Jerry Schuchalter

Charles Sealsheld's "Fable of the Republic”

In the “Vorrede" to his first published work. Die Vereinigten Staaten
von Nordamerika, nach ihrem politischen, religidsen und gesellschaftlichen
VerhdItnisse betrachtet (1827), Sealsfield invoked a recent public symbol:
the fiftieth anniversary of the American Declaration of Independence.
The JubUee of 1826 was a time of unbridled rejoicing, and Sealsfield
leaves no doubt in the reader's mind as to the significance of this event.
In true Jeffersonian fashion he declares it to mark "Die Feier des Sieges
der Menschheit fiber Tyrannei, Aberglaube und Vorurtheil." In the
English version of the above-mentioned work, published in the same
year, he enunciates the symbolic importance of this occasion even more
clecirly:

Fifty years have passed since the emancipation of the United States. This
lapse of time has solved two great questions. It has exposed the fallacy of
human calculations, which anticipated only present anarchy and ulti-
mate dissolution for the new Republic, and it has established the
possibility of a people governing themselves, and being prosperous and
happy.2

Sealsfield was fortunate to witness this celebration. As someone
eager to be initiated into the spirit of the new nation, he could actually
experience the process of mythmaking at first hand. For after fifty years
of national existence, the American people, Sealsfield observed, seemed
to have reached that stage in their development, where they were intent
on sanctifying their past, rendering immortal through public ritual, as
one historian has described it, "the fable of the republic.

The "fable of the republic" became Sealsfield's primary theme and
obsession as well. In the same "Vorrede" he conjures up another
symbol which belongs to this republican legacy. It is a hallowed custom,
Sealsfield writes, for the President of the United States to go on
horseback to the Capitol, tie his horse on one of its posts, and then after
"a five hour conference,” untie his horse and return home. This
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apparent lack of pomp and ceremony on the part of a public leader is, in
fact, another ritual which reveals the republican purity of the young
commonwealth.” It is, however, amid this process of ritualizing that a
certain disquietude emerges in Sealsfield's writing—a disquietude
which has obsessed the republican tradition in general;

So ist noch immer das republikanische Verhaltnis in den Vereinigten

Staaten und so ist es in diesen Blattem dargestellt. Mochte es stets so
bleiben!®

Sealsfield's paean to republicanism is, in fact, coupled with intimations
of loss.

Sealsfield celebrates in his first book America's coming of age. Like
many devotees of the republican tradition, he could point to all the
skeptics who questioned America's ability to survive and assert that
America had joined the family of established and powerful nations. The
reasons for America's success were easy to fathom:

A sea-coast of three thousand miles, excellent harbours, important
rivers, rising and emptying themselves into its territory, arich virgin soil,
a temperate climate, a population composed of the descendants of the
first nation in the world, the sciences of the ancient, the experience of
modem times transplanted into a new and susceptible soil, and both
united to the most liberal constitution that ever existed, were certainly
elements, which well-employed and well-directed, afforded reasons to
anticipate future greatness.*

But apart from these very palpable reasons to explain America's rise,
Sealsfield found another, even more important reason which was rooted
in the mythic legacy of the young nation. The Washington cult is eagerly
embraced by Sealsfield to account for America's coming of age:

The Union happily found a genius fully compietent to give it this
direction in—[sic] Washington. Ever the same at home, in the field and in
the cabinet, he imperceptibly gave to the nation the impress of his
character and his p>olitics. A character more firm, more composed, and
notwithstanding its simplicity, more dignified, than this stateman's can
scarcely be imagined. There never existed a man who knew the true
interest of his country better than Washington, or sought it in a simpler
or wiser way."

