CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture
ISSN 1481-4374
Purdue University Press ©Purdue University
Volume 13 (2011) Issue 3

Article 16

The SSpir
piritit of M
Maatttteer in BBüchne
üchnerr
Barb
rbaara N
Naatalie N
Naagel
New York University

Follow this and additional works at: http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/clcweb
Part of the Comparative Literature Commons, and the Critical and Cultural Studies Commons
Dedicated to the dissemination of scholarly and professional information, Purdue University Press selects, develops, and
distributes quality resources in several key subject areas for which its parent university is famous, including business,
technology, health, veterinary medicine, and other selected disciplines in the humanities and sciences.
CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture, the peer-reviewed, full-text, and open-access learned journal in the
humanities and social sciences, publishes new scholarship following tenets of the discipline of comparative literature and
the field of cultural studies designated as "comparative cultural studies." Publications in the journal are indexed in the
Annual Bibliography of English Language and Literature (Chadwyck-Healey), the Arts and Humanities Citation Index
(Thomson Reuters ISI), the Humanities Index (Wilson), Humanities International Complete (EBSCO), the
International Bibliography of the Modern Language Association of America, and Scopus (Elsevier). The journal is
affiliated with the Purdue University Press monograph series of Books in Comparative Cultural Studies. Contact:
<clcweb@purdue.edu>

Recommended Citation
Nagel, Barbara Natalie. "The Spirit of Matter in Büchner." CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture 13.3 (2011):
<http://dx.doi.org/10.7771/1481-4374.1802>
This text has been double-blind peer reviewed by 2+1 experts in the field.

CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture
ISSN 1481-4374 <http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/clcweb>
Purdue University Press ©Purdue University

CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture (ISSN 1481-4374), the peer-reviewed quarterly of
scholarship in the humanities and social sciences, is published by Purdue University Press ©Purdue
University online in full text and in open access. The journal publishes scholarship following tenets of
the disciplines of comparative literature and cultural studies designated as "comparative cultural
studies" in a global, international, and intercultural context and with a plurality of methods and
approaches: papers for publication are invited to <http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/clcweb/submit.html>;
for the aims and scope of the journal consult <http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/clcweblibrary/clcwebaims>;
for the journal's style guide consult <http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/clcweblibrary/clcwebstyleguide>. In
addition to the publication of articles, the journal publishes review articles of scholarly books and
publishes research material in its Library Series <http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/clcweblibrary/library>.
Work published in the journal is indexed in the Annual Bibliography of English Language and Literature
(Chadwyck-Healey), the Arts and Humanities Citation Index (Thomson Reuters ISI-AHCI), the
Humanities Index (Wilson), Humanities International Complete (EBSCO), the International
Bibliography of the Modern Language Association of America, and Scopus (Elsevier). CLCWeb is
member of The Council of Editors of Learned Journals and it is listed in the Directory of Open Access
Journals. CLCWeb is archived in the Electronic Collection of Library and Archives Canada, preserved at
research libraries in the Stanford University lockss system, and it is mirrored on the website of the
British Comparative Literature Association. CLCWeb is affiliated with the Purdue University Press print
monograph series of Books in Comparative Cultural Studies. Contact: <clcweb@purdue.edu

Volume 13 Issue 3 (September 2011) Article 16
Barbara Natalie Nagel,
"The Spirit of Matter in Büchner"
<http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/clcweb/vol13/iss3/16>
Contents of CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture 13.3 (2011)
Thematic issue New Perspectives on Material Culture and Intermedial Practice
Ed. Steven Tötösy de Zepetnek, Asunción López-Varela Azcárate,
Haun Saussy, and Jan Mieszkowski
<http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/clcweb/vol13/iss3/>

