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INTRODUCTION

At the first glance, Bonaventura's Nachtwachen and F. M.

Dostoevsky's Notes from the Underground seem to have little in

common. The plots are different; the novels were published
more than half a century apart; they grew out of different geo-
graphical regions with different cultural developments, and
were written by authors of different nationalities and charac-
ters. Yet, as soon as one penetrates deeper into the structure
of both novels, one discovers a remarkable interrelatedness of
thought, and notices a striking similarity of formal princi-
ples and narrative techniques used by both authors to mediate
these thoughts. Most of all, one is astonished by the nihil-
istic concept which underlies both novels.

Nachtwachen appeared as No. 7 of the third year of the

rather obscure Journal von neuen deutschen Original Romanen

which was edited by the small publishing house of F. Dienemann
and Company in the little known German town of Penig in Saxony.
The title page of the journal bears the year 1804, whereas the
title page of the novel itself points at the year 1805. One
part of the eighth night watch called "Prolog des Hanswurstes
zu einer Trag8die: der Mensch” was already published on July

21, 1804, in the journal Zeitung ffir die elegante Welt.

Notes from the Underground was printed in 1864 in two

issues (January/February and April) of the new journal Epokha,

which was edited by Dostoevsky's brother Michael.
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Ever since Nachtwachen appeared in print and was later

listed by Rudolf Haym among the "geistreichsten Productioner
der Romantik",1 literati and literary critics tried to lift

the veil of anonymity surrounding Bonaventura. This was not
at all an easy undertaking, because ideas, views and problens

broached by the author of Nachtwachen were common stock of

that time; furthermore, fragments, vigils, confessioné, liter-~
ary quotes and analogies were frequently applied structural
devices of the times. Thus, neither the content nor the form
of the novel provided sufficient information about the writer
hiding under the pen name "Bonaventura". The authorship of
the novel was ascribed to several writers, among whom are F. W.
J. Schelling, his wife Caroline, Cl. Brentano, E. T. A. Hoff-
mann, and F. G. Wetzel.

In 1973, Jost Schillemeit once again approached the ques-
tion of authorship and, adducing ample circumstantial evidence,

Proved rather convincingly that the author of Nachtwachen was

August Klingemann (1777-1831).°2

Klingemann, in 1798 a law student at the University of
Jena, was not only known as a novelist and playwright but also
as a prolific literary critic whose articles appeared mainly

in the above mentioned Zeitung flir die elegante Welt. 1In 1800

Klingemann began publishing his own journal called Memnon. In

1Die romantische Schule (Berlin, 1870; rpt. Darmstadt,
1961), p. 636.

2Bonaventura. Der Verfasser der "Nachtwachen" (Mtinchen,
1973).
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1813, he was appointed director of the theater in Braunschweig
which under his management soon became one of the leading Ger-

man theaters.

The data about the author of Nachtwachen shed new light

on the content of the novel and the entire atmosphere which

had produced it. The information explains the protagonist's
profound knowledge of juridical matters, makes the aesthetic
criticism which pervades the novel understandable, and eluci-
dates the recurrence of the theater motifs, especially the pun-
gent attacks on Kotzebue and Iffland.

Likewise, we are well informed about the circumstances
under and the mood in which Dostoevsky had created his under-
ground man. The foundation for the novel was prepared by Dos-
toevsky's penal servitude in Siberia which destroyed his be-
lief in man's perfectibility and revealed the idleness of the
Schilleresque highminded dream of the "sublime and beautiful".
After his return from Siberian exile and two journeys to West-
ern Europe (in 1862 and 1863), Dostoevsky also turned away from
the radical utopian utilitarianism, advanced by N. Cherny-
shevsky and the radicals of the sixties, and repudiated even
I. Turgenev's moderate liberalism.

Some of the gloomy and agonizing mood of the novel may
be attributed to Dostoevsky's personal experiences during the
sixties, such as his unhappy love affair with the actress
Apollinaria Suslova, his mania for gambling, his permanent
lack of financial means, his poor health, the alarming illness

of his brother Michael, and, last but not least, his rather
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strange relationship to his dying wife.
There is no evidence whatsoever that Dostoevsky might

have read Bonaventura's Nachtwachen. In any case, Dominique

Arban does not mention Bonaventura among the authors read by
Dostoevsky.3 To the author's knowledge no French or Russian

translation of Nachtwachen was available by the time Dostoev-

sky wrote the Notes. However, Walter Rehm comparing Jean
Paul's "Rede des toten Christus vom Weltgebdude, dass kein

Gott sei” with Dostoevsky's "Grand Inquisitor” in the Brothers
Karamazov, suggests that Dostoevsky might have known the French
translation of Jean Paul's work.4 That, of course, would ex-
plain the affinity of thought in the two novels under investi-
gation, for, as Herman Michel demonstrated, Bonaventura adopted
and carried on many of Jean Paul's ideas and motifs.5 There

is also, at least, a theoretical chance that Dostoevsky heard

about Bonaventura's Nachtwachen.

As the historian Karl von Hase, a friend of the Dienemann
family in Penig conveyed in his memoirs, the Dienemann publish-

ing house maintained a book store in St. Petersburg. This

3

1968).

4Jean Paul - Dostoevsky: Zur dichterischen Gestaltung

des Unglaubens (GBttingen, 1962).

Les anndes d'apprentissage de Fiodor Dostoievsky (Paris,

5Hermann Michel, ed., Nachtwachen von Bonaventura,
Deutsche Literaturdenkmale des 18. und 19. Jahrhunderts, No.
133 (Berlin, 1904), pp. XIX-XXXIV. Subsequent references to
this edition will appear in the text. Bonaventura will be
henceforth quoted as B, followed by Roman numerals for the
nightwatch and arabic numerals for page.
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branch establishment was closed by the Russian police for po-
litical reasons sometime after November 1806 and F. Dienemann
was deported to the border of Finland. The large holdings of
the book store were later sold in order to cover the expenses
of the establishment.6

It is therefore, within the bounds of possibility that
some of Dienemann's publications and holdings were still availa-
ble in the sixties and accessible to Dostoevsky who at that
time was deeply involved with the aestheticism of E. T. A.
Hoffman and Schelling.

Literary scholarship soon began to expend its ingenuity

on the two novels, though for different reasons: Nachtwachen

attracted the attention of the literary critics, for it was

considered the gloomiest work of German Romanticism; Notes from

the Underground was usually interpreted as the link to Dostoev-

sky's major novels anticipating the ideas of consciousness and
will, negation, alienation, and suffering which results from
presumptuous individualism, pride, and unrestricted assertion

of one's will.

The Nachtwachen scholarship, which is up to 1965 exhaus-

tively treated in the first chapter of Jeffrey L. Sammons' study
of Bonaventura,7 deals predominantly with the unresolved gques-
tion of authorship, with literary sources and analogies, with

the complex structure of the novel, and the investigation of

6Schillemeit. pp. 1l1l-12.