Like many Americans involved in mythmaking in the 1820s, Seals-
field found the core of Washington's legacy in the Farewell Address.
Sealsfield accepted the basic precepts of republican philosophy. If
America followed "the sacred trust™ and remained true to the ideals of
the Republic, then its "unparalleled prosperity™ would be guaranteed.
If, however, it deviated from Washin”®on's "maxims," then its survival
as a nation was at stake.® The ambivalent nature of the republican vision
is clearly defined. Progress is inevitable and desirable, but it is also
carefully controlled, only made possible by scrupulously adhering to a
sanctified tradition.
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Underlying this belief in the fragility of republics was an elaborate
and long-established philosophy of history. Couched in classical theory
and further developed by Machiavelli and then the Whig and County
Opposition theorists, it became an influential doctrine in the American
colonies' opposition to the British Empire. According to this doctrine,
the British Empire was wallowing in corruption and vice. Manipulated
by a small monied clique, it was attempting to despoil the foundations of
the American Republic and replace it with its own insidious tyranny.
The American Revolution (and later the American nation) was, thus,
defined as a struggle to preserve the ancient liberties of the republican
commonwealth and the British Empire. It was restorative and re-
formative rather than revolutionary.”

Sealsfield's early works reveal his attempt to adopt an American
point of view. Above all, his continuous preoccupation with the theme
of corruption in the republican commonwealth reflects a prevailing
attitude in the National Period of perceiving Europe and America in a
dichotomous relation—the former being the hotbed of decadence and
vice and the latter being the ideal of innocence and promise. The
political landscape in 1826 lends itself easily in Sealsfield's opinion to the
corruption theory:

Was die gegenwartig herrschende Parthei (Adams und die Tories)
betrifft, so ist sie eine Erscheinung der Zeit, die wieder verschwinden
wird. . . . Sie mufi, sie wird verschwinden, denn sie ist nicht auf festen
Gmnd gebaut, und die Pflanze eines auslandischen Treibhauses, die in
Amerika nicht gedeihen wird, nicht gedeihen kann.n

Despite Sealsfield's attempts to impress his European readership
that he was an American writing about the New World from an
American point of view, he frequently imposes European categories
onto the American scene. In his discussion of the American party
system, which he adds as a long footnote, he writes.

Die politischen Partheien in den Vereinigten Staaten von Nordamerika
sind Demokrats, Federals, Torys.

Demokrats werden geheiBen, die jedem Burger, der das einund-
zwanzigste Jahr zuriickgelegt hat, das Wahlrecht zugestehen, ohne
Riicksicht, ob er liegendes Vermogen oder nicht besitze.

Federals, die das Recht zu wahlen und gewahlt zu werden bios dem
Land- und Eigenthumsbesitzer (Freeholder) zuerkennen.

Torys werden die Anhanger Englands und die monarchistische
Parthei iiberhaupt geheiBen.12

Of course, in 1827 when Die Vereinigten Staaten was published there was
no Tory party in the United States. Nor was there a Tory party after the
Constitution had been ratified in 1789. There were Tory sympathies, but
this was understandable, since the republican experiment was still new
and uncertain, and old solutions, even when not entertained seriously,
provided a certain amount of comfort. Hence Sealsfield's interpretation
of American political parties mirrored more clearly the realities on the
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Continent and even in England than in the United States. The struggles
between the Monarchists and the Liberals epitomized the political
landscape in Central Europe in the Vormarz. But when Sealsfield applies
this to American politics, his analysis of the 1820s takes on fanciful
tones:

We see, in short, the principle of monarchism developing itself in the
United States; and though it is not attempted to establish it by means of a
revolution which would assuredly fail, there is a design to bring it about
by that curming, cautious, and | may add, American way, which must
eventually succeed, unless the spirit of freedom be sufficiently powerful
to overrule these subtle preparations.

It is undeniable that Sealsfield acquired an enormous amount of
knowledge about the United States in a remarkably short time and
believed devoutly in his republican mission. However, he shows at
times a curious inability to distinguish between ideological bombast and
party conflict. What was already developing in America at this time, as
observers like De Tocqueville recognized, was a liberal consensus, with
both parties understanding that increased democratization and eco-
nomic development and opportunity conformed more closely to the
needs of their constituencies and their grand design for America.

