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ABSTRACT 

This study seeks to accomplish two goals. First, it will reestablish 

Margaret Fuller (1810-1850) as America's first important interpreter of Johann 

Wolfgang Goethe (1749-1832), Germany's best-known lyric p)oet. The study 

includes full transcription and complete annotation of Fuller's Reading 

Toumal O. a manuscript detailing the experimental series of Conversations 

on Goethe that Fuller conducted in the spring or summer of 1839. The 

manuscript suggests that Fuller was an expert on all of Goethe's works, not 

just on his literary oeuvre. The experimental series of Conversations on 

Goethe was a prototype for the Boston Conversations for Women, those 

watershed events in the history of the American women's movement that 

Fuller envisioned and then carried out between the fall of 1839 and the 

winter of 1844. 

Second, this study will excmune Fuller's debt to German sensibility as 

she found it in Goethe and other German writers of the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. Fuller learned Innerlichkeit, inwardness, and 

Gelassenheit, or serenity, from her long study of Germ«in letters. Her 

incorporation of German sensibility was useful to her in two ways. First, 

German sensibility was important to Fuller's unique pedagogical philosophy. 

By encouraging her students to practice German sensibility. Fuller taught 

them how to educate themselves through their own initiatives. Second, 

German sensibility facilitated Fuller's critical stance, thereby aiding in the 

development of her feminism. Fuller's discussion of Iphigenia, the heroine 

of Goethe's classical play called Iphigenia at Tauris. displays the extent of her 



7 

reliance on German sensibility in creating her most insightful feminist 

writings. Fuller wrote about Goethe's Iphigenia in the July 1841 issue of the 

transcendentalist journal called the Dial. Her remarks there prove that her 

feminism was fully devel<^>ed two years before she wrote "The Great Lawsuit: 

Man vs. Men, Woman vs. Women/' the essay she expanded and later 

published as Woman in the Nineteenth Century. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

i 

Situating Margaret Fuller within modem American feminism requires 

finally coming to terms with three interrelated practical emd methodological 

problems. The first of these problems, and the easiest to overcome, has to do 

with Fuller's emerging feminist vocabulary and the differences between the 

vocabulary available to her and the technical terminology that is available to 

twenty-first century feminists. In order to gain a clear notion of Fuller as an 

advocate for women's rights, we must find out exactly what she understood 

by gender and gender expectations, and we must discern what she meant by 

such terms as femininity and the feminine. Fuller's terminology is strikingly 

modem in some ways, yet her belief in a mystical feminine divinity also 

makes her different from some contemporary feminist theorists. 

A second, far more vexing difficulty concerns Fuller's historical 

situation during the first half of the nineteenth century. Fuller's lifespan 

included the decades of greatest most widespread faith in and hope for the 

American experiment in liberal democracy, and evaluating her from within 

the dynamic spirit of her times continues to be the most daunting of the 

specifically practical problems that hinder oiu" evaluations of her feminism. 

The remarkable optimism about America's political promise during much of 

Fuller's life arguably has not been matched since, with the possible exception 

of the euphoria experienced by a majority of privileged Americans in the 

decade of the 1950s and into the early 1960s. Of course. Fuller herself could 

not participate in the grand experiment of her time, because she was a 

woman, and her exclusion from politics certainly fueled her interest in 

women's issues. At the same time, though. Fuller did not possess and could 



not have possessed the same criticcil jjerspective of some current feminists, 

those who maintain that patriarchy and political liberalism complement and 

support one another in keeping women confined to the private sphere and 

otherwise restricted in the choices they can make in their lives. Moreover, 

Fuller's own world view was strongly colored by the literary and cultural 

movements broadly known as romanticism, and she was particularily 

committed to the notion of romantic subjectivity. Like political liberalism, 

romanticism and romantic subjectivity have been criticized by modem 

feminists, especially those who maintain that human subjectivity in any 

form is a myth that ignores the power of social constructivist forces. Making 

sense of Fuller's historical situation is difficult, and it requires completion of 

two separate steps. First, we must fully understand current feminist critiques 

of political liberalism and subjectivity. Only then can we discuss the ways in 

which Fuller both accepted and at least partially resisted the strongest political 

and cultural discourses of her time. 

The third problem, the one that has proven to be most intractable of 

all, concerns Fuller's sometimes maddening inconsistency. Because critics 

seek to find predictable systems of thought in the subjects we study, we quite 

naturally are tempted to suggest that Fuller conceived a grand scheme or a 

totalizing plan, one that explains her feminism consistently and precisely. 

