SiegmarMuehl

New England’s Early Nineteenth-Century “German Craze”:
An EraRevisited

Henry Pcxhmann, in hisencyclopedic German Culture in America, characterized
the early nineteenthth-century New England vogue for German literature as the
German craze.” He wrote: “The educated and well-read no longer cared or dared
confess themselves ignorant of the latest literary intelligence from Germany, the
country which it had become the fashion to acknowledge the most advanced
intellectually on the surface of the earth.”’

One manifestation of this enthusiasm for things German was the pubUcation of
a fourteen-volume series titled Specimens o fForeign Standard Literature. The series
contained translations of contemporary European literature aimed at American
audiences. Ten of the volumes included selections from German Uterature; four from
French. This series was the first major German translation endeavor undertaken on
this side of the Atlantic. Although the Specimens series is frequently cited in the abundant
literature about this period, the reference is usually no more than a noting of volume
titles and their respective translators. The present study takes a more detailed look at
this pubUcation in order to answer three sets of questions.

First, what had impeUed the translators to learn a language Uttle known in New
England at the time, and given this situation, how did they come by their knowledge
of *rman? Ofthe majortranslators involved in the series, aUwere several-generation
descendants of American-born English stock. None had ever traveled or studied in
Germany. Few, ifany, would have had opportumties to hear German spoken locally.*

Second, what moved the editor of the series, George Ripley, to launch the project?
What attitudes toward German Uterature did the several translators bring to the task?
Since all the latter individuals shared in New England’s idealistic. Transcendental
ideology, and all but one were liberal Unitarian ministers, to what degree did this
background influence their viewpoints?

Third, how was the series received by the public? A brief review of influences
that awakened widespread interest in German culture in these early
nineteenthth-century decades is germane in answering the first set of questions.

Although German cultural awareness in New England existed during earlier
periods,” this limited knowledge increased due to several influences begimung in the
nineteenthth-century’s second decade. These were both Uterary and personal in nature.

Madame de Stael’sDe I’Allemagne with its praise of German charaaer and culture
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was one of the first of these influences. Although some educated New Englanders
could have read the French original, English translations were pubHshed in London
and New York, 1813 and 1814, respectively.® Szmue\(yAen6%e’sBiographial.iterariz,
published 1817,andhisy4w”to/?"ectio, published in an American edition, 1824,
added to this German cognizance. Coleridge’s interpretation of the idealist philosophy
of Immanual Kant and his school especially influenced the Transcendentalists who
found in Coleridge’s writing support for their own views.®

In the 1820s, Thomas Carlyle’s translations of German hterature and articles on
German writers gave further impetus to German interest. James Clarke, one of the
Transcendental circle writing in 1838, noted that Carlyle had done much to acquaint
Americans with German literature.

When he began to write eight or ten years ago, what didwe know of German
writers? Wieland’s Oberon, Klopstock’s Messiah, Kotzebue’'s plays, Schiller’s
Robbers, Goethe’s Werther, adim notion of his Faust, and what we could learn
from Madame de Stael’s L ‘Allemagne,—this was about the substance of what
well educated Englishmen understood as constituting the modern
masterpieces of German genius. O f the massive and splendid structure of
philosophy, which Kant had founded, and men of like talent built up, we
had only to say, “mystical,” “transcendental”—and having pronounced these
two pregnant words, we judged ourselves excused from all further
examination.®

At a personal level, when Bostonians George Ticknor and Edward Everett
returned from their studies at Gottingen in 1819, their enthusiastic account of German
education inspired many young Boston-area contemporaries to find out more about
German culture andto learn the language.*When Ticknor became Professor of French
and Spanish at Harvard, he encouraged the college to incorporate German into its
modem language program. As a result, in 1825 the college appointed Charles Follen,
recent German immigrant, as the college’s and the region’s first German-language
instmaor.’ Follen was later appointed Harvard’s first professor of German literature.
His 1831 inaugural address, subsequent public lectures and meetings with small
discussion groups, brought local audiences into contart with a native Gierman whose
informed, forceful personality gave first-hand witness to the excellence of German
education and culture.