Sealsfield's first two non-fiction works on America and his subse-
guent Austria as It Is (1828) provide the key to understanding his later
fiction. The United States of North America as They Are (1827) celebrates his
republican vision, and Austria embodies his anti-vision—his attack on
European absolutism. In other words, Sealsfield attempts to present in
his fiction the plausibility and efficacy of his ideas which were already
established in his non-fiction works.if Der Legitime und die Re-
publikaner (1833), as one reviewer noted, the legitimacy of the republican
ideal is the central concern, in Morton oder die grofie Tour (1835) Seals-
field's republican vision is given a more lucid and more complete
expression than in any of his later works.The European readership
should realize, along with Morton, that the creation of the republic was
a unique event in human history:

Junger Mann! in diesem Wechsel liegt etwas GroBes, etwas Erhabenes,
etwas, das die Geschichtsblatter der Menschheit nicht zweimal auf-
weisen konnen! Es ist dieB der Triumpf der amerikanischen Staats-
philosophie, der wahren und einzigen Staatspolitik, achter amerika-
nische Staatspolitik, gegen welche die geriihmte PoliHk der Alten
Tyrannei ist. Und das war die Politik eines Franklin, einesJ n, lhres
GroBenkels, ihre Schopfung dieses prachtvolle Land, durch sie zur
TriumpfstraBe erhoben, auf welcher die Humanitat fiber die in uns
inwohnende Selbstsucht den Sieg davon getragen hat/™

In fact, Morton can be interpreted as an allegory of republican virtue
and corruption. On the one hand, there is Colonel Isling who sym-
bolizes the Revolution, the Age of Washington and the Founding
Fathers, and the credo of the Republic. On the other hand, there are
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Lomund and "der alte Stephy” who represent Sealsfield's oft-vilified
Egoismus and the emerging plutocracy. The allegorical elements are also
embodied in landscapes: “Der Garten Pennsylvaniens” becomes the
seat of the republican idyll, while Philadelphia and then London become
the centers of corruption and tyranny. In this allegorical pattern, then,
Morton symbolizes America—an America caught between its allegiance
to its yeoman republican past and the temptations of the new world of
commercial capitafism—the world towards which Sealsfield and other
exponents of the republican ideal were so ambivalent”™®

If Sealsfield depicts in his fiction his preoccupation with the threat to
republican virtue, in his letters he reveals that he is equally obsessed
with this theme. But here he is also concerned with a new threat to
American innocence. It is not only the Weltplutokratie which is conspiring
against the Republic. There were also forces from below—the scores of
new iiiunigrants who suddenly became a presence in American life in
the 1830s and 1840s. In a letter to Brantz Mayer, a popular author of the
time, dated two years after the publication of Morfon, he writes,

I do not know your opinion about slavery having not read your last work
Capt. Conot but such as it appears to me in Virginia | cannot help
considering it in many respects as a safety valve warding off the
deleterious influence of a too great influx of foreign population &
keeping up that staunch republican sense, which distinguished the state
of the Washingtons, Patrick Henrys, Jeffersons etc.™

The invocation of “keeping up that staunch republican sense, which
distinguished the state of the Washingtons, Patrick Henrys, Jeffersons
etc." shows that Sealsfield's fiction and his life were suffused by a
central theme: the preoccupation with republican virtue. What distin-
guishes Sealsfield from other advocates of republican thought was his
attitude to slavery. His belief that republican virtue was buttressed by
the institution of slavery and the exclusion of immigrants clearly differs
from the ambivalent spirit of Jeffersonianism and republicanism in
general towards these issues.