The Nachtwachen von Bonaventura: A Structural Interpre-
tation (The Hague, 1965), pp. 11-32.
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motifs.
Sammons' list may be supplemented by the unpublished
dissertation by R. Russel Neuswanger dwelling upon some cen-

8

tral motifs in Nachtwachen. Furthermore, one should mention

the excellent introduction to the first English translation of

Nachtwachen written by Gerald Gillespie9 as well as his article

"Bonaventura's Romantic Agony: Prevision of an Art of Existen-
tial Despair,"” which places emphasis upon the existential as-
pect of the novel.lo Finally, one has to add the most recent
study by Jost Schillemeit which, for the present, has resolved
the pending question of authorship.11
No exhaustive study of Bonaventura's nihilism has been
available until now, although beginning with Fritz Strich12

13 all literary critics and literary

and Hermann August Korff,
historians did stress the nihilistic aspect of early Romanti-

cism, and Bonaventura's Nachtwachen has been quoted as the

8”Investigation of Some Central Motifs in Die Nachtwachen
of Bonaventura,"” Diss. Ohio State 1970,

9Die Nachtwachen des Bonaventura, Edinburgh Bilingual
Library, 6 (Austin, 1971), pp. 1-26.

10yodern Language Notes, 85 (1970), 697-726.

11See footnote 2.

12Deutsche Klassik und Romantik oder Vollendung und
Unendlichkeit (Bern, 19497,

13Geist der Goethezeit (Leipzig, 1949).
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most blatant example of it.14

Doestoevsky scholarship, which is up to 1955 covered in

Vladimir Seduro's book, Dostoyevski in Russian Literary Criti-

15
cism, 1846-1955, treats Notes from the Underground predomi-

nantly in connection with his later major novels.16 Of the
more recent studies, the man from the underground has been
dealt with as the archetype of all underground men17 and has
been investigated as the precursor of modern Existentialism.18

The concept of free will which pervades Dostoevsky's

novels was dealt with by Karl Hermann,19 whereas Ralph Matlaw's

14Dieter Arendt, ed., Nihilismus: Die Anfldnge von Jacobi
bis Nietzsche (Kdln, 1970). Walter Hof, Pessimistisch-nihili-
stische Str®mungen in der deutschen Literatur vom Sturm und
Drang bis zum Jungen Deutschland, Untersuchungen zur deutschen
Literaturgeschichte, No. 3 (T4bingen, 1970).

3 (New York, 1957).

16Edward Wasiolek, Dostoevsky. The Major Fiction (Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1964).

17Robert L. Jackson, Dostoevsky's Underground Man in

Russian therature, Slavistic Printings and Reprintings, No.
15 (The Hague, 1958).

18Walter A. Kaufmann, Existentialism from Dostoevsky to

Sartre (ilew York, 1956). William Hubben, Four Prophets of

our Destiny: Kierkegaard, Dostoevsky, Nietzsche, Kafka (New
York, 1952).

19Das Experiment der Freiheit: Grundfragen menschlichen

Daseins in F. M. Dostojewskis Dichtung (Bonn, 1957).
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article concentrates on the complex structure of the ggggg.zo
The only study which, to the best of this author's knowledge,
largely dwells on the underground man's nihilism is Joseph
Frank's article “Nihilism and Notes from the Underground."21
However, this study does not cover all aspects of nihilism,
for its main stress lies on the radical nihilism which is
still absent in the Notes.

It is the aim of this study to present from a comparative
point of view those aspects of nihilism which were detected
in both novels, and to inquire into their roots, circumstances,
and effects. A concise historical survey of nihilism will out-
line various phases of world negation and ego worship pertinent
to our novels (Chapter I). This will be followed by the pre-
sentation of the circumstances which conditioned the two novels
(Chapter II). Furthermore, the study will elaborate on the
nihilism inherent in the character of the protagonists (Chap-
ter III), and it will deal with the protagonists' relationship
to their fellowmen (Chapter IV) and to society (Chapter V).
In addition, the study will treat the narrative techniques
employed by the authors in order to illustrate the interaction

of subject and form (Chapter VI). Finally, it will explore

nihilism as an aesthetic principle (Chapter VII).

2O”Structure and Integration in Notes from the Under-
ground,“ PMLA, 73 (March 1958), 101-109. Gene D. Fitzgerald,
Antithetic Stylistic Elements in Dostoevskij's Narrative,"
Diss. Univ. of Wisconsin, 1971.

21Sewanee Review, No. 69 (1961), 1-33.
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CHAPTER I
NIHILISM
1.

In his book on Bonaventura's Nachtwachen Richard Brink-

mann writes: "Nichts von dem hochgemuten Emporsteigen, dem
Aufbau einer hOchstwlirdigen Individualit3t und einer idealen
Welt, die sich durch die Macht der Liebe und der Poesie zum
goldenen Zeitalter wandelt; nichts von gelfutertem Priestertum
des Dichters, der das bewirkt und hervorbringt. Im Gegenteil
-- die 'Nachtwachen' sind ein h8chst negatives, zerst8rendes

Buch, das den Verwesungsgeruch aufsucht und dessen letztes

Wort 'nichts' 1autet.'22

A similar definition could also be applied to Doestoev-

sky's Notes from the Underground. Dostoevsky presents us with

a protagonist who wallows in self-contradictions, who craves
for the sublime and beautiful but panders to depravity, who
constantly annihilates rational considerations with his whim-
sical will. There are no positive attitudes and values what-
soever in the entire novel. The answer the underground man re-
ceives while looking for the prostitute Liza, is the squeaking

of the heavy glass door of his apartment and a bang. This is

22Nachtwachen von Bonaventura: Kehrseite der Frtthroman-

tik, Opuscula aus Wissenschaft und Dichtung, No. 31 (Pfullingen,
1966), p. 3.
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the last sign of life, for the street into which he bursts to
find Liza greets him with dead silence and darkness: no wind,
no people, and not a sound to be heard. (D, 242)

This absolute silence is even more depressing than the
theatrical threefold "nichts" which tops the last vigil of
Bonaventura's watchman and answers his ontological and meta-
physical quest. It is the expression of the underground man's
fall into the abyss of nothingness.

The term "nihilism" was first employed in 1799 by the
philosopher F. H. Jacobi in his letter to J. G. Fichte in Jena
(March 21, 1799). 1In this letter Jacobi contrasted his own
system which he humbly called "Philosophie des Nicht-Wissens"
with Fichte's concept of "Wissen des Nichts". He concluded his
argument in the following way: "Wahrlich mein lieber Fichte, es
soll mich nicht verdriessen, wenn Sie oder wer es sei, Chimi-
rismus nennen wollen, was ich dem Idealismus, den ich Nihilismus
schelte, entgegensetze."23

Jacobi was not the only one who charged Fichte and the
representatives of Idealistic philosophy with nihilism. During
the last days of the eighteenth century, Cl. Brentano in his
"Philister-Rede" launched an ingenious attack against Fichte's
nihilistic views.24 Somewhat later, Jean Paul in the witty

satire "Clavis Fichtiana seu Leibgeberiana®™ (1799/1800) twitted

23Reprint of this letter in Arendt, pp. 107-133.