At the time of Follen’sinstmaorship there was httle knowledge of the German
tongue in New England. A student in Follen’s first language class wrote:

German had never been taught in the college before; and it was with no
httle difficulty that a volunteer class of eight was found desirous. .. We were
looked ujx>n with very much amazement with which a class in some obscure
tribal dialect of the remotest orient would now be regarded. We knew of
but two or three persons in New England who could read German, though
there were probably many more of whom we did not know. There were no
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German books in the book stores___There was no attainable class book
that could be used as reader.... The German Reader for Beginners, compiled
by our teacher, was furnished to the class in single sheets as it was needed,
and was printed in Roman type, there being no German type within reach.”

James Clarke, mentioned above, wrote in a similar vein: “In 1833, it would have
been difficult to buy any German book in Boston excepting Goethe and Schiller.
Even ten years later in acity and areawith a large German immigrant population, he
noted: “I rummaged in the Philadelphia book stores for German books.. .[and] all
the Philadelphia shops offered were Goethe, Schiller, the Bible and the Psalm-book.
In the 1830s Philadelphia did have a retail book store well stocked with imported
German literature. However, in 1843 ownerJohann Wesselhoeft went bankrupt which,
accordingto one source, “left Philadelphiawithout a decent German bookstore. "

Given this paucity of German-language resources, how had the eight Speamens
translators learn their German? George Ripley (1802-80) attended Harvard before
Pollen’stime. Inspired by Ticknor and Everett’s glowing reports, Ripley taught himself
German in college and began to build aconsiderable library of German books. Some
he imponed, but most he acquired from the estate of ayoung American who had
gone to Germany to study anatomy but who died in Boston shortly after he returned
from abroad."

Like Ripley, Margaret Fuller (1810-50), was self-taught: “Italian aswell as German,
I learned by myself, unassisted, as in the pronunciation.”"James Clarke reported:

Margaret began her study of German early 1832. Both she and | were
attracted towards this literature, at the same time by the wild bugle call of
Thomas Carlyle in his romantic articles on Richter, Schiller and Goethe,
which appeared inthe Foreign Review, the Edinburgh Review, and afterwards
inthe Foreign Quarterly. | believe that in about three months from the time
that Margaret commenced German, she was reading with ease the
masterpieces of its literature.”

Four years later in Boston, Fuller had become proficient enough to teach classes
in German at a private school foryoungwomen. Cif her beginnmg class she wrote:

.. atthe end of three months, they could read twenty pages of German at a lesson,
and very well.” With her advanced pupils she read works by Schiller, Goethe and
other German writers."

Charles Brooks (1813-83),John Dwight (1813-93), and Samuel Osgood (1812-89),
fellow students at Harvard, had Follen as their German teacher. Madame De Stael
had originally inspired Brooks to study German. In ajournal entry, he remarked on
Pollen’s class: “Follen...says that our class is the best section he has had for some
time.” Follen himself praised Brook’s command of German. He was “thoroughly
acquainted with the principles of the German language and able to read with
precision.”"Brooks, Dwight and Osgood continued their German study in Divinity
School, tutored by Follen and Harvard Latin professor Carl Beck, another German
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immigrant.** Later, Osgood dedicated his Specimens’xrsmXmon to Pollen’s memory:

by a grateful pupil.” Beyond his Harvard instruction Dwight used Ripley’s extensive
library of German books to gain further fluency in the language.* In a letter written
November 1837, five years after Dwight’s graduation from Harvard, Ripley
charaaerized Dwight as having “a gift at translating Germany poetry, little short of
miraculous.””

James Clarke (1810-88), William H. Channing (1810-84), Cornelius Felton
(1807-62) may also have taken Pollen’s German classes since all three attended Harvard
during Pollen’s tenure. Clarke reported his awareness of German literature ramp during
his student years, atime when “the great German authors swayed the minds of our
young students with all theirpower... the study of German beingwholly new. [For]
students who did not read German, Coleridge was opening up the largprphilosophy.”
Channmgencountered German learning during his student years, esp>eciaUy the writings
®™™M\man rationalists.M It is not known how Felton first learned German. Talented
in languages, he became professor of Greek at Harvard. In his Specimens’preizce,
Felton acknowledged his obligation to Harvard colleagues, Carl Beck mentioned above,
and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, who had traveled in Germany, for help with his
German translation that involved “hundreds of expressions... so idiomatic, local
and peculiar, that one who has learned the German language only from books finds it
hardly possible to catch their precise impact.