Abstract: In her article "The Spirit of Matter in Büchner" Barbara Natalie Nagel investigates different
vectors of Georg Büchner's materialism: historical, philosophical, ethical, physiological. The analysis of
what Büchner presents to be a necessary link between physiology and revolution aims to show how
Büchner has a tendency first to entangle two relatively static, binary oppositions — literal/figurative
and material/spiritual — in order then to play them against one another. Büchner thus uses the
dynamics of literalization to evoke necessity: for example, if the revolution is conceived of in
physiological terms, then the will either has to become physiological or biology has to become
spiritual. With this, Büchner achieves a literary parody of materialism that points to alternative forms
of materialism, such as Benjamin's "anthropological materialism" or Gnostic materialism, neither of
which are purely material or purely ideal. Rather, Büchner's literary parody of materialism approaches
what one might call "materiality without matter."
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Barbara Natalie NAGEL
The Spirit of Matter in Büchner
In a letter from 1836, the young German writer, revolutionary, and medical student Georg Büchner
writes the sentence: "Our time is purely material" (Schriften 440). To read Büchner as a materialist
writer is thus anything but new; he has been aligned with all sorts of materialism: historical
materialism of course, but also in distinction from that, philosophical, ethical, and physiological
materialism. When Büchner's relation to materialism is nevertheless put into question, it is usually on
account of his alleged relationship to German idealism. Koji Taniguchi describes Büchner's work as
oscillating between "Fichte's subjective idealism on the one hand, the voluntaristic ethics of which
admonished him from early adolescence always to act 'according to my principles,' and French
materialism on the other hand, according to which the human will must submit to physical,
physiological and social constraints" (83). There would not be much to add to this if not for the fact
that Büchner's affiliation with materialism was also rendered uncertain from a direction other than that
of idealism and it was the merit of Günter Oesterle to point out that Büchner's Woyzeck stages
"physiology and its parody" (201, 207). As a consequence, neither idealism nor materialism are safe
from Büchner. In the following, I present a rhetorical analysis of a number of passages by Büchner in
order to show that among the different vectors of Büchner's materialism, the discourse of idealism is
subjected to a certain literary materialistic parody and, moreover, that this parody extends
proleptically to the idealistic aspects of Marxist dialectics. This specifically literary materialism feeds
upon — and at the same time takes apart — the idealistic moment or kernel of materialist doctrines,
and it is at this very limit that the theoretical significance of Büchner's writing becomes most
apparent. The notion of "idealism" will hence appear in two different functions: first, in Fichte's sense
as subjectivity and the will, because the opposition between scientific materialism and subjective
idealism relates to questions of voluntarism and determinism and second, Büchner's idealistic
tendencies entail metaphysics in a more general sense insofar as the contrast between idealism vs.
materialism is relevant for the status of concepts as such: even matter becomes metaphysical when
consolidated as a concept.
Despite their affection for the revolutionary Büchner, historical materialists have at times had their
problems with him. Already the first materialist reading of his work by György Lukács bears witness to
this troubled relationship between Büchner and historical materialism. In his essay "The Fascistically
Falsified and the Real Georg Büchner," Lukács is concerned with defending Büchner against fascist
appropriations of his work. This attempt, however, is hampered by certain of Büchner's own
utterances, which Lukács refers to obliquely and with some embarrassment as "unclear tendencies"
(204). Lukács is referring to statements that do not fit into the image of the "consequent and
disputatious materialist Büchner" — as for example a passage from a March 1835 letter to the coeditor of Danton's Death, Karl Gutzkow, in which Büchner rants: "Fatten the peasants and the
revolution gets apoplexy. A chicken in the pot of every farmer and the Gallic rooster dies" (Schriften
400). The ancestor of Büchner's chicken is the proverbial Gallic national dish, the poule au pot, with
which Henri IV intended to provide his farmers every Sunday. Büchner, on the contrary, pursues the
opposite strategy of not allowing the living situation of the farmers to rise above the poverty-line:
without hunger, no revolution. Hence, in his reading of Büchner's chicken-sententia, Emil Staiger
admires the sententia's "brief severity, this inexorable soberness" but also warns of its "extreme
cruelty" (141, 146). One could, of course, hold against Staiger's reading that Büchner's utterance can
easily be interpreted analogously to the communist critique of socialism along the lines of "Don't let
them fob you off with a chicken! Don't improve capitalism — abolish it!" Or, one could read these
utterances as an expression of the fact that there is no revolution without sacrifices (see Werner 91;
Schütte 198). Or, one might interpret it as a manifesto for a hunger strike, for turning peasants into
revolutionary anorexics à la Simone Weil. But there seems to be something different at stake here
insofar as Büchner ex negativo delineates the limits of a metaphorical reading of hunger. How so?
Every metaphorical interpretation that agrees with Büchner's cynical premise — that material need
should be aggravated in order ultimately to be resolved into freedom — runs the danger of
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functionalizing physical suffering as a means to a "just" end. This creates a circular economy in which
just ends (allegedly) "justify" (unjust) means, an economy of which Benjamin gives an excellent
account in his "Critique of Violence." Yet, hunger resists spiritualization or Vergeistigung that is, the
characteristically free activity of Geist, except inasmuch as it is the very trope — and thus minimally
spiritual — for the non-spiritual, for material conditions as such. Put otherwise, hunger is a trope for
non-signifying materiality, for the collapse of sense. What is at stake here is thus the dynamic
interaction between two relatively static binary oppositions: literal/figurative and material/spiritual; in
troping its own external limit, spirit paradoxically realigns itself with matter and materiality, thus
either driving spirit down into the abyss of the "literal sense" or converting materiality into an aporetic
figure of itself.
This impossibility of reading hunger either purely spiritually or interpreting the revolution
exclusively materialistically thus manifests itself in a constant interplay between literal and figurative
speech; exemplarily, the following above-mentioned: "Fatten the peasants and the revolution gets
apoplexy. A chicken in the pot of every farmer and the Gallic rooster dies." The sententia goes awry:
the Gallic rooster dies and the anthropomorphized revolution suffers a stroke; concrete entities such
as fat peasants and boilers are mixed with idealistic notions such as "revolution" and "Gallic rooster."
As a consequence, the figurative terms are literalized, and returned, however awkwardly, to a certain
materiality, just as the literal terms, as emblems of a political ideal, acquire a certain awkwardly
figurative spirituality. In comparison to the Gallic rooster who in the years between 1789 and 1804
was the French heraldic sign, the symbol for a hard-won freedom, the boiler hen might be rich in meat
but not in metaphor. What holds the different registers of the words "chicken" and "rooster" together