24Brentanos Werke, ed. Max Preiz (Bern, 1970), III, 261-

318.
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Fichte's extreme individualism, calling it "philosophischer
Egoismus".25
In Russian literature the term "nihilism” first occurred

in I. Turgenev's novel Fathers and Sons (1862). However, ni-

hilistic elements may be detected in A. Pushkin's Eugene Onegin

(1825-1832) as well as in M. Lermontov's A Hero of our Time

(1841) and in most of Dostoevsky's early stories, especially
in "white Nights" (1848).

In order to comprehend the nihilism which permeates the
two novels under investigation, this "Anti-Existence" as Werner
Kohlschmidt calls it,26 one has to catch an insight into the
nature of nihilism and trace its development and manifestations
during various periods and in various spheres of human thought.

Nihilism is a perennial phenomenon which has its origins
in the nature of man, not in historical events. It is man's
reaction to certain crucial changes which at a certain point
of his existence and development affect his self and his views
of the objective and spiritual world. At the root of all ni-
hilism lie intellectual curiosity, man's growing consciousness,
and the unrest of freedom. As long as man's intellect does
not destroy the union of the objective and spiritual world, as
long as he does not ponder over the mystery of life and death,

the meaning of the world and his own existence, i.e. as long

25wolfgang Harich, Jean Paul's Kritik des philosophischen
Egoismus (Frankfurt a.M., 1960), pp. 10-11.

. 26Form und Innerlichkeit: Beitrlge zur Geschichte und
Wirkung der deutschen Klassik und Romantik, Sammlung Dalp, 8l
(Bern, 1955), p. 173.
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as he accepts the "that it is" categorically, and does not
quest for the "what it is" or "why it is", doubts, uncertainty,
anxiety, and general confusion do not obscure and disintegrate
his world view, Therefore nihilism remains a latent power.
For man's awareness of absolute values constitutes an ordering
principle providing security and leading his life toward an
ultimate goal.

Yet, as soon as this unity under the impact of the in-
quisitive mind had grown brittle and had fallen apart, man's
world turned incoherent and absurd. The old values were shat-
tered, but new were not found yet, for whenever man thought
that he had breached the invisible wall which separated him
from the ultimate truth, he discovered somewhere in the corner
of his system something quite different, inaccessible. Thus
the quest began anew; man kept revolving in a circle.

This is precisely the moment when dormant nihilism crops
up and manifests itself with more or less intensity either in
active denial and annihilation or in a wide array of negative
feelings, such as sadness, despair and anxiety, boredom, hope-
lessness, meaninglessness, loneliness, alienation, etc. Other
concomitant symptoms of nihilism are atheism and heresy.

Thus, nihilism is actually an accompanying phenomenon of
man's attempt to unveil the world and, at the same time, his
answer and reaction to the incompatibilities which each process
of transformation brings along. 1In order to carry out, to par-
ticipate in or just to witness the transformation of the old

world, man repudiates the past for the sake of an unknown future
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without finding security in the present. He loses the firm
ground and begins hovering over an abyss of nothingness. For
this situation the art historian Hans Sedlmayr coined the catch-

word of the lost center, "Verlust der Hitte."z7

2.

This chapter is not intended to become an exhaustive his-~
torical survey of nihilism; it shall be restricted mainly to
those phases and forms of world negation which are referred to
or exhibited in our two novels.

Both Nietzsche and Heidegger blamed Plato for the emer-
gence of nihilism in the Western world.28 As a matter of fact,
Plato was successful in clarifying, systematizing and synthe-
sizing to a large extent the principles of his precursors, i.e.
the principles of form, flux, the divine agent, and the prin-
ciple of goodness as motive; yet, instead of holding together
the changing particulars and permanent forms, he separated them
into two distinct worlds, thus creating a dualism which he in

vain tried to bridge.29

27Verlust der Mitte; die bildende Kunst des 19. und 20.
Jahrhunderts als Symptom und Symbol der Zeit (Frankfurt a.M.,
1966) .

28

Stanley Rosen, Nihilism: A Philosophical Essay (New
Haven, 1969), p. 1l44.

29E. L. Allen, From Plato to Nietzsche: Ideas that Shape
our Lives (New York, 1959), pp. 13-32.
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Bonaventura as well as Dostoevsky was versed in Plato.
In the madhouse the watchman broods over plans to restore
Plato's Republic (B, XIV, 122); also he refers to Plato's con-
cept of poetry (B, II, 11). There are no direct references to

Plato in the Notes from the Underground. However, it was con-
30

firmed that Dostoevsky's library included Plato's work.

Werner Kohlschmidt discovered that medieval mysticism,
too, bore nihilistic elements, for immortality often functioned
as the correlate to nothingness.31

The utterly complex development of man's thought from the
second half of the fifteenth through the first half of the
eighteenth centuries provided an apt ground for all nuances
of nihilism. Renaissance and Humanism, a period of fragmenta-
tion and fermentation rather than synthesis, crushed the harmony
between reason, divine faith, and supernatural revelations ad-
vocated especially by Thomas Aquinas. They forced man out from
the medieval amorphousness and anonymity, restored his indi-
viduality, dignity, and pride, and taught him freedom of mind.
At the same time mathematics and natural sciences began to ex-
tend man's knowledge and understanding of the physical world,
thus accelerating the separation from the past.

Yet the world which the Renaissance and Humanism be-
queathed to man was ripped apart; it was split between reli-

gious faithand reason, between intuitive and speculative

30,. s. Steinberg, Die Idee der Freiheit. Dostojewskij-Buch
(Luzern, 1936).

31

Kohlschmidt, pp. 157-176.
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thinking. There was hardly an escape from this dilemmatic
dualism, for man's nature was already disintegrated to such a
degree that he could no longer rely on God nor could he find
reassurance in natural sciences, for too many things remained

indistinct and hidden.

-

The feeling of insecurity which man was tormented with
explains why serious thinkers and scientists began to adhere
to such pseudosciences as astrology, alchemy, and black magic?2
it also accounts for the new wave of mysticism which reaches
its climactic point with Jacob B8Ohme. Bonaventura had this
split world in mind when he presented his protagonist sitting

on Hans Sachs's farces while reading Jacob BShme's Aurora.

Both Bonaventura's Nachtwachen and Dostoevsky's Notes

from the Underground open with the nihilistic concept of super-

stition. The watchman stepping into the night makes the sign
of the cross to protect himself against the evil spirits. Since
the first two night watches sufficiently prove that the watch-
man does not believe in the existence of the devil, the sign
of the cross becomes a purely mechanical act substituting for
true religious belief.