What prompted the publication of the Specimens’ series, and what were the
translators’ views of German hterature.™ Ripley conceived the publication idea as a
group project of the Transcendental Club, a select group of Boston-area intellectuals
that began meeting in 1836. All translators described above except Brooks attended
the club s meetings at one time or another during its four-year existence.™ Shortly
after graduating from Divinity School, Brooks had accepted a pastorate in Rhode
Island.

Ripley’s correspondence provides information about the project’s genesis.
December 1836, Ripley wrote to Carlyle then living in London. Ripley observed:

American literature had been subjected too long to English letters with its servility to
aristocracy and condescension to common persons and things. German literature
provided one means of destroying the slavish imitation of English culture.

A month later,January 1837, in aletter to fellow Transcendentalist Convers Francis,
Riplej'wrote:

I have been brooding over aliterary plan, for sometime past... | have long
wished to see some judicious attempt made to naturalize aportion of its
[continental literature] treasures among ourselves... Itis proposed to issue
aseriesofvolumes... at the rate of 2 or 3 vols. per annum, & at the price
of$1.25 per vol. The work has a special view to philosophy, theology, &
history, but will be seasoned with asufficient portion of elegant literature to
make it palatable to general readers.*

Ripley emphasized that “every writer [translator] to whom lapply will make the
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choice of hisown author... The Editor will merely take care that no second-rate
work, and no poor translation finds itsway into the collection.”

November 1837, writing to historian Geoi”e Bancroft, Ripley asked Bancroft’s
permission to use some of the latter’s translations of Schiller and Goethe for the
planned volume on German p>oetry. Bancroft was one of the few individuals involved
in the Specimens’ project—as a minor contributor—who had studied or traveled in
GermanyRipley had also hoped to recruit Longfellow, professor of modern
languages at Harvard, to do both German and French translations. That notable
subsequently withdrew from a major role inthe project. He eventually translated one
poem.”

The first two volumes of Specimensappeared in 1838. Ten of the remaining twelve
volumes were published from 1839to 1842.” Translators in the series each wrote a
prefaceto his or her seleaion. Their remarks reveal their attitudes toward their chosen
author(s). Examined below, these introductory essays provide basis for answering the
related question to what extent their jjerceptions involved Transcendental ideology.

For convenient reference, the Specimens’ vo\um e titles and major translators are
Usted here:

Vols. 1and 2: PhilosophicalM ixellanies,from theFrench ofCousin Joujfrey,and
Benjamin Constant, trans. George Ripley (1838).

Vol. 3: SelectedM inorPoems,from the German ofGoetheand Schiller, trans.John S.
Dwight (1839).”

Vol. 4: Conversationswith Goethefrom the German ofEckermann, trans. S. M.
Fuller (1839).

Vols. 5and 6: Introduction toEthics, Translatedfvm theFrench oflot*rey, trans.
Wilham H. Channing (1841).

Vols. 7,8 and9: GermanLiterature, TranslatedfromtheGermancfwW olfymgMemd,
trans. C. C. Felton (184041).

V ok l0and 11: Theodore,or, TheSkeptics Ccmversion:H istory ofthe Cultureo fa
Protestant Clergyman, Translatedfrom the German ofD e Wette, trans. James F.

Clarke (1841,1856).

Vols. 12 and 13: Human L fe, orPracticalEthics, Translatedfvm the Germanof
De Wette, trans. Samuel Osgood (1842).

VoL \A:SongyandBallads, Translatedfiom UHanclj(oemer,Buergprand OtherGer-
man LyricPoets,trans. Charles T. Brooks (1842).”
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For discussion purposes, the volumes are grouped by subject matter. The eight
volumes devoted to philosophical-religious writings are considered first, followed by
the six containing what Ripley characterized as “elegant literature... palatable to
general readers.”