is only a feeble tertium comparationis to which a broad hint has to be given through the use of italics:
it is the polysemy of the semantic field of poultry. Within this field, even the fattened peasants
resemble Thanksgiving turkeys. For a rhetorician like Quintilian surely this would be enough to dismiss
Büchner's sententia as a corrupt sententia because "a verbal polysemy is connected with a false
factual analogy" (VIII, 5, 21). In the case of Büchner's sententia, the false analogy consists of two
parallelized sentences whose relation is suggested to be causal. In thus formulating a law of cause and
effect from the "feathered" comparability, Büchner overstretches the latter. For not only does he
suggest that there is a causal relation between the situation of the peasant population and the state of
the revolution but also that this relation is inversely proportional: the better the peasants are, the
worse the revolution is. This calculation is made about a half-year after the Hessian Messenger
campaign failed. It hence seems reasonable to suspect a certain bitterness or at least resignation on
Büchner's part (Mayer 50). After all, the peasants are said to have handed over most of the leaflets
directly to the police: Büchner's co-editor Ludwig Weidig and his close friend Karl Minnigerode were
imprisoned, Weidig tortured; Büchner himself was repeatedly interrogated and — after he had finally
fled to Strasbourg — ended up on the wanted list.
How did the failure of the Hessian Messenger campaign alter Büchner's political views? A question
often discussed: according to Jacques Rancière the consequences of the failure of the Hessian
Messenger extend to Büchner's understanding of both revolution and science. Rancière is right insofar
as the leaflet-protest indeed bears implications as strongly materialistic as they are idealistic (see
Rancière 43; see also Müller-Sievers 115). On the one hand the aims of the protest — freedom and
equality — are of course idealistic in nature. On the other hand, the outline of the pamphlet follows a
statistical, scientific logic: the breakdown of the annual taxes of the people according to who is
actually profiting from them shall mobilize the rural population for the revolutionary cause. In this
alliance of revolutionary-idealistic with scientific-materialistic aspects — a combination for which we
have already accounted on the tropological level in Büchner's letter to Gutzkow — Rancière sees the
project of a "revolutionary science" realized, and then going awry. This is why Rancière reads the
failure of the Hessian Messenger initiative not only as the miscarriage of idealism, but more generally
as the end of Büchner's project of a revolutionary science: "A first divorce between science and the
revolution. This does not mean that the revolution has been superseded or impugned by science.
What is left behind is the idea that science can do anything for the revolution" (Rancière 44). Hence,
Rancière argues that Büchner then abandons all hope that science could support or ground a
revolution. Likewise, Armin Schäfer proclaims there to be a biopolitical turn in Büchner's work (179).
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One should recall, however, that already before the Hessian messenger campaign Büchner argued
"that only the necessary needs of the big masses can provoke change" (Letter to the family June
1833, Schriften 369). Thus, rather than assuming a radical break in Büchner's attitude as Rancière
and Schäfer do, I take the Hessian messenger campaign as intensifying Büchner's already materialistic
tendencies — even as these materialistic tendencies remain in tension with a more idealistic position
as expressed in Büchner's critique of Hobbes' materialism or Lamettrie's physiological anthropology
(see Marburger Ausgabe 261). Lastly, I would like to modify Rancière's other hypothesis, insofar as
Büchner does not at this point so much relinquish the alliance of physiology and revolution as he
radicalizes this alliance in a parodic manner, pushing the link to a point of excess by attempting to
think revolution in a purely physiological manner.
In Büchner, then, there actually looms a "parodistic materialism" that is more radical, or at least
"more literal," than orthodox Marxism. For Büchner explains not only people's readiness to revolt but
the notion of freedom itself exclusively physiologically: Only if the peasants famish will they eventually
be able to free themselves from oppression! Of course the rising prices for bread were a crucial factor
for the outburst of the French Revolution. But there is a significant difference between stating that
hunger presents one reason among many for revolution, and abstracting a general law from this
observation in the way that Büchner does when arguing that people first have to starve in order for a
revolution to occur. Before the Hessian Messenger Büchner seems to have assumed that a revolution
was necessary because people were starving. Now, after the protest has been brutally quashed,
Büchner postulates that hunger has to be endured in order that there will be revolution. This demand
alludes to a crucial question that will soon become a fundamental point of conflict between early
socialism and Marxism: can the revolution be brought forth gradually, from within the system? Or
does it have to occur with a single strike? As is well-known, Karl Marx fell out with Ferdinand Lassalle
over this point. The latter endorsed a state-friendly, social democratic reformism (that is to say "a
chicken in the pot of every farmer") and agreed with Otto von Bismarck on certain social reforms.
Marx and Engels on the contrary rejected these kinds of reforms as "conservative, or bourgeois,
socialism" that "is desirous of redressing social grievances, in order to secure the continued existence
of bourgeois society" (85). Thus, just like Büchner, Marx and Engels, too, dismissed any sort of social
security because to their view, the proletariat cannot truly be emancipated with the help of the state,
but emancipated only through the latter's overthrow.
Büchner, therefore, shortly before Marx and Engels, comes to the conclusion that the hunger of
the proletariat must not be alleviated because it is not a mere side effect but the only impetus for
revolution. There is surely something "terroristic" about this procedure of turning empirical experience
into a law. At this point, one might invoke Hannah Arendt's analysis of the French Revolution, in which
Arendt argues that it was the peculiar connection of biological necessity with politics that generated
the Terror (112). Arendt supports her argument with a quote from Francis Bacon's essay "Of Seditions
and Troubles" from 1609: "the rebellions of the belly are the worst" (33). Although Bacon's (no pun
intended) statement is meant to warn against rebellions, ironically it is suited perfectly to express
Büchner's and Marx's revolutionary hopes. For Bacon knows that the belly lies at the very centre of
the majority of all re-belly-ons (Foucault 282-84). Moreover, it is notable that just as Büchner's
hunger-hypothesis switches between the figurative and the literal level, Bacon's sentence, too, can be
read either figuratively or literally: one might understand it as a depiction of stomach trouble or of
street riots depending on whether one reads the word "belly" literally, i.e., physiologically or
allegorically in the tradition of the body politic (as represented in the "fable of the belly and its
mutinous members") (see Gollinelli 43).
The climax of Büchner's thoughts on the causal relation between physiology and revolution
appears to be the rather short sentence in his letter to Gutzkow: "Hunger alone can become the
goddess of freedom" (Schriften 400). Büchner, one might say, is trying to take materialism at its
word, to hold it accountable by arming himself with the cold tool of physiology in order to take
revenge for the betrayal of his ideas. At this point, a question arises for Büchner that will a little later