The best recent example of the need to find a system supp>orting Fuller's 

feminism is Stephanie A. Smith's contention that her vision of Truth was 

maternal.l Drawing that type of conclusion about this particular subject is 

risky, though, because Fuller freely contradicted herself, and she also 

sometimes behaved in ways that appear antithetical to her liberatory 
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aspirations.^ Like many transcendentalists. Fuller tailored her opinions to fit 

specific situations rather than developing and then holding to completely 

consistent moral or theoretical frames of reference. The overlap between 

what she said in public and the way she conducted her private life also was 

inexact. The primary need in feminist Fuller scholarship, then, is an 

inclusive methodology, one that accepts and even celebrates her resistance to 

predictability. Most of us surely can agree that Fuller was feminist, and that 

she resisted some of the codes of her culture in ingenious ways, but we may 

need some additional methodological tools in order to come to terms with 

her eclecticism. 1 will suggest throughout this study that a fresh examination 

of Fuller's German studies yields one possibility for a new methodology. 

Fuller developed a uniquely German sensibility over the course of her long 

interest in German letters, and German sensibility taught her how to combine 

her feelings with her intellect in order to express the widest possible variety of 

feminist perspectives. German sensibility also provided Fuller with a new 

means to continue her own and other women's educations, and it gave her 

the emotional distance she needed in order to develop her critica] capacities 

and begin exercising her intellectual acuity in feminist interventions. 

First, 1 will attend to defining the individual words in Fuller's 

developing feminist vocabulary. Her pronouncements regarding gender 

either addressed women's exclusion from higher education or examined the 

barriers preventing their pursuit of traditionally male-oriented careers. The 

best example from Fuller's own biography is her experience at Harvard 

College. Fuller heartily resented the fact that many of her close male friends 

were esteemed members of the famous class of 1829, and she was devastated 
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when her oldest brother, Eugene, who was much less talented than she, 

entered Harvard in 1830. Most of Fuller's closest male friends were 

scholarship students, finandally and socially rewarded for their intellectual 

prowess and free to come and go as they pleased. Fuller, who clearly was their 

intellectual peer or better, had to petition and be granted special permission to 

use Harvard's library for her research concerning Native Americans. She was 

the first woman ever allowed to read in Harvard's library. Fuller's anger at 

being denied access to higher education emerges in its best-developed form in 

Woman in the Nineteenth Century. There, she repeatedly argues for the 

immediate destruction of all arbitrary barriers to women's advancement. 

Two other points regarding gender need attention. The first is that 

Fuller herself never used that word, at least not so far as I have been able to 

determine. She was likely to use the term "woman" when referring to what 

we now would call "female gender." In this, she was following the lead of 

Germaine de Stael, arguably the most important of her female intellectual 

mentors.3 I will argue in Chapter 2 that de Stael was the most important 

influence on Fuller's study of Germany, and that the begirmings of her 

feminism are discernible in her decision to follow de Stael's advice about 

which works of German literature she should know. Fuller read de Stael's De 

L'Allemagne thoroughly at the very beginning of her German studies in the 

mid-to late 1820s, and she doubtless was fascinated by de Stael's brief chapter 

on "Les Femmes" in Germany (I, 48-53). Fuller probably was especially 

impressed by de Stael's assertion that German women (and women in 

general) should overcome their "natural" (or gendered) tendency to 

unhappiness, since women's daily lives almost always contained more 
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inherent veilue than men's daily lives (I, 48). De Stael's opinion about the 

value of women's work in the world surely strengthened Fuller's conviction 

that she liked being a woman, even though it restricted her in many 

unacceptable ways. 

The last point concerning gender is more important. Though she liked 

being a woman. Fuller tended to be ambivalent about gender roles in what we 

now call the private sphere. On the one hand, she clearly felt smothered, 

overwhelmed, and resentful when forced to confront the realities of running 

a household and taking care of her family's needs. On the other hand. Fuller 

sometimes expressed sympathy for men because of their lack of connection to 

private matters and their perceived inability to express emotion. 

The best example of her ambivalence regarding gender roles in the 

private sphere is Fuller's reaction to Ralph Waldo Emerson and his wife, 

Lidian, following the tragic death of their five-year-old son. Little Waldo, as 

he was called, died of scarlet fever in January of 1842. Paula Blanchard reports 

that Emerson, whose first wife also had died, "once more grieved that he 

could not grieve, and with a stoicism that must have seemed indifference to 

those who did not know him well, went to New York to fulfill a series of 

lecture engagements barely a month later" (180). About six months after little 

Waldo died. Fuller arrived for an extended visit with the Emersons. There 

she found Lidian, suffering from a severe toothache and still emotionally 

distraught over the death of her son. According to Blanchard, Lidian was in 

an "altogether wretched state" over her husband's apparent lack of interest in 

her or her troubles (182). Fuller's 1842 journal, edited by Joel Myerson, 

provides an unusually clear account of Lidian's agony, Emerson's coldness, 

and Fuller's attempts to come to terms with her own feelings about the 
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differences between husband and wife during her tension-filled, five-week 

