
whatdrivesherresistance attemptdy othersto structureand
regulateher education.She deemsthis kind of knowledge
Ounnaturaléhdis resolvedot to let the attemptsnterferewith
her goalof creatinga poeticexistencevithin an autonomous,
privaterealmawayfrom the regulatedgocietysheis expectedo
inhabit. This insistenceon a certainkind of self-education,
distinctfrom thoseofferedto heris anareawherethe Bettine-
characteandthe historicalpersonazon Arnim sharecommon
groundandthe fact the book evenexistsis testamento von
ArnimOsommitmentto her own goalsand her willingnesgo
work toward seeing her vision come to fruition.

Centralto the representationf utopianOoutsidspacesid
the depictionof the relationshibetweerBettinaandKaroline.
Von Arnim often employsvegetativamageryto frame the
descriptiorof theirfriendshipODurchdichfeuertder Geistwie
die SonndurchsfrischeLaub feuertund mir gehtswie dem
Keim, derin der SonnbrYtetwennich an Dich denkerwill, es
wSrmtmich und ich werd freudigund stolz und streckmeine
BlStteraus.&" Comparinghe intensityof GYnderode®pirit
(Geigtto the sunbeatingdown on new foliage ,while casting
BettineOswn subjectivityin plant-liketerms removesthe
relationshigrom the realmof the concreteand everydaynd
situates it in its own metaphorical space.

And while the Bettine-characteis a symbol and
spokespersofor this spacethe attitudeand positionof the
Karoline-charactes muchmoreambivalentBettinedefinitely
wantsto claimKarolineasher fellowinhabitantof this utopian



realm, yet KarolineOglealized classicademeanorand her

predilectionfor preciselythe type of learningBettineabhors,
makeher at timesseemlike a ratherunwillingparticipantVon

Arnim portraysthe Karoline-figureas much more skeptical
aboutthe feminineutopianrealmBettinewantsto createShe
setsup atellingjuxtapositiorwhenshehasBettineusea stylized
classicadiom, to describdhe effectthat KarolineQsoetryhas
on her:

In deinenGedichterwehtmichdie stilleSSulenordnung
an,mir deuchteineweiteEbne;andemfernenHorizont
rundumhebensichwie der Atem durchdie Brustfliegt
einesBeschauenendaallesst stilleFeierdieseseiligen
Ebenma8eg]ie Leidenschaftenyie Libationenvon der
reinen Priesterinden GSttern in die Flammendes
Herdesgegosserynd leiselodernsie auf b wie stilles
GebetDeinerPoesiesoist Hingebungund LiebesglYck
ein sanfterWiesenschmeltauigterKnospen,die auf
weitemPlan sich auftuendem Sternenlichtund den
glSnzendehYften,und kaumdasgsie sicherheberan
den SprachbauschlankerSSulekaum da§ die Rose
ihren Purpurspigeltim MarmorglanaeiligerForm der
sichanschmiegsobverschleierndie Welt,Bedeutung
und geheimeGewaltdie in der Tiefe dir quellen,--
durchwandeliin leiserschleierwehendédseist jene
Gefilde, die im Bereich der Poesie Du Dir
abgrenzedt™

Expressinghe wish, in essencep Osavéaroline from
herself@ettinecontrastshis view of KarolineOsoetrywith a
description of her own utopian space:



Mir aberliegt ein Schmerzin der Seeleden ich oft
unterdrYcktén DeinerGegenwart,ind wasmir schwer
war; abereinegeheimeSehnsuchbDich Dir selberzu
entfYhrenDich Dir selbervergesseau machennur
einmal jene SSulengSngeor denen die Mirthe
schYchternerblYht zu verlassen,und in meiner
WaldhYtteeinzukehrenauf inrer Schwelleam Boden
sitzendmit mir, von tausendBiencherumsurrtdie sich
satttrinkenin meinesGartenblYhenderKelchen,von
den TaubenzSrtlichumflattertdie unter mein Dach
heimkehremmAbend,unddamehrzuHaussind,mehr
Wirtschaftmachenals Freundschafund Liebe der
Menschen,denn sie behauptenihr Vorrecht alle
Gedanken zu Ybert$nen mit ihre Gegifre.

The dichotomybetweerthe phallicverticalityandclassical
placidnes®f KarolineOpoetry and the earthysensualityof
BettineOforest hut is emblematidn its representatiorof
differentversionf femininecreativepotential Whilegenuinely
in aweof GYnderode@stisticachievementand potential the
Bettine-characteseemsequallyinterestedin drawingthe
Karoline-characteawaynot so muchfrom herwork but from
the attimesrathermaudlinor melancholyglispositiorthatseems
to be its inspiration.

In thesescenesve seevon Arnim constructingnot somuch
an Oimaginedelationshipto reality®*, as critic Felicity
Nussbaunmhascalledautobiographicakriting, asmuch asa
clearlyalternative=ality,in which the Karoline-characteis
offeredan opportunityto escapehe oppressivend limiting
world dominatedby patriarchaktructuresgspeciallyasthey
pertainto artisticcreationThe creativeeworkingof the pastin



the presentthat von Arnim is engagedin is itself a
transformativeactin that it allowsvon Arnim to revisitand
work through a traumatic event.

An importantaim of the repeatediseof vegetativéropes
andthe portrayabf natureasa positivetranscendermealmis to
reclaintheideaof avegetativeplant-likeconsciousnessaway
to beginthinkingpositivelyaboutfemininecreativgpotentialin
this sensezon ArnimOprojectis, perhapsiot unlikethat of the
modernFrenchfeministLuce IrigarayQsositiveappropriation
of plant-likesmageryElaineMiller describesuchimageryn the
following manner:

Ratherthan simplypointingout the flawsof traditional
philosophyQmkageof the femininewith the earthor
nature lrigarayfocuseson the redemptivepossibilities
inherentin the verymetaphorghat havebeenusedto
reducethe feminineto the silent,concealegroundof
Being,just asOplantlike@adingtransformsits textual
object in a metamorphic growtf’o

It wouldseenboth Irigarayandvon Arnim areinterestedn
this gestureof reclaimingor Ogivingnew lifeOto reductive
images of feminine subjectivity.

In Die GYnderotiee positivefunction of outsidespace,
alongwith the useof vegetativéropesasa wayof representing
femininesubjectivitycanbe understoodaspart of alargergoal
of von ArnimOgexts,namelythe metaphoricatonstructiorof a
radicallydifferentsocialor communalkspace(s)wvherewomen
would be ableto existin a truly autonomousand uninhibited
fashion.
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