become urgent for Marxism: What conditions have to be met for a revolution to take place? How bad
does the situation of the proletariat have to get in order for the revolution to be set in motion?
Büchner's answer seems to be that first necessity must rule in order for freedom to come. But how
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does one think the passage from necessity to freedom? Just how necessary must necessity become for
it to mutate into freedom? If for Marx and Fourier the worker herself is responsible for her selfreproduction and thus has to determine the minimal conditions for her existence, then Büchner's
discourse on hunger shows the impossibility of deciding on such a minimum (see Osborne 100). If
bare life can only be conceived in the form of an approximation insofar as it can theoretically always
become "barer," then the question arises of how hungry one must be in order for the revolution to
succeed. According to Rancière, it is this tendency towards the infinite (or the infinitesimal) that
science and the revolution have in common with one another: "Science and revolution are condemned
to do, in solitude, the same thing. The revolution too is a never-finished, infinite division, condemned
to sophism and dissection" (46). Thus, Büchner alludes to something that Rancière will make explicit:
the infinite division that the revolution and science both perform tends towards death. There is no
passage from necessity to freedom. In a similar vein, Hannah Arendt writes: "la terreur as a means to
achieve le bonheur sent revolutions to their doom … no revolution, no foundation of a new body
politic, was possible where the masses were loaded down with misery" (221-22). Anyone who
nevertheless seeks an impossible balance between urgency and power gets entangled in a quasi-tragic
structure: only if there is sufficient hunger is there also sufficient motivation for revolution; but the
fulfillment of the condition of urgency means that the revolution is impossible because there is
insufficient power. The starving will not amount to much as a revolutionary army. This is something
that Ludwig Feuerbach knew when demanding better nutrition for the people "for the sake" of the
revolution, culminating in the slogan "man is what he eats" (367) from his 1850 essay "Natural
Science and the Revolution."
It now seems a bit easier to assess what exactly in Büchner's hunger hypothesis might have been,
so to speak, the bone of contention for Lukács. After all, Lukács is aware of the challenge that
scientific progress presents for (Marxist) philosophy: the scientific logic proceeds blindly, he
complains, regardless of its consequences. As a result, in times of scientific revolution, as for instance
between 1789 and 1848, dialectical problems and social crises are likely to occur. For Lukács, it turns
out that even the objective spirit contains the danger of irrationalism. This is because rather than
assuming responsibility for its own insight, science falls prey to irrationalism when it turns the alleged
unsolvability of a problem into a higher form of understanding (Zerstörung 93). Lukács imputes
irrationalism first of all to biology — the science to which Büchner as a student of medicine is closest.
This critique of Büchner admittedly has a point: one wonders if perhaps Büchner's genuinely corporeal
— if not erotic — materialism is closer to Bataille then to Lukács. Yet, if it is really an excessive
corporeality, unfolding between the poles of death or sexuality and power, which caused Bataille at
times to be suspected of a fascist aesthetics (see Agamben 115; Hollier 4), then one wonders if
Lukács's essay "The Fascistically Falsified and the Real Georg Büchner" is perhaps directed not only
against a fascist reception of Büchner, but against Büchner's own self-"falsification." To put it another
way: Is it really from the fascists that Lukács wants to protect Büchner? Or is it rather from Bücher's
own "irrationalist" tendencies, that unfold in the interplay of science/revolution and death? Is Lukacs
afraid that this physiological materialism might collapse into a fascism of matter? If one follows such a
reading, then in the title "The Fascistically Falsified and the Real Georg Büchner" Lukács confronts two
Büchners with one another: on the one hand the revolutionary, ideal Büchner whom Lukács calls
"real" because this Büchner is faithful to the spirit of revolution and on the other hand the selffalsifying Büchner who overdoes materialism when pursuing it as a "revelation through the flesh" (to
quote Danton's Death [Dichtungen I 29])
Walter Benjamin was the first to associate Büchner's specific relation to materialism with
surrealism: "Georg Büchner, Nietzsche, Rimbaud" (204) are for Benjamin the untimely precursors of a
crisis of the European intelligentsia — a crisis of the spirit one could say in Büchner's case. In what
Benjamin calls "anthropological materialism," creaturely experience and political action take up the
space that before was occupied by idealism and metaphysical materialism. Hence in anthropological
materialism, political materialism and physical creatureliness are densely intertwined. More concretely,
Benjamin praises authors such as Büchner for their awareness of the fact that freedom "can only be
purchased with thousands of the toughest sacrifices" ("Sürrealismus" 212) and that misery can result
in revolutionary nihilism. With this, revolution for Benjamin is revealed as a creaturely (a leibliches)
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endeavor — if we read the German notion of Leib (body) in Benjamin, as Rainer Nägele has
suggested, as pertaining to a collective body that evades the binary opposition of spirit and matter –
insofar as in anthropological materialism, "all creaturely innervations of the collective become
revolutionary discharges" (215). Probably the most iridescent passage in Benjamin's essay on
anthropological materialism is that about "the true, creative overcoming of religious illumination in a
profane illumination of a materialistic, anthropological inspiration" (202). I would like to address the
meaning of Benjamin's pointed yet enigmatic notion of "a profane illumination" by looking at other
examples from Büchner's texts. In fact, the correlation of digestion and revolution into which we just
inquired evolves, almost simultaneously, in three other texts by Büchner, one of them his public
visiting lecture "On Cranial Nerves" held in Zurich in 1836: "thus, as an essential component of the
digestive channel the tongue through the influence of the hypoglossus is subjected to the will and
thereby becomes a true part of the head" (Schriften 169).
The tongue, one might think, belongs to the head. After all, this is where it is situated. Even
though Büchner doesn't deny this fundamental assumption, he unsettles it by shifting the
topographical ground for this belonging away from the head itself towards the digestive apparatus.
According to the former quotation, the tongue is a "true" member of the head not due to its empirical
location but only because it is linked to the digestive system. If one abbreviates this statement to
what appears to be its essential content, then one might come to the conclusion that "as an essential
component of the digestive channel the tongue … becomes a true member of the head." The tongue is
part of the head because it belongs to the stomach! Obviously, this abbreviated version of the quote
does not lack a certain absurdity. Yet it misses the crucial connecting link between the head and
digestion: the will. The central position of the will is not only expressed in its function as a link
between the head and the digestive system – it also determines the context of the quotation: the
quote is part of an enumeration towards the end of the text in which nerve pathways such as the
hypoglossus are distinguished from merely vegetative nerves, whose functioning remains unconscious.