It is tempting to argue that Sealsfield's political vision exemplifies
what Hartz calls the *“Reactionary Enlightenment"—the attempt to
establish—however chimerical—an alternative to Lockeanism and liber-
alism in America.21 But this is to overlook the dual angle of vision which
permeates all of Sealsfield's work. On the one hand, there is Sealsfield's
American persona who quite plausibly—at least to his contemporaries—
presents an American point of view, defining himself in opposition to
the Old World. On the other hand, however, this American persona is
continually being molded by his European sensibility, which subtly
colors Sealsfield's perceptions and gives his American identity its
somewhat exaggerated character.22

Hence to understand Sealsfield's Amerikahild, it is necessary to
exhume the European background with which it is continuously inter-
acting. To begin with, Sealsfield's political thought embodied many of
the attitudes and values of Central European Fruhliberalismus. His ideas
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were formed by the excesses of Jacobinism on the one hand, as well as
by disgust and disappointment over the failure of the Josephinian
reform movement on the other hand. Despite his rhetoric, Sealsfield's
vision was in many respects quite cautious and conservative. As
Thomas Nipperdey writes.

Das Gesellschaftsbild der Liberalen war vorindustriell, nicht auf
Wachstum und Dynamik, sondem auf Stabilitat und Statik gerichtet,
nicht auf Konkurrenz und Konflikt, sondem auf Harmonie un-
terschiedlicher Krafte und Interessen. Das Ideal der Liberalen war eine
Gesellschaft vieler kleiner Selbstandiger, (Gmnd-) Eigentiimer, Hand-
werker und Bauem, eine annahemd klassenlose BurgergeseUschaft, in
der Talent und Leistung wie Herkunft und Erbe zum Ausgleich kamen;
man hat mit Recht gesagt (Gall), daB das Ideal der Liberalen nicht die
Gesellschaft des industriell-kommerziellen England, sondem die aus-
geglichenere Gesellschaft der Schweiz war.23

This helps to explain, in part, Sealsfield's so-called "quarrel with
modernity"—his constant need to admonish against the forces besieg-
ing the Republic. For his Central European liberal perspectives were
incapable of accommodating the new imperatives of the market econ-
omy and the political and economic demands of the dispossessed.™

Sealsfield, as is well known, was not very confident of the success of
Central European liberalism. In the United States, however, he believed
that the central tenets of liberalism had triumphed. It was in the United
States of the eighteenth century, where Sedsfield found his political
vision realized. The irrevocable breach with absolutism, the creation of a
republic with established constitutional safeguards, the presence of a
gentry class which was continuously being revitalized by democratic
onsfoi—these were the elements that were invoked by Sealsfield's
Central European liberalism. In other words, it was in the Virginia of the
Founding Fathers, in Madisonian constitutionalism, and in Jeffersonian
agrarianism (and pastoralism) that Sealsfield believed his own utopian
longings were given an eternally valid form."s

Since Sealsfield's republic was, in part, rooted in eighteenth-century
values and concepts, this presented his vision with many difficulties. As
Merrill Peterson writes.

Although democratic in many of its effects, the agrarian dogma was
inherently conservative. From the beginning the anomaly of American
politics was that the democratic tradition was the tradition of landed
property.
Jacksonian America, even if it did cling fondly to many of these symbols,
was ultimately moving rapidly to destroy the ideal of a gentry republic.
Of course, it is understandable how Sealsfield could project his admira-
tion for aristocrats in democratic garb onto the American scene and
convince himself that this was a viable synthesis.” In Europe the more
clearly defined ideological positions would have made such a synthesis
impossible. Hartz, in describing the contradictions inherent in agrarian
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liberalism, also points to Sealsfield's dilemma: "What it meant, of
course, was that the Mr. Hyde of an Edmund Burke was always
struggling to explode beneath the Dr. Jekyll of a Thomas Paine."»