Dostoevsky's man from the underground, complaining about
his poor health, confesses that he is so morbidly superstitious

that he respects medicine, although he knows that with his

32,. .
Virgilius Ferm, ed., A History of Philosophical Systems
(New York, 1950), pp. 227-238.
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education and intellect he should suppress this inclination.33

By the end of the sixteenth and at the beginning of the
seventeenth centuries man became fully aware that the intel-
ligible structure of his world was an interaction of forms and
rules of mathematical order and measure. Sir Francis Bacon
had discovered the causality of natural phenomena and had
pointed out its practical impact on man's desire to subject
nature, Later, Thomas Hobbes complemented these causal laws
and, incorporating them in his own system, maintained that
everything in nature is matter in motion according to deter-
ministic laws.34

The knowledge of the laws of nature corroborated man's
self-consciousness, gave him the feeling of power, and opened
new vistas, for now man saw himself in the position to generate
and predict natural phenomena, i.e., submit nature to his own
will. Yet, on the other hand, it also resulted in a further
reduction of the mastery and power of God and finally led to
the belief that man himself was the creator of the universe.

Musing over man's progress in the realm of natural sciences

Bonaventura's mad Creator says: "O das Sonnenst8ubchen hat eine

erstaunliche Vernunft, und bringt selbst in das Willklirlichste

und Verworrenste etwas systematisches." (B, IX, 82) Yet the

33Fedor M. Dostoevkii, Sobranie Sochinenii, ed. Goslitizdat
(Moscow, 1956), IV, p. 133. Subsequent references to this
edition will appear in the text. Dostoevsky will henceforth
be quoted as D followed by the page number. All quotes are
translated into English.

34

Parker, p. 171.



00046926

-23-
mad Creator does not conceal the nihilistic and atheistic con-
sequences of this development either. Referring to man's in-
tellectual arrogance he continues. "...ja es (das Sonnen-
st3ubchen) lobt und preiset oft seinen Sch8pfer eben deshalb
weil es davon fberrascht wurde, dass er eben so gescheut als
es selbst sei.” (B, IX, 82) And he concludes: "Zuletzt ~-
und das war das argste -- dfinkte sich das Stl8ubchen selbst Gott
und baute Systeme auf, worin es sich bewunderte.” (B, IX, 81)

This motif recurs again in a slightly modified form at
the end of the novel. Visiting an art museum the watchman
grieves: "Einst, als sie noch aufrecht standen, ... lag ein
ganzes grosses Heldengeschlecht vor ihnen im Staube; jezt ist
das umgekehrt, und die liegen im Boden, w8hrend unser aufge-
kldrtes Jahrhundert aufrecht steht, und wir selbst uns bemfihen
leidliche G3tter abzugeben.” (B, XIII, 110)

In Dostoevsky's Notes the religious aspect is not touched
upon, yet the question God-man or man-God will become a matter

of utmost concern in his major novels, The Possessed (Kirillov)

and The Brothers Karamazov (Ivan).

Thus by the end of the seventeenth century, reason had
completely destroyed the vigor and purity of religious faith.
The paradise was definitely lost; all that was left now was man
alone. He had learned to judge, to deny and affirm, to doubt
and will. And making use of these faculties, man begins
forming a new world view which is marked by Descartes's "Cogito,

ergo sum”™ and a growing solipsism.35

35Parker, PP. 177-201.
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The knowledge of the causality of natural phenomena en-
tailed still another negative aspect which became a major issue
during the eighteenth century. Man became aware that the ruth-
less sequence of cause and effect annihilated his decision
making faculty, for whatever he did was triggered by some un-
controllable antecedent causes. But if man's actions were not
the manifestations of his free will, then he was not responsible
for them either. Thus the determinism of the laws of nature
dehumanized man, demoted him to a marionette or an organ key,
enhanced the feeling of powerlessness and meaninglessness, and
finally drove man into inertia.

Both novels provide ample evidence to support this con-

cept. In Bonaventura's Nachtwachen the marionette and related

motifs, such as role, mask, stage, and madness occupy a central
position, for each of them illustrates the lack of individual
freedom and personal responsibility.

Since man does not see the interaction of cause and ef-
fect, he usually mistakes one for another. The watchman com-
plains that people's minds pivot upon the existence and not
upon man himself "als ob das Leben das HOchste wdre, und nicht
vielmehr der Mensch, der doch weiter geht als das Leben."

(B, IV, 29)

Searching for the primary cause for man's actions in order
to break the vicious circle of determinism, Dostoevsky's under-
ground man meditates: "Where are the primary causes for my
actions, the justification for them? ...I deliberate, but the

result is that every primary cause drags along another cause
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that seems to be truly primary, and so on and so forth, in-
definitely... The same thing over again."™ (D, 146) And later
he concludes: "The best thing is to do nothing at all! Con-
scious inertia is the best. A toast to my mousehole!"™ (D,
164)

During the first half of the eighteenth century thinkers
continued to be concerned with the problems which had arisen
from the bifurcation of knowledge into reason and sensation.
Yet neither Rationalists nor Empiricists were successful in
finding the absolute solution both were striving for; for each
group concentrated merely on one aspect of man's understanding
of the physical world.

The Rationalists considered reason the only vehicle to
relate man with the objective world. Yet by restricting knowl-
edge to rational perception and by cutting out sensation and
experience, they transmitted a rather incomplete and often
fallacious knowledge of the object itself. The world of the
Rationalists was the objectified world of the reasoning sub-

ject.36

Bonaventura mocks the extreme rational approach in the
scene with the cuckolded judge. The latter is so caught in the
toils of his subjective reason and, therefore, so remote from
reality that he does not grasp what is happening around him.

He does not realize that his wife is betraying him, although he

surprises her with her lover in the middle of the night, for

36Ferm, pp. 240-250.
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faithfulness and its opposite cannot be perceived rationally.
He does not understand the watchman's insinuations, because
his tough reason excludes imaginative thinking. Finally, he
identifies the watchman with the statue of Justice, for that
is what, according to his mind, has to stand on the pedestal.
(B, III, 19-24)

At the same time, the young rake who has an affair with
the judge's wife connects the watchman with Don Juan, the fear-
ful guest of stone, to whom he had appealed to prove the sin-
cerity of his intentions. (B, III, 21)

In both cases the watchman on the pedestal was real, yet
his reality did not coincide with the knowledge of the object
which existed in the mind of the judge or the young seducer.
Thus, the connection which they established between their sub-
jective knowledge and the objective world was erroneous. Ac-
tually, their minds annihilated reality.