In the first group, prefaces to the French volumes show how German thinking
had influenced French philosophy, and how this thinking related to the views ofthe
Speriwem’'translators. Ripley crated the French philosophers, espeaally Viaor Cousin,
with bringing about the transition “from the skeptical and sensual theories of the
eighteenth century, to the more elevated and spiritual views of the nature of man. In
his prefaces to volumes one and two, Ripley noted how German Idealism stood in
opposition to the Lockean tradition that all ideas can be traced to sensation. Such a
view, according to Ripley, “attacked the foundation of rehgious hopes and the moral
convictions... [and] produced a harsh dissonance with the whispers of that voice
which is uttered, clearly but faintly, inthe heart of every living man.” The idealistic
philosophy favored by Ripley reversed the Lockean scheme: mind was supreme over
matter. Mind ordered sense experience by providing “truths which transcend the
sphere of external sense.”

William Charming expressedsimilar views indiscussing TheodoreJoufiroy’s ethical
writings, volumes five and six. Although Channmg admired the psychological basis
ofJouffroy’s ethical system, he felt it failed to recognize the higher “spiritual” realms
of human experience. Properly used, psychology could show that piopular moral beliefs
“grow out of some primary laws of the mind.” Locke, according to Charming made
“the most monstrous oversight of excluding the most vital of all ideas—the first
truths, communicated spontaneously by reason.” Crediting Kant with acknowledging
this intuitive source of primary ideas, Channmg claimed; “Kant has conferred alasting
benefit upon the human race, and substituted spirituahsm in place of sensationalism
forever.”

James Clarke’s preface to Wilhelm De Wette’'s Theodore, volumes ten and eleven,
ranked De Wette as “highly distinguished among living German theologians.” He
stated that Theodore provided “the best general view of De Wette’'s opinions upon
philosophy, theology, and morals.”’"De Wette had written Clarke in the early stes
of Clarke’s translation: “It was my object in “Theodore” to represent the various
theological tendencies of the time, and to indicate the mode of attaining juster religious
views... to present the view of Christianity which | considered truest.”

Clarke defended German theology from the frequent charge that it was “the
latest form of infidelity.” For Clarke, German theology wasadmirable for its “systematic
tendency, its comprehensiveness.... [and was] remarkable for its freedom from that
party and sectarian spirit which is the disgrace of Enghsh and American theology.”

In his preface to De Wette’s ethical writings, volumes twelve and thirteen, Samuel
Osgood d”ribed the pre-Kantian struggle in Germany between a morahty based on
the traditional faith versus a morality which “denied the authority of Scripture to
dictate over reason and conscience,”"The latterview unfortunately favored materialism
and a utilitarian morality. This materialistic and utifitarian ethic, according to Osgood,
was countered by “two noble spirits”"—Kant and De Wette. Kant based morality on
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reason, the “majesty of the moral law” which freed ethics from theology. Osgood
felt, however, that Kant’s system was too intellectual. It left “the heart empty and
cold.” De Wette’s morahty was more praaically based. His system included not only
duty commanded by reason, but also “the various sentiments of the human heart.”
For Osgood, De Wette’s “faith is so broad and catholic as to comprehend every
human interest.”

O fthe remainingsix Specimensvolumes devoted to hterature for the general reader,
four contained prose, two, poetry. Margaret Fuller’s preface toJohann Eckermann’s
Conversatumswith Goethe, volume four, addressed criticisms of Goethe prevalent at the
time.” Although she agreed that some of Goethe’s views “are often still less suited to
our publicthan that of Germany,” at the same time, she defended him from “ignorant”
accusations of some of his critics who asserted, among other things, that he was “not
a Christian;... not aDemocrat.” Fuller granted that if being a Christian meant
subordinating the intellect to the spiritual, Goethe’s strength lay in his combining the
two, but more often favoring the former. Goethe relied on “the great Idea of Duty
which alone can hold us upright.”