It is significant that Sealsfield attempted to find a way out of the
gentry-republic dilemma. As the East was becoming more and more
Europeanized (Colonel Isling was already curiously involved with "dem
alten Stephy"), Sealsfield, like Frederick Jackson Turner at the end of
the century, discovered in the concept of the frontier the possibility of
sustaining his utopian vision. As Sealsfield's narrator in Ralph Doughty*s
Esg. Brautfahrt (1835) explains.

So beriihren sich bei uns die Endpunkte sozieller Stellungen, und
runden in steter Reibung, in fortwahrend wie im Kreisel umherroUender
Beweglichkeit ihre wechselseitigen Harten und Ecken ab. Der Senators-
sohn baut seine Hutte auf einem Stiick Waldlande, das an die Besitzung
des SproBlings eines schottischen Viehtreibers anstoBt, das Weib dieses,
war vielleicht die Magd der Senatorstochter, die sie nun als Nachbarin
begriiBt und ihre kleinen Dienstleistungen mit dankbarfrohem Entge-
genkommen annimmt. So befordert bei uns gewissermaBen die
Nothwendigkeit jenes republikanische Gleichheitssystem, das im
Westen seine Wurzel ausbreitet, tiefer schlagt, wahrend es im Osten, im
Gewiihle unserer Seestadte, bereits Starke StoBe erleidet. ™

The frontier, in essence, is a force of regeneration, preventing the
Republic from succumbing to its hitherto known fate—corruption and
decline. On the frontier, the Republic can be extricated from the cycles of
history, given a new dimension in the apparently limitless space of the
American West. It is interesting that Sealsfield tries to transform his
ideal of the republic from a temporal concept to a spatial one. Seals-
field's "republikanisches Gleichheitssystem" can occupy a timeless
middle ground, whUe decay can be staved off in a world no longer
governed by the laws of history.”

But in this characteristically American metaphor of the frontier,
Sealsfield's European sensibility again emerges. The American frontier
and the Republic are metamorphosed into a Biedermeier idyll. Above all,
in his invocation of the Vaterhaus symbol, Sealsfield reveals the standard
Biedermeier "Vorliebe fiir die kleinen politischen und gesellschaftlichen
Formen."3i When the narrator in Ralph Doughty's Esq. Brautfahrt ex-
claims, "Unsere Hauser in Louisiana sind wahre Republiken, wo Jeder
freien Zutritt hat, bei Tage und so ziemlich auch bei Nacht,” he suggests
that the house has become the focal point of human community and the
last refuge of civility and order in a world marked on the one hand by
Egoismus and on the other hand by forces which are still only dimly
comprehended.3 As Sengle writes, "In der erweiterten Familie liegt die
seelisch-geistige Grundlage der Biedermeierkultur."33 Sealsfield's Vater-
hausreputlik, apart from its tenacious defense of slavery, could be
transplanted quite conveniently to what was seen as the idyllic valleys of
the Rhine or the Danube.

The Leitfigur in Sealsfield's fiction is "der amerikanische Gentle-
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man. ” 34 This figure fuses the diverse elements of Sealsfield's republican
vision into a ui”~ed whole. Originally a republican idea at the heart of
Jefferson's agrarian gentry polity, it becomes in Sealsfield's work jux-
taposed with frontier ideology and Biedermeier imagery. Nathan, who
could appear in any Biedermeier novel as the benevolent patriarch, is at
the same time a Boone-like character who, to use Frederick Merk's term,
is involved in the process of "state-making"—all of the size of the safe,
extended family. 3%

Thus, "the fable of the republic,” which at the Jubilee of 1826 has a
progressive aura in Sealsfield's work, evolves ten years later into an
outcry against the incursions of modernity. The republican vision was
beginning to fade. The Jacksonians, whom Sealsfield had initially
supported, had opened up the sluice gates of modernization. The forces
that were ultimately to destroy the Vaterhaus and the Republic and to
transform "the American gentleman" into an unscrupulous plutocrat
had already been unleashed.3®

Sealsfield's later letters tend to support this thesis. In these letters he
emerges as a republican Cato inveighing against the dangers of corrup-
tion:

Der gegenwartige Moralitatszustand in den V.St. ist ein graBlicher. Vor
mir liegt der Louisville Courrier, der dreizehn Morde in den letzten 2
Jahren in dieser Stadt und Grafschaft aufz/It, und kein einziger dieser
Morder wurde auch nur im geringsten bestraft.37

It is one of the ironies of Sealsfield's life that while he bemoaned the loss
of republican virtue, his investments in railroad stocks contributed to
the emergence of monied interests which he and other republican
theorists claimed was leading to the demise of the Republic. In this
sense he was characteristically Jacksonian.

The Civil War provided the pivotal experience for Sealsfield and
other devotees of the republican ideal. The Republic had failed paradox-
ically because it was successful. Success, according to this line of
reasoning, leads to corruption, avarice, and the love of luxury. The
independent citizenry would degenerate into a state of dependence and
apathy. The result would be a temporary state of anarchy, followed by
an insidious form of tyranny. That Sealsfield interpreted the Civil War
through the prism of the classical republican ideal becomes manifest in
his later letters. In 1861 he writes:

Eine Verschleuderung, eine Betriigerei—Corruption, die iiber alle Be-
griffe geht. Unser Volk wird durch eine harte Schule noch zu gehen
haben—denn durch ein 80 jahriges Gliick, einen 50 jahrigen Frieden
verdorben, verweichlicht, ist es in einem Grade faul geworden, wie es
nur zur Zeit der romischen Republik unter den Sullas und Catilinas
gesehen worden.38

In another letter written in the same year, Sealsfield writes, "Mein Land
mu6 durch alle die Krisen durchgehen, die groBeren Republiken in
ihren Krankheiten zur Bedingung gestellt sind."39
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There were, however, optimistic devotees of the republican ideal in
America. In fact, there were those who believed that the drift to tyranny
was not the ultimate fate of the American experiment. As John E.
Crowley notes, Americans, steeped in classical theory, could come to
other conclusions:

Given the lesson that societies changed in fundamentally similar ways, it
may be paradoxiccd that the experience and wisdom of antiquity also
suggested that history could be transcended—either through the deliber-
ate restoration of society to an earlier phase of the cycle or even by an
escape from history by the engineering of a timeless state in which
change did not take place."*®

The idea of a return to the "sacred trust" enjoyed a wide popularity in
America before and dxuing the Civil War. The belief in moral regenera-
tion through a resurrection of republican traditions was thought to be
vital if the nation were to survive. Partisan politics, mediocrity, moral
laxity, mammon, and, above all, slavery were all offered as explanations
for the country's malaise. As Paul C. Nagel writes, "The war was
construed as both a sign of God's long-overdue wrath and of divine
cleansing.Only an adherence to the republican pantheon could avert
the fate normally prescribed for republics.

Sealsfield also regarded the Civil War as a "cleansing" of corruption
and vice in the republican commonwealth. However, he differs from
many of the American proponents of the republican ideal in his
skepticism about a return to republican virtue. While influential contem-
poraries like Lowell and Emerson were pleading for a recrudescence of
democracy, Sealsfield, in a letter written in 1861, proclaimed the demise
of democracy in America:

Dann ist es nebst ReinigungsproceB zugleich Ubergang zu anderer
Staatsform. Bisher war Democratic die fur die V.St. nothwendige Be-
dingung. Volksherrschaft in ihrer vollsten Ausdehnung. Diese war Be-
dingung um das Land zu bevolkem. Es ist bevolkert worden, d.h. aUe
Elemente gute und schlechte—der ganzen Welt haben sich auf die V.St.
geworfen, haben da Heimath und Herd gefunden, die sie ohne Volks-
herrschaft—wenn ein Monarch geherrscht hatte, nie gefunden hatten.
Nun ist freilich die transatlantische Welt bevolkert, aber die Elemente
dieser Bevolkerung heterogen, verdorben—asterhaft, verbrecherisch
zum Theil—diese Elemente haben zugleich die Crisis heraufbeschworen,
eine Crisis, aus der das Land gesunder hervorgehen, aber unter der es
auch in Theile zerbrochen (wie die Sudamerikanischen Staaten) werden
kann. . .. Es ist eine wurdiges Studium fur die Weisen. Mit der
Democratic hat es im Siiden bereits ein Ende. Im Norden wird sie
gleichfalls einer anderen Regierungsform weichen miissen. Sie hat
iibrigens ihre Bestimmung vollkommen erfullt.*