Following Büchner, nerve pathways like the hypoglossus raise vegetative life to the level of animal life
because they are subjected to the will. Büchner's hypothetical identification of the will and digestion
might seem counterintuitive in light of empirical experience or current scientific discourse. Let us work
with this identification, however, as a subversion of the discourse of the will. Further, we must not
forget that prior to Büchner, Hegel had already compared the teleological effect of the spirit with the
appropriative drive of digestion. Werner Hamacher, in analyzing Hegel's attempts to spiritualize
incorporations, comments more specifically on the mouth as a metaphor of the spiritual: for Hegel, the
biological process that dissolves the distinctiveness of the devoured objects into the identity of the
organism becomes the epitome of the dialectical transformation from the material real to the ideal
(242-44). Analogous to Hegel's metaphorizing or spiritualizing reading of incorporation, Büchner's
hypothesis, too, could be metaphorically abridged in the following way: The tongue belongs to the
head because it is subjected to the will. One of the paradoxical consequences of such a statement is
that everything that passes through the tongue is willed, even if unconsciously.
Metaphorizing interpretation presents one tendency of Büchner's phrase: t seems as if Büchner's
formulation — just as earlier in the case of the hunger-hypothesis — is moving in two opposite
directions at once. One metaphorizing and spiritualizing, the other literalizing and materializing, thus
leading us back to the slight but all the more significant alternative between a metaphorization of
matter and a literalization of the spirit. If in the hunger-hypothesis one had the choice of either
interpreting revolution physiologically or hunger spiritually, then in this example the fact that the will
fulfills an organic function means that here either the will or biology has to change in status; either the
will must become physiological or biology must become spiritual. This is because Büchner on the one
hand substitutes the will for the empirical position of the tongue in the head and thereby transforms
vegetative into animal life. On the other hand, one notices a tendency towards a physiologicalmaterialist explanation of the will. This physiological explanation of the will is something entirely
different from the free will of the subject that wills itself insofar as the physiological explanation of the
will renders the will "exclusively material." Büchner consolidates the borders that confine the concept
of the will by physiologically consolidating them. Thus, the will stands right between the material and
the immaterial, between the literal and the figurative, the mechanical and the organic.
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We know from Büchner's brother Ludwig (the author of Force and Matter and a representative of
physiological materialism) that his older brother's scientific and literary writings ran parallel. The
writing of Danton's Death in 1835 formed something like the obverse of Büchner's scientific research
of the same time: "Büchner's work happened secretly and was multiply disturbed; while on his desk
the anatomical tables and texts lay atop, he timidly pulled out from under them the sheets of paper
down on which he threw his thoughts with a certain haste" (Poschmann 451). This report on the
material overlap of Büchner's scientific and dramatic production asks us to test the congruity or
convergence between the two fields of study, a task to which a lot of Büchner scholars have addressed
themselves in recent years (Kubik; Ludwig; Müller-Sievers; Müller Nielaba). It will hardly come as a
surprise that in this comparison literature productively complicates things. Büchner's literature
ultimately causes the already somewhat unstable dichotomy of idealism and materialism to collapse.
For example, there is the scene in Büchner's last drama Woyzeck (1837): the doctor scolds Woyzeck
for urinating in the street. Woyzeck attempts to excuse his mishap by saying that it was "nature" that
had overtaken him, but this is dismissed by the choleric doctor. He should have known better, the
doctor rants, after all the doctor had proven that the closing muscle of the bladder is controlled by the
will: "Didn't I prove that the musculus constrictor vesicae is subjected to the will? … There is a
revolution happening in the sciences" (Dichtungen xi, 10-20). In this scene, Büchner performs nothing
less than the literary parody, if not the refutation, of his own scientific hypothesis from On Cranial
Nerves (the hypothesis that both tongue and digestion are subject to the will). It is no coincidence
that the keyword "scientific revolution" comes up at this point – for this is exactly the sort of crisis
that we encounter in Büchner's writing, a crisis that occurs at the very peak of the revolution.
Interestingly, the physician Jean Georges Cabanis, whose studies Büchner read, proclaimed a
revolution in art parallel to the social and scientific revolutions (see Cabanis 4; Oesterle 230). I would
now like to argue that just as the Baroque follows from the scientific revolution of the Renaissance,
what I would like to call "Büchner's romantic quasi-Baroque" is a reaction to the scientific revolution of
the Enlightenment. In both phases, the scientific logic gets caught up in the excessive materiality to
which theorists of the Baroque keep on returning: Heinrich Wölfflin speaks about the Baroque
"pleasure in the force of matter" (40) and Richard Alewyn about the "urge to sensualization" (57). If
the Renaissance and the Enlightenment are perverted to a "bad" immanence, this does not put a
simple end to structures of transcendence. Rather, it leads to a new structure of overstretched
transcendence, to echo Benjamin (48).
My final textual analysis is an attempt to read the quote from the lecture on cranial nerves in
dialogue with Büchner's first drama Danton's Death (1835). In this last example we are able to
witness how the Baroque processes of proliferation and univocalization in Büchner's quasi-Baroque are
intensified by means of repetition (see Menke 155-56). Where scientific materialism fails, it returns to
the unredeemed matter of Gnosticism and its linguistic analogue, the typological materialism of the
deadly letter. How so? In Büchner's first drama, just as later in Woyzeck, the scientifically and
philosophically reasoned certainty that nothing is uttered that is not also willed is shaken from the
ground up (see Levesque; Lyon; Müller-Sievers). Friedrich Gundolf writes that Danton's Death appears
as the "outburst of a raped will" (67). And just as in the earlier passages quoted, so too in Danton's
Death, this destabilization stems from the introduction of physiology into the revolution. More
specifically, Büchner's mourning play confronts us with the question that must be excluded from the
scientific text: What if not everything that is said was also intended? What if the tongue would no
longer tell the will what it wants to hear? What if, to speak with Wölfflin on the Baroque, in Büchner
"both moments, body and will, had parted so to speak" (79-80)? Büchner's treatise "On Cranial
Nerves" suggests the following: first that in such a case the tongue must no longer be connected to
the will; second, because Büchner identifies the will with the metabolism, this means that the tongue
likewise is no longer part of the digestive system; third, if the tongue is only a member of the head
because it is subjected to digestion and hence to the will, then as soon as the tongue becomes
independent of the will, it would no longer be part of the head, but a straying, masterless organ! Yet,
if we stick to Büchner's anatomical scheme, the consequences of a slip of tongue would not stop here:
if the tongue became autonomous, so too the extension of the tongue — that is, the hypoglossus —
would be severed. As the hypoglossal nerves generally are described as the chief motor nerves of the