That Goethe was “not a “Democrat,” Fuller fully agreed, but with a caveat.
Speaking of her own times with its democratic tendencies to “choose their own rulers,”
shewrote: “A minority is needed to keep hberals in check, and make them pause upon
their measures long enough to know what they are doing... the cauldron of liberty
has shown a constant disposition to overboil.”

Fuller charaaenzed herselfas not among those “who are so fanatical for German
hterature [who] always say, ifyou object to any of their idols, that you are not capable
ofappreciating them.” She advised readers: “The great movement of German hterature
is too recent to be duly estimated.”

Despite these reservations. Fuller judged that in this literature “there he the hfe
and learning of the century----He who does not go to these sources can have no just
notion of the workings of the spirit in the European world these last fifty years or
more.” She judged Goethe as “the best writer in the German language.”

Cornelius Felton’s preface to Wolfgang Menzel’s collection of thirty-two essays,
volumes seven to nine, was In large part a critique of Menzel’s essay on Goethe.
Felton spoke of Menzel’s “unrelenting attack on the literary charaaer of Goethe.”
Felton “reed with Menzel’s view regarding the immoral tendencies in Goethe’s writing.
According to Felton, “some of Goethe’s heros are simply contemptible and feeble
voluptuaries... Some of Goethe’sworks are worthless and impure.” Speaking of
Goethe sGoethe sElecttveAffinities(“ahlverwandtshaften”,3.SLoryo{p3ssio Ti3s\dihi'W dited
love in afamily setting, Felton wrote: “... the beauty ofdelineation, which adorns the
story... does not afford the least excuse for its licentiousness. It cannot be denied
that many passages of his other writings are of exceedingly loose morality... They
aredisgusting, infamous.” Felton’s advised: “Let them alone.” Felton, however, admitted
to some balancing merits in Goethe’s literary contributions. The German author’s

devotion to all the interests of civilization ... in the regions of art, poetry and
science, ought to be received as some compensation.”
John Dwight’s preface to Goethe and Schiller’s poetry, volume three, praised
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their work as offering a “literature of life and Nature,” a poetry that did away with
“artificial tastes... rules and over refinements.” Schiller taught the reader “lofty
aspirations”; Goethe “how to realize them.” Schiller spoke “aimd the hackneyed forms
of life of a better ideal world”; Goethe showed “the riper wisdom ... in whose
inspiring draughts all narrow competition is forgotten.”

The last of the six popular volumes, fourteen, was Charles Brook’s translations
of German songs and ballads. Brook’s preface isthe briefest among all the translators,
and without philosophical garnishing. As noted earUer, Brooks was only tenuously
involved with the Transcendental circle. A poet in his own right,” in his preface.
Brooks discussed problems in translating poetry, and apologized for omitting “many
old favorites of his fellow-students of German.”

In what ways did the translators’ remarks reflea their Transcendental-liberal
Unitarian ideology, what Emerson called the “new views in New England?”” Except
for Felton and Brooks, all prefaces referred in various ways to these views. Indeed,
theircomments provide ashort course in Transcendental and liberal Unitarian thinking
with its affinity for German philosophy and theology. Their remarks affirmed the
Kantian tradition of German ideaUsm with its claim for supremacy of mind over
matter, the mind’s intuitive capacity for oi“anizmg and conceptualizing sensory data.
In the same tradition, they asserted a rational basis for religion and morality in
opposition to one based on Christian beliefs. They saw in Nature aspiritual source of
inspiration, not an object for crass commercial exploitation. They believed in the
“immanence of Divinity” in both Nature and man and viewed “human reason as
correlative with Supreme Wisdom.”'”

How was the Specimens series received by the public? Several reviews, many
unsigned, appeared at the time the volumes were published with all but one in
Boston-based joumals.” The exception was in The Western Messenger, edited at the time
in Cincinnati by William Clarke, one of the Spenmens’translators. The latter periodical
represented Transcendentalism in the “far west.” Some reviewers comments are cited
bdow.