It is interesting that Sealsfield again expresses ideas and themes that
were an integrd part of American ideology and mythmaking. According
to republican doctrine, America could only preserve its institutions amid
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an abundance of space, with the presence of a permanent frontier. Long
before Frederick Jackson Turner published his famous thesis, Sealsfield
suggests in this passage that the frontier no longer exists. The "trans-
atlantic world" is inhabited, settled (bevolkert). The apparently limitless
supply of free land, which made America unique, is no longer available,
and as a result immigrants can no longer be easily absorbed into
Sealsfield's idealized yeomanry. Hence the frontier acting as a safety
valve, which was supposed to guarantee that republics did not degener-
ate into chaos and t)*anny, could not necessarily be expected to perform
its sacred task of preventing America from succumbing to European
corruption.”®

The form of government, which would emerge to supersede democ-
racy after it had "served its purpose" of settling the continent, also
preoccupied Sealsfield in his later years. In another letter written in
1861, Sealsfield alludes to the Civil War: "Dieser Biirgerkrieg, der Zwei
Principe im Kampfe zeigt. . . These "two principles" have already
been delineated in his fiction and in his early travel books. The first
"principle" is embodied in the plutocracy, wfuch he equates with the
North. As Sealsfield writes in the above-mentioned letter, the Northern
army consisted of the "Gold und Dollar jagenden Yankee."*™ As we
know from George Howard's Esq. Brautfahrt (1834) and Die deutsch-
amerikanischen Wahlverwandtschaften (1839-40), the plutocracy had al-
ready established itself in the coastal states of the Northeast and, like the
"Spinne" in Morton, was already planning to undermine the Republic.
The only counterweight in Sealsfield's Manichean world view was the
Southern patriarchate, which Sealsfield endowed with all the trappings
of a Biedermeier idyll. That this form of society was doomed became
increasingly clear to Sealsfield and explains the profound pessimism at
the end of his life.

Perhaps the literary reception of Sealsfield's work when it first
appeared illuminates his dilemma most acutely. From the very inception
of his literary career, reviewers in Germany recognized that Sealsfield
was committed, even obsessed with propagating his republican vision.
One reviewer noted that Sealsfield was imbued with "ein etwas
republikanisch-pedantisches Air."~ Another critic remarked that Seals-
field was "ein feuriger Republikaner mit Haut und Haar, der fiber unser
royalistisches und feudalistisches Emopa bedaudemd die Achseln
zuckt."~ Still one critic, in particular, casts light on the pathos of
Sealsfield's life and work:

O konnten wir dem Verf. aus innerster Brust in seinen begeisterten
Hoffungen auf die Dauer, auf die Unzerstorbarkeit dieser Institutionen,
dieser schonen Fruchte eines edlen Republikanism, beistimmen! Aber,
aber, ach! sie ermangeln der Realitat, diese suBen Traume; und die
Schwarmerei eines jugendlich kraftigen Enthusiasm halt den kalten Blick
der Reflexion, die Priifung historischer Kritik nicht aus. Nordamerika
mu6 und wird in der Monarchic untergehen: diese Phase prolitischer
Umgestaltung ist in der Dinge Ordnung, und der erhabene Schwung
keiner Idee, kein Gott, wird sie aufhalten. Traurige, eiskalte Wirklichkeit
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den Flammen des Ideals gegeniiber! Aber es ist so, und muB so seyn,
und die Erde, nur noch Planet der Wandlung, gestattet die Fixitat nicht,
mit welcher sich die Ahnung des Hohem schmeichelt. Die Ausartung
der Civilisation selbst, mit ihren unvermeidlichen moralischen und
legislativen Folgen, wird die nordamerikanische Revolution her-
beifiihren; und die energische Hand des Monarchism wird dann wieder
zusammenfassen miissen, was die allmahlich immer lockrer gewor-
denen republikanischen Bande auseinander haben fallen lassen. Ein
ahnliches Resultat liefert die Geschichte aller Zeiten und Volker; ehe der
Sitteneinfalt und der Beschrankung in die engsten Territorialgrenzen
nicht Dauer zugesichert werden kann, diirfen auch Republiken auf
Dauer rechnen. DieB hat schon Montesquieu behauptet; und, wie
schmerzlich es ist, so etwas aussprechen zu miissen, Nordamerika,
gleich der Schweiz, werden friiher, oder spater, den Beleg zu seiner
Behauptung liefem.*®

Sealsfield's grand preoccupation with the republic is suddenly
unravelled as part of a general preoccupation in the Vormarz with the
ideal political form: Is the republic a viable alternative to monarchy; has
the monarchy lost its legitimation; must the contemporary republic
conform to the cyclical pattern of the inevitable rise and fall of classical
republics? That this critic had obvious monarchist sympathies only
reinforces the thesis that Sealsfield was struggling not only to convince
the middle classes of Central Europe of the viability of the republican
alternative, but to some extent himself, since he and his culture were
still not quite certain of the longevity and suitability of republics.™
Hence the same critic, quoted previously, perhaps provided a literary
epitaph which Sealsfield in his later years might have found appropri-
ate, as he observed the Republic of Washington and Jefferson siiffering
through the cataclysm of the Civil War, seemingly following a timeless
pattern which, as its culture believed, had been preordained:

Das, was ewig in Gesang soli leben,

muB im Leben untergeh'n
und dieB soil hier ganz eigentlich von nordamerikanischer Republik und
daraus hervorgegangener Lebensform gelten.®”

Thus, Sealsfield's work is intimately connected with the transatlantic
preoccupation with the virtuous republic which, as Pocock shows, has
been a significant utopian model in the history of European thought./i
Indeed, Sealsfield's adherence to the ideal of a virtuous republic, along
with his invocation of the "myth of exodus" from a moribund Europe to
a regenerate America in a Garden of Plenty, places him within the
tradition of the first half of the nineteenth century when the republican
ideal was regarded as a real alternative to absolutism in Europe. Further,
the Amerika-Mythos, which, in fact, idealized immigration, was the most
obvious solution to the problems posed by the resurgence of reaction
and its attendant conflicts. After mid-century when new utopian models
began to displace the virtuous republic and immigration as solutions to
the crisis of modernization, Sealsfield's message became less appeal-
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ing.52 In America, however, the myth of a virtuous republic still
continued to explain American nationhood and culhu'e, and American
writers, from the inception of the Republic onwards, composed
jeremiads and anti-jeremiads in homage to this model. Sealsfield's
achievement, then, fits somewhat ambiguously into the tradition of the
republican jeremiad which still provides a mode of perceiving America
and the world up to the present.®” As Roland Berthoff writes, "Corrup-
tion—the sad corruption of republican virtue—has been the lament of
Americans from Shays's Rebellion down to Watergate." It is, how-
ever, in the work of a former Moravian monk pretending to be an
American writer, where this plea for republican virtue temporarily
found a popular transatlantic audience. Few writers have depicted these
myths so painstakingly in their fiction as Sealsfield, and like many
writers who have preached the jeremiad, Sealsfield was compelled to
experience the same hope and the same despair.

University of Turku
Turku, Finland
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