In opposition to the Rationalists, the Empiricists de-
clared that the most reliable source of knowledge was sensa-
tion and experience. Nothing is real, if it cannot be attested
to by the senses and experience. The reduction of man's knowl-
edge of the objective world to sensory perception eliminated
the rational concept of causal connection, for the latter could
not be seen in experience. David Hume, the most ardent advo-
cate of this theory, eﬁplained the objective world as a bundle
of different perceptions which succeeded each other and were

in a perpetual flux.37

37a1len, pp. 153-154.
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Both systems were inadequate and defective. They did
not find the ultimate springs and principles of knowledge, nor
did they satisfactorily solve the problem of man's relation to
the objective world. Thus the gap between the reality of a
given case and the principles of reasoning, between life itself
and reasoning about life remained. Moreover, both systems
failed to convey information about man's own existence as well
as the wide array of moral, ethical, and personal values which
cannot be proven rationally or by experience.

The nihilistic tension which results from such partial
truth is best illustrated in Bonaventura's "Lauf durch die
Skala." Witnessing the burial alive of a nun who had given
birth to a child, the watchman's heart was little affected;
rather he began to reason about various emotions and life.

Das Leben l3uft an dem Menschen vorfiber, aber so
fldchtig dass er es vergeblich anruft ihm einen
Augenblick Stand zu halten, um sich mit ihm zu be-
sprechen, was es will, und warum es ihn anschaut.
Da fliehen die Masken vorllber, die Empfindungen,
eine verzerrter wie die andere. Freude steh mir
Rede--ruft der Mensch--weshalb du mir zul3chelst!
Die Larve l3chelt und entflieht. Schmerz lass dir
fest ins Auge schauen, warum erscheinst du mir!
Auch er ist schon vorfilber. --Zorn, warum blickst
du mich an--ich frage es, und du bist verschwunden.
Und die Larven drehen sich im tollen raschen Tanze
um mich her--um mich der ich Mensch heisse--und
ich taumle mitten im Kreise umher, schwindelnd von
dem Anblicke und mich vergeblich bemfihend eine der
Masken zu umarmen und ihr die Larve vom wahren
Antlize wegzureissen; aber sie tanzen und tanzen
nur--und ich--was soll ich denn im Kreise? Wer bin
ich denn, wenn die Larven verschwinden sollten?
Gebt mir einen Spiegel ihr Fastnachtsspieler,

dass ich mich selbst einmal erblicke--es wird mir
Gberdrlissig nur immer eure wechselnden Gesichter
anzuschauen. Ihr schfittelt--wie? Steht kein Ich
im Spiegel wenn ich davor trete--bin ich nur der
Gedanke eines Gedanken, der Traum eines Traumes--
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k&nnt ihr mir nicht zu meinem Leibe verhelfen,
und schfittelt ihr nur immer Eure Schellen, wenn
ich denke es sind die meinigen? --Hu! Das ist ja
schrecklich einsam hier im Ich, wenn ich euch zu-
halte ihr Masken, und ich mich selbst anschauen
will--alles verhallender Schall ohne den ver-
schwundenen Ton--nirgends Gegenstand, und ich
sehe doch----das ist wohl das Nichts das ich sehe!
(B, X, 92-93)

Everything in this macabre vision is in flux, nothing is
real, nothing can be rationally identified or sensorially per-
ceived, and behind the masks lurks the void.

In the second half of the eighteenth century Immanuel
Kant made a vigorous attempt to create a system in which every
aspect of man and his world would be included and all differ-
ences could be overcome. First he integrated the systems of
the Rationalists and Empiricists postulating that knowledge
must combine rational and sensory perceptions, for every ob-
ject consists of form and matter. Then he declared that the
mind does not merely conform to the object; rather it is the
creative self which constructs the objective world. This, of
course, was a strong stimulus to subjectivism and solipsism.

In his letter to Ophelia the watchman plays with Kant's
idea that the world is a mere product of man's mind: "...s0
sehr liegt alles in uns selbst und ist ausser uns nichts Reelles,
ja wir wissen nach der neuesten Schule nicht, ob wir in der
That auf den Ffissen, oder auf dem Kopfe stehen, ausser dass
wir das erste durch uns selbst auf Treu und Glauben angenommen
haben."” (B, XIV, 118)

Dostoevsky's underground man too alludes to this concept

of Idealistic philosophy. Musing about his life, he draws the
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conclusion that he loathed and despised his colleagues because
of his furious discontent with himself, and then ascribed the
same negative feelings to everyone he came across, thus cre-
ating a world without positive values. (D, 168)

Yet, after having restored the unity of knowledge, Kant
introduced a new division of the world into phenomena, i.e.,
objects of forms and matter, and into noumena, i.e., things-
in-themselves which are independent of the mind's organizing
activity. Only phenomena may be experienced in space and time,
and are subject to the mechanism of the laws of nature, whereas
noumena are beyond the spatio-temporal and causal connections.

The noumenal world provided room for moral and religious
faith, personal values and commitments, aesthetic revery, human
freedom and will, responsibility, etc.38

The watchman gives a rather ironic interpretation of
Kant's new dualism in which time and space represent "blosse
Formen der sinnlichen Anschaung." In the speech announcing the
Day of Judgment, Kreuzgang asks his audience.: "...jezt bitte
ich euch, die ihr nur allein in der Sinnlichkeit lebt und webt,
wie wollt ihr Raum finden, da wo es keinen Raum mehr giebt?--
Ja, was wollt ihr gar beginnen, wenn es mit der Zeit zu Ende
geht? Selbst auf eure gr8ssten Weisen und Dichter angewandt,
bleibt die Unsterblichkeit zulezt doch auch nur ein uneigent-

licher Ausdruck, was soll sie ffir euch arme Teufel bedeuten..."

(B, VI, 54)

38parker, pp. 266-295.
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The nihilism of Kant's dualistic system may be traced in

Bonaventura's Nachtwachen as well as in Dostoevsky's Notes from

the Underground. The watchman, for instance, staggering be-

tween the phenomenal and noumenal worlds loses contact with

the former without finding a satisfactory answer in the latter.
Seeking for the things-in-themselves, the watchman alienates
himself from his fellowmen; trying to stimulate higher morality
and responsibility, he ends up in the madhouse, and is finally
demoted to an automaton.

, Dostoevsky's man from the underground opposes the objec-
tive world and its determinism with his foolish will and, at
the same time, he destroys his feelings with rational argu-
ments.

Nihilism results not only from the dual concept of Kant's
system; it is inherent in his world-in-itself as well. Since
the noumenal values cannot be checked in experience, each of
them may be proven and, at the same time, annihilated by a
counter-proof. Thus everything leads to contradiction.

In Bonaventura's fourth night watch Hanswurst explains
"dass alles in dem Leben, sowohl der Schmerz wie die Freude,
nur Erscheinung sei, wobei nur blos das ein b8&ser Punkt, dass
die Erscheinung selbst nie zur Erscheinung klme."” (B, 1V,
35-36)

The first half éf the nineteenth century 4did not come up
with new revolutionary ideas. Rather the thinkers continued
pondering over the fundamental problem of how to bridge the

gap between the subject and the object. They all took their
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starting point from Kant, yet they challenged his dualism and
rejected his thiings-in-themselves concept. Instead, philoso-
phers postulated the absolute supremacy of the creative self.
Despite the differences in their individual systems,

J. G. Fichte as well as F, W. J. Schelling, G. W. Hegel, and
A. Schopenhauer adhered to the idea that no objective reality
exists other than that which the self-conscious subject cre-
ates. The self is now the measure of all things. This, of
course, is solipsism at its highest. It explains the reproach
of atheism to which Idealism and, especially Fichte, were ex-

posed.