Reviews of Ripley’s French volumes elaborated on his reservations about English
Uterature. One noted: “Noble as are the produas of the Enghsh mind, they are not
sufficient to supply all the nutriments necessary to the growth of a native literature.
In philosophy, Germany and France are far before England.” The reviewer claimed
that French philosophy translated the “gigantic deductions of the Transcendental
philosophy of modern Germany... to satisfy the minds of republicans who wish to
have everything popularized.” He judged the appropriate audience for the two volumes
was “teachers of intelleaual and moral philosophy in our colleges, and... all young
men whose minds are dissatisfied with the prevaihng system of metaphysics. ”

Another review of the same volumes expressed a similar opinion. England’s
Uterature was too “aristocratic.” It had a corrupting tendency that caused “Patriotism
to die out, love for democracy to become extinct.” The reviewer judged that “the
writings of French and even German scholars breathe altogether more of ademocratic
spirit.”~

Felton’s three volumes containing Menzel’s essays received one reviewer’s
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somewhat ambivalent praise for “the able and satisfaaory manner in which he has
given our craving pubUc... the means of judging of the merits of that immense
pretension, which was set up for the profoundess of German thought about 20 years
ago, and has lately arrived at its height.”" Another reviewer, identified as “P,” wrote
with tongue-in-cheek:

There is, somewhere in New England, afaaion of discontented men and
maidens, who have conspired to love everything Teutonic, from Dutch skates
to German infidelity... above all the immoral and irrel®ous writings, which
it issupposed the Germans are chiefly engaged in writing with the generous
intention of corrupting the youth of the world, restoring the worship of
Priapus, or Pan, or the Pope... gradually preparing for the Kingdom of
Misrule... This German epidemic, we are told, extends very wide. It has
entered the boarding-schools of young misses... and committed the most
frightful ravages therein... It hasseized upon Colleges, nay, on Universities,
and both the faculty and the Corporation have exibited symptoms of the
fatal disease.”™"

Despite reservationsabout Menzel’s essays, which the reviewer hoped would “be read
with caution... [since] we think it will not give atrue idea of the German mind and
itsworkings,” the reviewer concluded in aserious vein: “German literature is the
fairest, the richest, the most original, fresh, and religious literature of modem times.”

A review of Dwight’s translations of Goethe and Schiller’s poems judged the
volume “superior to any English volume of translations from the German.”The
reviewer, however, digressed to criticize Goethe. “Everywhere pages of Goethe are
stamped with evidence, that he has no faith in reason, or in affections, in God, in
man, orwoman.” Referring again to ElectiveAffinities-. “Goethe not only had no morals,
but scarely a knowledge of what morality is.”

Another reviewer of Dwight's poetry volume, identified as G. S. Hillard, spoke
ofthe peculiarities of the German mind and of the German language” that make
for difficulties in English translation."" These “pieculiarities,” according to the reviewer,
limited the admirers of German poetry “to a seleCT few.”

Aside from reviews, what evidence exists asto how the series was received by the
general readmg publicA At the projea’sinception, Ripley stipulated that “500 subscribers
must be obtained, & $200 avolume will be paid to the writers, on condition of 1000
copies beingsold.” An advertisement for the series had appeared in the North American
Review, KprH 1837.~*Since the first volumes appeared 1838, the subscriber requirement
must have been met. One source quoted Ripley’s comment that the Specimenswere
meeting “encouragement to adegree beyond the expectations of the proprietors.”™
His nineteenthth-century biographer and near contemporary, Octavius Brooks
Frothingham, wrote: “These volumes had a marked influence on the educated men
ofthat day, especially in New England.

The series’ publication history, so far as known, suggests it gained some recognition
among the general public. While thirteen of the fourteen volumes were published
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only in Boston, Osgood’s translation of De Wette's Ethicswas jointly published in
Boston and London. The Boston publisher (Hillard, Gray) reprinted Clarke stranslation
ofDe Wette’s Theodore 'm 1856. Accordingto Frothin”am, the complete Specimens’
series was republished in Edinburgh, 1857.~*Carlyle may have been instrumental in
promoting the latter edition. As mentioned earlier, Ripley had corresponded with
Carlyle at the inception of the Specimens’ projeci. Later, Dwight dedicated his volume
of poems to Carlyle and sent him acopy. Carlyle praised the volume: “N o Englishman,
to my knowledge, has uttered as much sense about Goethe and German things.
Carlyle referred to Dwight’s extensive notes in the volume.