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.7771/1481-4374.1802

Barbara Natalie Nagel, "The Spirit of Matter in Büchner"
page 8 of 10
CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture 13.3 (2011): <http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/clcweb/vol13/iss3/16>
Thematic issue New Perspectives on Material Culture and Intermedial Practice.
Ed. Steven Tötösy de Zepetnek, Asunción López-Varela Azcárate, Haun Saussy, and Jan Mieszkowski

tongue, any impairment of the hypoglossus results in speech disturbances or even in aphasia (Lanz
265; Smith 306). Thus, language itself is what is at stake in the hypoglossus. This is evident in the
Greek compound hypo-glossus, which refers to nothing less than to a meta-language for hypo
expresses something "beneath or below" — analogous both to a materialist "base" and an idealist
"substance" (in Greek hypo-keimenon). Therefore, one could say that in Büchner's anatomical scheme
the hypoglossus embodies the over-literal objectification of Reason itself in the nervous system. Now,
what happens if one severs the hypoglossus, here understood as the meta-linguistic materialization of
the will? Imagine the event: if the hypoglossus links the head to the digestive system, then slicing
through it severs the head and cuts it off from the lower body. An all too familiar, uncanny sight: the
cut of the guillotine! Danton's Death anticipates this cut in a language that reflects upon the
literalizing effect of the guillotine. Sentences such as "These are dead people. Their tongue guillotines
them" (Dichtungen 12-13) may be read figuratively in their immediate context, but when read from
the deadly end of the mourning play, they also appear as reflections on death by a slip of the tongue.
Likewise, Robespierre's demand that "virtue must rule by terror" causes immediate, physical
uneasiness in Lacroix: "The phrase made my throat ache. — DANTON. It slices boards for the
guillotine" (Dichtungen 18-21). The ambiguity that characterizes sentences like the latter seems to
evaporate in the moment the guillotine blade falls down. The moment of death seems to bring the
infinite process of différance to a violent stop by determining that the "literal meaning" (as if there
were such a thing!) must only be that connotation which is supported by the outcome of the play.
Hence, the guillotine can be read as a literalization of Büchner's scientific treatise on cranial nerves: it
is the repressed, latent other side of the anatomical self-assurance that everything that is said is also
willed. The guillotine is nothing less than a literalization machine staging the becoming-autonomous of
the tongue. With this, a baroque and anti-Pauline form of materialism comes into play: the
"typological materialism" of the split tongue and the deadly letter.
The principle of necessity that rules the lecture On Cranial Nerves in the form of the
physiologically reasoned will reappears in Danton's Death but this time as "contingency" (Dichtungen
35) in the form of slips of the tongue. These slips, however, seem to be the rule. But if language slips
constantly, then the whole notion of a mere "slip of the tongue" is unsettled. What else could speech
be but a slip (or the generalized slipping) of the tongue? If contingency in this manner becomes
absolute, then, as a consequence, it can no longer be distinguished from necessity (see Szondi 105;
Derrida 41). Contingency and necessity collapse into one another. The epistemological challenge that
this failure of the guillotine to make a decision causes is also thematized in the historical medical
discourse on the guillotine. This discourse considers undecidability as the major threat of the
guillotine. More concretely, the guillotine is equally praised and condemned for the fact that it "would
cause no sensation and would hardly be noticed" (Soubiran 131) because the guillotine substitutes the
spectacle of dying with a sudden cut. However, it is precisely the abruptness and invisibility of the
procedure, which renders the question of where life ends and where death begins unanswerable (see
Arasse 50). The rapidity and efficiency of the operation confronts medical commentators of the time
with the problem of how to analyze an unobservable event, of how to distinguish between mind and
body, between pain and painlessness. How to tell life and death apart if death, as Büchner's
contemporary, the German physician Thomas von Soemmerring tried to prove, did not occur
immediately upon decapitation? (Soemmerring 459, 473; see also Jordanova 49). One might also say
that the more precisely the cut was performed the more uncertain it became when death eventuated.
The shorter the moment of dying, the more phantasmatic the execution itself appears.
The literalizations that occur in Büchner's drama thus might act as a parody of Fichte's concept of
act (Tathandlung), which forms the first unconditional principle of Fichte's The Science of Knowledge
(1:91-101). Whereas in the act the subject posits itself in language, in the case of literalization,
language becomes subject, thus expropriating the subject of enunciation. Revolutionary phrases
manifest themselves in the Terror, which will eventually kill those who uttered these phrases in the
first place. A sentence such as "These are dead people. Their tongue guillotines them" could thus be