In Nachtwachen Kant's thing-in-itself is referred to and

ridiculed in the story of the mad Spaniard who is told by Hans-
wurst to forget the stone which had hit his head "weil es keine
Dinge an sich gdbe." (B, IV, 36)

In the prologue to the tragedy Man Hanswurst alludes to
the atheistic concept of Idealism which confuses men so com-
pletely, "dass sie gar nicht mehr klug aus sich werden, und
der Mensch sich zulezt f8ir Gott selbst halten, oder zum min-
desten wie die Idealisten und die Weltgeschichte, an einer
solchen Maske formen soll." (B, VIII, 76)

Fichte's subjectivism is jeered at in Bonaventura's mad-
house scene. Introducing the mad Creator to the doctor the
watchman says: "Sehen Sie nur, Herr Doktor, ...er hat eben
80 gut sein konsequentes System wie Fichte, und nimmt es im
Grunde mit dem Menschen noch geringer als dieser, der ihn nur

von Himmel und H8lle abtrennt, daffir aber alles Klassische
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rings umher in das kleine Ich, das jeder winzige Knabe aus-
rufen kann, wie in ein Taschenformat zusammendrdngt." (B, IX,
83)

Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel considered reason the main
spring of man's creativity and moral actions. Hegel stated
that the real is the rational and the rational is the real.
There is no reality beyond the reasoning self.39 He called
this complete unity of thought the "Absolute Idea", the "Ab-
solute Spirit", the "Idea thinking itself".40

The watchman demonstrates the nihilistic¢ isolation which
results from the "thinking itself": "Ich bin mit mir allein...
und hasse oder liebe eben so wenig als m8glich! Ich versuche
zu denken, dass ich nichts denke, und da bringe ich's zulezt
wohl so weit auf mich selbst zu kommen!" (B, X, 94)

In the thirteenth night watch Bonaventura's protagonist
seeks the identification of the self in nature. It was Schel-
ling who had maintained that one could advance through nature
to find one's self.41 Admiring the beauty of the spring na-
ture and listening to the sound of a shepherd's alphorn, the
watchman senses that this must be the absolute harmony of man
and his objective world. Yet, as soon as he mentions the name

"man", the alphorn suddenly grows mute. Kreuzgang walls:

"Ich blattere und bllttere in dem grossen Buche, und finde

3%parker, pp. 301-320.

40Ferm, pp. 292-293.

4lperm, pp. 293-297.



00046926

-33-
nichts, als das eine Wort fiber mich, und dah%nter den Gedan-
kenstrich, wie wenn der Dichter den Karakter, den er voll-
fhren wollte, im Sinne behalten und nur den Namen hitte mit
einfliessen lassen. War der Karakter zu schwierig zur Aue-
fohrung, warum strich der Dichter nicht auch den Namen aus,
der jetzt allein dasteht, sich anstaunt, und nicht weiss, was
er aus sich selbst machen soll.* (B, XIII, 108) And the only
answer to his anxious question "Am I then alone?" is the spite-
ful echo of his own voice.

In opposition to Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, Schopen-
hauer rejected the supremacy of reason. For him the world is
the manifestation of the will which is above the laws of cause
and effect. Yet Schopenhaver's will is also the source of his
pessimism, for life now alternates between the pain of unsat-

isfied desire and the boredom which ensues when the desire is

satisfied.42

Thus, nihilism, uncertainty as to whence or where, sad-
ness, and fatigue remain the pervasive mood of the first half
of the nineteenth century. As H8lderlin's Hyperion formulates
it, the only thing man knows for sure is, "dass wir geboren
werden flr Nichts, dass wir lieben ein Nichts, glauben an's

Nichts, uns abarbeiten ffir Nichts, um mdlig fiberzugehen in's

Nichts.*%3

During the second half of the nineteenth century various

42perm, pp. 300-302.

43Friedrich H8lderlin, Simtliche Werke, ed. Friedrich
Beissner (Stuttgart, 1946), III, 45-46.
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attempts were made to overcome man's nihilistic attitude ard
mood and to restore the harmony between man and his world.
Sgren Kirkegaard preached the return to Christian faith; Karl
Marx expected a salvation from the revolution of the proletari-
at; Friedrich Nietzsche prepared the arrival of the Superman
who would conquer the animal nature, organize the chaos and

sublimate the impulses.

3.

As may be seen from the above, nihilism is not a system
by itself. "Er hat kein eigenes Wesen und keine Gestalt, aber
er kann hinter jedem und allem wirken," says Hermann Rausch-
ning.

In the course of its development nihilism manifested it-
self in various domains and adopted various forms. From an-
tiquity to the seventeenth century, nihilism remained re-
stricted to the sphere of speculative philosophy. During the
eighteenth and in the first half of the nineteenth centuries,
nihilism gradually shifted to aesthetics. Cl. Brentano's

Godwi, F. Schlegel's Lucinde, F. Tieck's William Lovell and

his comedy Prinz Zerbino, W. H. Wackenroder's Phantasien Qber

die Kunst45, A. Pushkin's Eugen Onegin, M. Lermontov's A Hero

44Masken und Metamorphosen des Nihilismus, Sammlung:
Die Universit&t (Frankfurt a.M. and Wien, 1954), p. 7.

45Arendt, PpP. 12-62.
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of Our Time, I. Goncharov's Oblomov, I. Turgenev's Fathers

and Sons and most of Dostoevsky's works abound with nihilistic
concepts.
It is therefore not mere accident that Jean Paul's

Vorschule der Asthetik which appeared in the same year as

Nachtwachen has a chapter called "Poetische Nihilisten."

In all these works nihilism occurs in two forms: it is
either the mood by which man is overtaken when his search for
absolute values and truth fails, when he discovers that every-
thing is meaningless and incoherent (passive nihilism); or it
is man's negative reaction to certain situations and his con-
scious annihilation of existing values and truth which he dis-
approves (active nihilism).46

To illustrate these two forms, one only has to compare

Bonaventura's watchman with Dostoevsky's underground man or

with Turgenev's Bazarov in Fathers and Sons. The watchman re-

veals the incoherence of his environment and is forced by so-
ciety into the underground. The underground man too is dis-
satisfied with his environmeﬂt, but retires voluntarily into
his mousehole. Bazarov, finally, wants to destroy the social
order of the past without having a definite plan for the future.
Toward the end of the nineteenth century nihilism assumes
a more radical form and encroaches upon social life. It ceases

to be a psychological state and becomes programmatic.