For abalanced historical perspective, it isimportant to note that the so-called
“German craze” in New England was not without dissenters, aview held mainly by
individuals outside the Transcendental circle. Three examples follow.

A year before the first Specimensvolumes appeared, Francis Bowen, who later
became professor of religion and moral philosophy at Harvard, criticized German
philosophic and religious views. Kant, according to Bowen, “created a nation of
metaphysicians by constructing a system in which the peculiarities of the German
mind are strongly marked.” Aside from problems of translating Kant’s “abstract and
subtle thought” into understandable English, Kant’s philosophy itself must induce
an unhealthy state of mind.” Bowen cited Kantian followers, Fichte and Schelling,
accusing the first of “sublimated atheism,” the latter of “downright pantheism. By
contrast, Bowen stated that Locke’s writings “breathe more uniformly the spirit of
Christian purity, love and truth.” Referring directly to the Transcendentalists with
their German affinities, Bowen maintained “they have deepened the gulf between
speculative and practical men.” He labeled this tendency as “insufferable arrogance.
He pointed an accusing finger at Coleridge and Carlylewho promoted German ways
ofthinking.”

Another contemporary dissenter was Andrews Norton, professor of sacred
literature at Harvard. He wrote: “There is astrange state of things existing about us in
the literary and religiousworld___[Itf] owesitso ri” inpartto illunderstood notions,
obtained by blundering through the crabbed and disgusting obscurity of some of the
worst German speculatists.”

Norton identifiedthe Frenchman Cousin,”the hasher up of German metaphysics”
and “that hyper-Germanized Englishman, Carlyle” as patriarchs promoting this strange
way of thinking.* Elsewhere, Norton referredto “the latest form of [German] infidelity
which was at war with Christian beliefs.” He blamed the founders of this modern
school—Ripley among them—for their “denial of the truth of Gospel history, among
other things, their view of miracles as “only prodigies, adapted to arouse the attention
ofacrude people, like theJews, but not required for men of more enlightened minds.*

An article attributed to George Bancroft attacked Goethe. Characterizing Goethe s
views as “offensive from indifference to moral effect.” Bancroft wrote: A reason
why many of his works cannot be popular in America is found in the nature of his
subjects. Instead of describing sentiments of tenderness and true humamty... he has
more frequently sketched the sorrows, which spring from the imagination, and the
evils to which men have become exposed by the vices of refinement. **
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Bancroft cited Goethe’s frequently disparaged Elective A ffinitiesto illustrate this
tendency. “In Germany the charaaers... are acknowledged to be drawn with ~onizing
truth; but in the United States, thanks to the venerated sancdty of domestic attachment,
the book would be thrown aside with incredulity as a false and dangerous Ubel on
human nature.”

Despite opposition to German thinking and even reservations expressed by some
of the 5pea>nem’translators, the series was followed by another volume of German
translations. In 1848, Frederic Hedge, one of the Transcendental circle, published
Prose Writerso fGermany. In his preface. Hedge acknowledged Ripley and Brooks among
several other individuals who had assisted in the translations. This one-volume
anthology—"illustrated with portraits"—featured twenty-eight German writers. The
closely-printed text included a biography for each writer, and in most cases several
briefseleaions from theirworks. The ecleaic contents covered philosophic, religious
and {Xjpular writings.

Prose Writerswent through five editions, the last in 1870, “revised and enlarged.””
Undoubtedly, the handiness of its one-volume format, its variety of writers and
subjects, and brevity of the excerpts contributed to the book’s continuing popularity.
That the volume was published in Philadelphia may have also helped secure its
recognition. Unlike the Boston area, Philadelphia had a large, several-generation
German-immigrant community. American-bom literate members of thiscommunity
may have found their cultural heritage more easily absorbed in English translation
than in the original German.**From the above evidence, interest if not a continued
“craze” for things Germans persisted and spread well beyond its first New England
flowering inthe early decades of the nineteenthth<enmry.
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