read as a meta-commentary on the effects of literalization, and as a reflection of one's being spoken
by language. When Büchner in this manner presents language that is on the verge of turning into
matter, he seems to be situated right between idealism and materialism, for he upsets the Christian
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as well as German idealist notion of "spirit and letter." Büchner not only thereby resists ideal
spiritualization — he at the same time gestures towards a different economy of matter and spirit, one
that performs what Benjamin called "a profane illumination of a materialistic, anthropological
inspiration" ("Surrealismus" 202): matter qua matter is given a certain enigmatic spirituality. In
Büchner's writings, "the literary" is thus the (material) space that prevents any of these discourses on
materiality (the historical, the physiological, the typological) from becoming overtly dogmatic and
rigidified.
In conclusion, Büchner's approach to materiality goes through three steps: the first is the quest
for absolute materiality via science and history. In a second step, however, materiality already gets
entangled in its own conceptual ideality for as soon as matter is posited as absolute, its metaphysical
content can no longer be denied. The third step is performed by language: in Danton's Death,
materialist history, as well as scientific materialism are turned into a literary parody of materialism. In
the end, every conceptual ideality in Büchner remains bound to a linguistic materiality of the dead
letter. This last stage is neither purely material nor purely ideal but probably best described as
"materiality without matter."
Works Cited
Agamben, Giorgio. "Bataille e il paradosso dell sovranità." Georges Bataille: Il politico e il sacro. Ed.
Jacqueline Risset. Napoli: Liguori, 1988. 115-19.
Alewyn, Richard. "Das große Welttheater." Das große Welttheater. Die Epoche der höfischen Feste in
Dokument und Deutung. Ed. Richard Alewyn and Karl Sälzle. Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1959. 9-70.
Arasse, Daniel. La Guillotine et l'imaginaire de la terreur. Paris: Flammarion, 1987.
Arendt, Hannah. On Revolution. London: Penguin, 1973.
Bacon, Francis. "Of Seditions and Troubles." The Essays, Or Counsels, Civil and Moral. Ed. Brian
Vickers. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1999. 31-37.
Benjamin, Walter. "Zur Kritik der Gewalt." Angelus Novus. Ausgewählte Schriften. Ed. Rolf Tiedemann.
Vol. 2. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1988. 42-66.
Benjamin, Walter. "Der Sürrealismus." Angelus Novus. Ausgewählte Schriften. Ed. Rolf Tiedemann.
Vol. 2. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1988. 200-15.
Benjamin, Walter. Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels. Ed. Rolf Tiedemann. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp,
1978.
Brecht, Bertolt. Die Dreigroschenoper. Schriften. Ed. Werner Hecht. Berlin: Aufbau, 1988. Vol. 4.
Büchner, Georg. Dichtungen. Ed. Rosemarie Poschmann and Henri Poschmann. Frankfurt: Insel, 2002.
Vol. 1.
Büchner, Georg. Schriften, Briefe, Dokumente. Kommentierte Ausgabe. Ed. Rosemarie Poschmann
and Henri Poschmann. Frankfurt: Insel, 2002.
Cabanis, Pierre Jean Georges. Coup d'œil sur les Révolutions et sur la Réforme de la Médecine. Paris:
Caille & Ravier, 1804.
Dedner, Burghard, and Gerald Funk, Eds. Georg Büchner. Sämtliche Werke und Schriften. Marburger
Ausgabe. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2009.
Derrida, Jacques. "Signature Évenément Contexte." Limited Inc. Ed. and trans. Elisabeth Weber. Paris:
Galilée, 1990. 27-48.
Feuerbach, Ludwig. "Die Naturwissenschaft und die Revolution." Gesammelte Werke. Kleinere
Schriften III. By Ludwig Feuerbach. Ed. Werner Schuffenhauer. Berlin: Akademie, 1982. Vol. 10,
347-68.
Fichte, Johann Gottlieb. Sämmtliche Werke. Berlin: Veit, 1845-46.
Fichte, Johann Gottlieb. "Über Geist und Buchstab in der Philosophie." Werke. Vermischte Schriften
und Aufsätze. Ed. Immanuel Hermann Fichte. Berlin: de Gruyter, 1971. Vol. 8, 270-300.
Foucault, Michel. Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the College de France 1977-1978. Ed.
Michel Senellart. Trans. Graham Burchell. New York: Picador, 2009.
Golinelli, Gilberta. "Representations of the Material and the Political Body in Shakespeare's Roman
Republic and in G. Büchner's Revolutionary France." Textus 13 (2000): 33-56.
Gundolf, Friedrich. "Georg Büchner." Büchner im "Dritten Reich." Mystifikation – Gleichschaltung –
Exil. Eine Dokumentation. Ed. Dietmar Goltschnigg. Bielefeld: Aisthesis, 1990. 64-73.
Hamacher, Werner. Pleroma: Reading in Hegel. Trans. Nicholas Walker and Simon Jarvis. Stanford:
Stanford UP, 1998.
Hollier, Denis. "On Equivocation (Between Literature and Politics)." October 55 (1990): 3-22.
Jelliffe, Smith Ely, and William Alanson White. Diseases of the Nervous System: A Text-Book of
Neurology and Psychiatry. Philadelphia: Lea & Febiger, 1917.
Jordanova, Ludmilla. "Medical Meditations: Mind, Body and the Guillotine." History Workshop 28
(1989): 39-52.
Kubik, Sabine. Krankheit und Medizin im literarischen Werk Georg Büchners. Stuttgart: Metzler, 1991.
Lanz, Titus, Johannes Lang, and Werner Wachsmuth. "Canalis hypoglossalis." Praktische Anatomie.
Kopf. Gehirn- und Augenschädel. Ed. Titus Lanz, Johannes Lang, and Werner Wachsmuth. Berlin:
Springer, 2004. 265-68.