46See Hans-Dieter Balser, Das Problem des Nihilismus im
Werke Gottfried Benns, Abhandlungen zur Kunst-, Musik~- und
Literaturwissenschaft, 29 (Bonn, 1965), pp. 1-13.
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In the twentieth century nihilism becomes the expression
of man's existential crisis.
To all centuries, however, applies Dieter Arendt's defi-
nition of nihilism as the "Losl8sung des subjektiv-emanzipierten
Geistes von den objektiven Konditionen und ihrer Relevanz in

der vergangenen und gegenwdrtigen Geschichte."47

47Arendt, p. 63.
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CHAPTER Il

CONDITIONING CIRCUMSTANCES

1.

As has been shown in the previous chapter, nihilism is
the concomitant symptom of transition periods in which old
concepts and values disintegrate and undergo various revalua-
tions.

Although separated by many decades, both novels are the
product of such interim periods. The ground of which each of
the novels grew out was pregnant with political unrest and
ideoclogical fermentation. The European revolutions, beginning
with the French Revolution of 1789, had strengthened man's de-
mand for personal freedom and equal opportunity in public af-
fairs; yet, at the same time, the social and professional
mechanism, and the material necessities of life implemented a
serious impediment for the development of man's potentiality.

The influx of reason and analytic thinking, which was
triggered by the natural sciences and reached its summit in
the doctrines of Idealistic philosophy, inhibited creative
imagination, crippled emotions and spontaneity, and destroyed
religious belief. Schiller's vision of an absolute harmony

and balance which would eventually lead to the perfect state

and ideal man, his dream of the beautiful and sublime, i.e., of
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moral freedom and man's power to rise above nature, did not
materialize. Intellect and feelings, reality and ideals did
not counterpoise each other, rather they continued acting one
at the expense of the other or developing in diametrical op-
positions. Thus, the rational man did not progress in the
direction of the ideal man, rather he reached only a more
heightened individualism.

This fragmentation brought along a substantial deteri-
oration of moral, ethic, and aesthetic principles and laid the
base for all kinds of nihilistic feelings as well as active

annihilation.

2.

Nachtwachen was written after the French Revolution of

1789 which did not nearly satisfy man's hopes and expectations.
Referring to this event the watchman criticizes the monstrous
bloodshed which botched the Republic into a despotism and
diluted the concept of brotherhood. He calls the Revolution
"die grosse Tragikom8die, in der ein K&8nig unglfticklich debfitir-
te und der Hanswurst, als Freiheit und Gleichheit lustig Men-
schenk8pfe, statt der Schellen schiittelte.” (B, XV, 129)

Thus, instead of leading man toward the ideal state of liberty,
equality, and fraternity, the Revolution unleashed man's
cruelty, viciousness, his desire for power, and revealed an
alarming lack of mutual understanding. The lofty ideas of the

Revolution lost their meaning and diverted into a farce.
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Whereas the author of Nachtwachen only witnessed the po-

litical turmoil of 1789, Dostoevsky became a direct victim of
the reprisals following the revolution of 1848. Because of
his affiliation with the socialist circle of Petrashevsky,
Dostoevsky spent eight months of confinement in the Peter and
Paul Fortress. Then, after the cruel mock execution in Decem-
ber of 1849, he was sent for nine years to Siberia, four of
which he endured in penal servitude. The stay in Siberia had
a drastic impact on Dostoevsky's entire life; it disrupted the
continuity of his literary work and brought along fundamental
changes in his ideological views and political outlook. Till
1849 Dostoevsky sympathized with the radicals, he was well
versed in Fourier's utopian socialism, and he adhered to western
culture and civilization.

The first thing of which Dostoevsky became aware in Si-
beria was that goodness was not an essential feature of man's
nature. He learned that there was nothing beautiful and sub-
lime in man's endeavors. Rather man was inclined to hurt, domi-
nate, and humiliate. Thus, as E. Wasiolek says, Dostoevsky
did not discover the "golden heart" of the Russian people in
prison, "what he really discovered was the soundless irrational
depths of destruction."48

The life in the prison camp and the involvement with Kant

and Hegel after the transfer to the garrison in Semipalatinsk

at the beginning of 1854, changed Dostoevsky's views on

48 Dostoevsky: The Major Fiction (Cambridge, Mass.,

1964), p. 23.
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materialism, socialism, and utilitarianism, and turned him
into an extreme individualist. In March of 1854, shortly
after the transfer, he writes to N. D, Fonvizina: ®"...not
one hour alone with myself...in that kind of concentrated
communion one becomes a whole-hearted enemy of mankind...The
constant companionship is like a plague.” He then continues
confessing that he hates every man, whether good or evil, and
regards him as a thief who is robbing his life. He knows that
he is unjust, malignant and evil, but does not have the power
to control his feelings.49

The content of this letter already hints at the train of

thought which we will encounter in Notes from the Underground.

The only book Dostoevsky was allowed to read during the
four years in the labor camp was the Bible. This had a rather
strong effect on his attitude toward religious faith.

After his return from Siberia, Dostoevsky went on two
trips to Western Europe (1862 and 1863) only to discover that
the West was rotten and corrupt. Thus, he condemned the civi-
lization of the West and became together with Apollon Grigorev
an advocate of a sort of mystical populism (pochvennik).

The underground man relates to this populism. Describing
the strident and perverse moaning of an alienated nineteenth
century intellectual suffering from toothache, he says: "His

moaning is quite unlike the moaning of a coarse peasant, for

49Ethel Colburn Mayne, ed., Letters of Fyodor Michailo-
vitch Dostoevsky to his Family and Friends (New York, 1917),
pp. 66-69.
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he has been affected by education and by European civilization.
He moans like a man who, as they say nowadays, ‘'has lost con-

tact with the soils and the people'." (D, 144)

3.

Both authors were involved in literary criticism and
therefore particularly sensitive to the aesthetic problems of
their time. In both cases the aesthetic decline originated in
the same source, namely, in the lack of harmony between intel-
lect and feeling which entailed leveling and perversion of the
aesthetic norms.

Bonaventura's watchman calls his era a "heartless time"
(B, XIII, 109), a "vacillating era" (B, III, 18) in which
everything is leveled and in a state of confusion. He gives
the following description of the general dilemma: "In einem
schwankenden Zeitalter scheut man alles Absolute und Selbstdn-
dige; deshalb m8gen wir denn auch weder Achten Spass, noch
dchten Ernst, weder 8chte Tugend noch 3chte Bosheit mehr leiden.
Der Zeitkarakter ist zusammengeflikt und gestoppelt wie eine
Narrenjakke, und was das Aergste dabei ist -der Narr, der
darin stekt,.mbgte ernsthaft scheinen." (B, III, 18) The
leveling and the decay are already so advanced that man is
scrupulously cultivating petty things, whereas the greatest
objects are so remote that they can be recognized only unclearly
in the distance through magnifying glasses. (B, VIII, 67) He

considers the wig more immortal than the man who wore it, and
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the imitation of Goethe's walk is more appreciated than the
newest edition of his works. (B, XII, 101) Soon man will
worship nothing but the grotesque and will strive for an ideal
of ugliness, because beauty will be declared insipid. (B,
VIII, 69)

Bonaventura's most acid criticism is directed against
Kotzebue and Iffland who prefer "statt eines absoluten b8sen
Prinzips lieber die tugendhaften B8sewichter, ...in denen der
Teufel vermenschlicht und der Mensch verteufelt erscheint."

(B, III, 18) He demands genuine gravity and genuine jest, and
detests "die kleinen Witzbolde und gutmfithigen Komddienverfasser
«++, die sich nur bloss in den Familien umhertreiben und nicht
wie Aristophanes, selbst filber die G8tter sich lustig zu machen
wagen." (B, IV, 29) He demands "die grosse klassische Wfirde

im Menschen, die viel Worte hasst, wo viel gethan werden soll,"
(B, IV, 31) and he reproaches the actors because they do not
even know how to die properly, rather they retreat with power-
ful tirades. (B, XII, 101)

The lack of feeling and imagination accounts for the de-
cline of poetry. The period is so cold and prosaic, and every-
thing has become so reascnable that poetry is no longer consid-
ered a gift from heaven but a matter of fools. (B, II, 11)
Nobody pays for poetry (B, XVI, 135), thus one cannot live from
it. (B, I, 6)

The author of Nachtwachen is so disgusted with the aes-

thetic decline of his time that he would like to deprive all

these mediocrities of the privilege of immortality. "Nur alle
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drften sie mir nicht erstehen wollen; alle nicht! - Was
wollten 8o viele Pygmien und Krfippel in dem grossen herrlichen
Pantheon, in dem nur die Schd8nheit thronen soll, und die
GOtter! O man schl@mt sich dieser Gesellschaft ja oft schon
auf Erden, wie k8nnte man den Himmel mit ihnen gemeinschaft-
lich theilen!®™ (B, XVI, 143)

Likewise Dostoevsky's man from the underground complains
about the leveling and decline of all values. He refers to
his age as a "negative century" in which laziness and gluttony
are considered a vocation, a career, and men are judged by
their bellies, tripple chins and ruddy noses. True feelings
are replaced by tearful sentimentalism, every rubbish under
the sun is admired as good and beautiful, and every mediocre
artist and writer is greeted with exuberance, because he had

done something to everybody's liking. (D, 147-148)

4.

Both novels are born from the conflict of aesthetic and

ideological views. Nachtwachen points to Jena where the rep-

resentatives of Idealistic philosophy had failed to answer
man's eternal existential cry. Fichte, Hegel, and Schelling
had postulated the absolute supremacy of reason and had raised
the creative self to the highest pedestal. Yet, by eliminating
Kant's thing-in-itself they had carried their systems to a

dead end. The philosophers themselves grew rather iantolerant

of each other. We recall that in 1799 Fichte was charged with
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atheism and nihilism and was forced to leave Jena. 1In 1802
Schelling again turned against Fichte, and in 1803 Hegel and
Schelling parted because of conflicting views.so

In a letter of September 11, 1814, Henrik Steffens, a
member of the Jena circle, described the mood of this time in
the following way to his friend L. Tieck: "So gewiss wie es
ist, dass die Zeit ... reich an Keimen mancherlei Art war, so
lag dennoch etwas Ruchloses im Ganzen. Ein geistiger Babel-
turm sollte errichtet werden, den alle Geister aus der Ferne
erkennen sollten. Aber die Sprachverwirrung begrub dieses Werk
w51

des Hochmuths unter seine eigenen Trlmer.

Another conflict upon which Nachtwachen is based is that

between the pro-romantic group to which the author of our novel
belonged, and the anti-romantic group whose main representatives
were Kotzebue and Garlieb Merkel. The former concentrated

around the journal Elegante Welt, the latter used Merkel's

journal Der Freimlithige as their mouthpiece.

Likewise Dostoevsky's Notes from the Underground arose

from two conflicts. After his return from Siberia, Dostoevsky
faced two generations which had been unable to receive new

ideas in the sense of being fructified by them and creating a
new life. The generation of the forties dwelled in the ivory
tower of aestheticism, it dreamed about the "sublime and beau-

tiful" without putting its principles into practice. The main

SOHarich, pp. 10-11.

51Karl V. Holtei, ed., Briefe an L. Tieck (Berlin, 1864),
IV, 65-66.
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representative of this generationwas A. Grigorev.

The generation of the sixties adhered to a social uto-
pian utilitarianism without translating their revolutionary
enthusiasm and humanitarian ideals into reality. The main
representative of this group was N. G. Chernyshevsky with his

very popular novel What's to be done? (1864).

The man caught up in the toils of these conflicts was
so remote from reality that he became unreal, a test-tube
product rather than a child of nature. (D, 140) He was be-
gotten and nurtured by ideas which he failed to bring into
harmony with life. He did not know what and where real life
was, he was so entangled and lost that he did not know what
to join, what to keep up with, what to love, what to hate,
what to respect, what to despise. He even found it painful
to be a man, a real man of flesh and blood, with an individu-
al body. Thus the underground man thinks of an entire gener-
ation which is stillborn by parents who are dead themselves,
(D, 244).

The integration of aesthetic concepts with materialistic
views is demonstrated by Dostoevsky in a sarcastic description
of the Russian romantics. 1In opposition to the foolish starry-
eyed European romantics, the Russian romantic is practical,

' intelligent, yet roguish. His hallmark is:
...never to take anyone or anything for granted,
but, at the same time, not to reject anything
either; to give way; to take everything into ac-
count; to be diplomatic with everyone; never to
lose sight of the useful, practical goal (such as
rent-free housing, pensions, decorations); to keep

an eye on this goal through all the enthusiasms
and slim volumes of lyric poems, while preserving,
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to the hour of their death, their allegiance to
"the sublime and the beautiful,” and also preserv-
ing themselves like jewels wrapped in cotton--if
only in the name of the "sublime and the beauti-
ful." (D, 170-71)

Dostoevsky had Turgenev in mind whose moderate liberal-
ism he rejected and whom he also disliked personally, when he
wrote about the few stupid romantics who turned into Germans
and settled in some place like Weimar or the Black Forest.

(b, 171)

\ The second conflict underlying the novel is that between
reason, feelings and will. The underground man's entire ex-
istence is determined by this conflict. His reason corrodes
his feelings whereas his will annihilates the acts of reason,
until he finally reaches a dead end where there is nothing to
feel and nothing to will. Then the underground man retires
into his mousehole and continues with his destructive self-
analysis until he derives a perverse pleasure from his self-
punitive attitude,

Justifying the existence of his protagonist, Dostoevsky
adds in a footnote to the Notes: "...people like the author
of these notes may, and indeed must, exist in our society,

if we think of the circumstances under which this society

has been formed." (D, 133)
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