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.7771/1481-4374.1802

Barbara Natalie Nagel, "The Spirit of Matter in Büchner"
page 10 of 10
CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture 13.3 (2011): <http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/clcweb/vol13/iss3/16>
Thematic issue New Perspectives on Material Culture and Intermedial Practice.
Ed. Steven Tötösy de Zepetnek, Asunción López-Varela Azcárate, Haun Saussy, and Jan Mieszkowski

Levesque, Paul. "The Sentence of Death and the Execution of Wit in Georg Büchner's Dantons Tod."
The German Quarterly 62.1 (1989): 85-95.
Ludwig, Peter. Es gibt eine Revolution in der Wissenschaft. Naturwissenschaft und Dichtung bei Georg
Büchner. St. Ingbert: Röhrig, 1998.
Lukács, Georg. "Der faschistisch verfälschte und der wirkliche Georg Büchner." Georg Büchner. Ed.
Wolfgang Martens. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1965. 197-224.
Lukács, Georg. Die Zerstörung der Vernunft. Damstadt: Luchterhand, 1983.
Lyon, John B. "The Inevitability of Rhetorical Violence: Georg Büchner's Danton's Death." Modern
Language Studies 26.2-3 (1996): 99-110.
Marx, Karl, and Friedrich Engels. Manifesto of the Communist Party. Trans. Samuel Moore. New York:
Cosimo, 2006.
Mayer, Hans. Georg Büchner und seine Zeit. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1988.
Menke, Christoph. "Die 'dunkle Befreiung des Wortes'. Symptomatologie und Intertextualität in
Büchners Lenz." Fragmente 23-24 (1987): 151-83.
Müller Nielaba, Daniel. Die Nerven lesen. Zur Leit-Funktion von Georg Büchners Schreiben. Würzburg:
Königshausen & Neumann, 2001.
Müller-Sievers, Helmut. Desorientierung. Anatomie und Dichtung bei Georg Büchner. Göttingen:
Wallstein, 2003.
Nägele, Rainer. "Body Politics: Benjamin's Dialectical Materialism between Brecht and the Frankfurt
School." Walter Benjamin. Ed. David S. Ferris. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2004. 152-77.
Osborne, Peter. How to Read Marx. New York: Norton, 2006.
Oesterle, Günter. "Das Komischwerden der Philosophie in der Poesie. Literatur-, philosophie- und
gesellschaftsgeschichtliche Konsequenzen der 'voie physiologique' in Georg Büchners Woyzeck."
Georg Büchner Jahrbuch 3 (1983): 200-39.
Poschmann, Rosemarie and Henri Poschmann. "Danton's Tod. Entstehung." Dichtungen. Kommentierte
Ausgabe. Ed. Rosemarie Poschmann and Henri Poschmann. Frankfurt: Insel, 2002. Vol. 1, 447-56.
Quintilian, Marcus Fabius. The Orator's Education. Trans. Donald A. Russell. Harvard: Harvard UP,
2002.
Rancière, Jacques. "The People's Song." Short Voyages to the Land of the People. By Jacques
Rancière. Trans. James B. Swenson. Stanford: Stanford UP, 2003. 41-55.
Schäfer, Armin. "Biopolitik." Büchner-Handbuch. Leben – Werk – Wirkung. Ed. Roland Borgards and
Harald Neumeyer. Stuttgart: Metzler, 2009. 176-81.
Schütte, Uwe. Die Poetik des Extremen. Ausschreitungen einer Sprache des Radikalen. Göttingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006.
Smith, Ely Jelliffe, and William Alanson White. Diseases of the Nervous System: A Text Book of
Neurology and Psychiatry. Philadelphia: Lea & Febiger, 1917.
Soemmerring, Samuel Thomas von. "Sur le supplice de la guillotine." Magasin encyclopédique; ou
Journal des sciences, des lettres et des arts 3 (1795): 463-77.
Soubiran, André. The Good Doctor Guillotin and his Strange Device. London: Souvenir P, 1964.
Staiger, Emil. "Georg Büchner." Büchner im 'Dritten Reich'. Mystifikation – Gleichschaltung – Exil. Eine
Dokumentation. Ed. Dietmar Goltschnigg. Bielefeld: Aisthesis, 1990. 140-146.
Szondi, Peter. "Dantons Tod." Versuch über das Tragische. Frankfurt: Insel, 1961. 103-10.
Taniguchi, Koji. "Zwischen Idee und Leib. Georg Büchners weltanschauliche Stellung in Danton's Tod."
Georg Büchner Jahrbuch 10 (2005): 83-102.
Werner, Hans-Georg. "Büchners aufrührerischer Materialismus. Zur geistigen Struktur von Dantons
Tod." Wege zu Georg Büchner. Internationales Kolloquium der Akademie der Wissenschaften
(Berlin-Ost). Ed. Henri Poschmann. Bern: Peter Lang, 1992. 85-98.
Wölfflin, Heinrich. Renaissance und Barock. Eine Untersuchung über Wesen und Entstehung des
Barockstils in Italien. Ed. Hans Rose. München: F. Bruckmann, 1926.
Author's profile: Barbara Natalie Nagel
<http://www.german.as.nyu.edu/object/german.grad.students> is working towards her Ph.D. in
German-language literature at New York University with a dissertation entitled Der Skandal des
Literalen. Barocke Literalisierungen bei Gryphius, Kleist, Büchner. Her interests in research include
German literature, the Baroque as a literary-historical problem, history and theory of rhetoric, law and
literature, film and literature, and theories of reading. Email: <bnn204@nyu.edu>

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.7771/1481-4374.1802