stay at their home. Fuller writes that Lidian "wept for the lost child, and I was 

tempted to do the same," but she immediately adds the following: "Though I 

can never meet Lidian on such subjects, 1 felt for her today, and she liked to 

have me." Fuller identifies with Lidian to a certain degree but not entirely, 

perhaps because she had not yet experienced motherhood herself, but also 

because she was becoming impatient with Lidian's lack of self-sufficiency. Of 

Emerson, Fuller writes the following: "Waldo showed me ail he and others 

had written, about the child, there is . . . very little from Ws own 

observation, through he was with him [little Waldo] so much. He has not 

much eye for the little signs in children that have such great leadings. The 

little there is is good" (322-3). Her last remark about Emerson's work being 

"good" points to Fuller's identification with him and his efforts to assuage his 

grief through creativity. At the same time. Fuller certainly regrets that 

Emerson possessed so weak an "eye for the little signs in children." Fuller 

found herself in the middle, unable to identify fuHy with either Lidian or her 

husband. 

If nothing else. Fuller recognized that Emerson's emotional stoicism 

prevented him from taking part in and benefiting from a communal 

expression of suffering. Fuller understood that the private sphere provides 

valuable human experiences that generally are unavailable to those who 

adhere rigorously to male gender roles. The conviction that men too are 

limited by expectations of gender also made its way into Woman in the 

Nineteenth Century. Fuller suggests there that men will be incomplete as 

long as the bars to women's progress are intact. Man cannot come into the 
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position ordained for him by God until Woman is allowed to attain her 

equally divine calling. 

Fuller's understandings of femininity and the associations between 

femininity and creativity are sometimes remarkably sympathetic to current 

feminism, even though she does not consistentiy use the same terms that are 

available today. Occasionally, Fuller uses the word "muse" to describe the 

specifically creative and intuitive aspects of femininity. In Woman in the 

Nineteenth Century, she defines the muse as follows: 

What I mean by the Muse is the unimpeded clearness of the intuitive 
powers which a perfectly truthful adherence to every admonition of 
the higher instincts would bring to a finely organized human being. It 
may appear as prophecy or as |X>esy- (69) 

Noteworthy is that Fuller does not assign one sex or the other to the role of 

muse. She only finds it necessary that any "human being" who possesses the 

muse attain a "perfectly truthful adherence to every admonition of the higher 

instincts," and that the person be "finely organized." In other words, it is not 

necessary to be a woman in order to be feminine, or in order to act as muse. 

In fact. Fuller is adamant that individual members of the female sex 

can and should be poets, not just the muses of poets. Elsewhere in Woman 

in the Nineteenth Century she insists that a woman must be allowed to find 

her own muse, if poetry is her vocation: 

Woman the poem, man the p>oet! Woman the heart, man the head! 
Such divisions are only important when they are never to be 
transcended. If nature is never bound down, nor the voice of 
inspiration stifled, that is enough. We are pleased that women should 
write and speak, if they feel the need of it, from having something to 
tell; but silence for ages would be no misfortune, if that silence be from 
divine command, and not from man's tradition. (47) 



The muse is important to Fuller, and it also is associated with the feminine. 

However, that does not mean that women cannot be poets. Fuller's 

understanding of the feminine as muse overlaps somewhat with certain 

aspects of contemporary French feminism, especially Julia Kristeva's 

configuration of the maternal semiotic as a privileged space occasionally 

reproduced in poetic or prophetic discourses. 

In yet another place in Woman in the Nineteenth Century. Fuller 

maintains that the feminine is not really possessed by the need to create a 

permanent work of art or literature at all. She writes that 

[tjhe especial genius of woman I believe to be electrical in movement, 
intuitive in function, spiritual in tendency. She excels not so easily in 
classification, or re-creation, as in an instinctive seizure of causes, and a 
simple breathing out of what she receives that has the singleness of 
life, rather than the selecting and energizing of art. ... In so far as soul 
is in her completely developed, all soul is the same; but as far as it is 
modified in her as woman, it flows, it breathes, it sings, rather than 
deposits soil, or finishes work. . . . Such may be the especially feminine 
element, spoken of as Femality. But it is no more the order of nature 
that it should be incarnated pure in any form, than that the masculine 
energy should exist unmingled with it in any form. (68) 

Fuller's description of the feminine here as an electrical, intuitive, and 

spiritual force that she calls "Femality" foreshadows Trinh Minh-Ha's 

conception of the feminine as a creative process, or a story that never ends. 

Fuller's "Femality" can be compared to the development of oral literature and 

storytelling, because it represents the fecund, creative, and reenergizing force 

that allows stories to grow in power and profundity at every retelling. 

Fuller's notions regarding the muse and "Femality" are strikingly 

modem and similar to current feminist ideas regarding the feminine. Still, 

she differs from many contemporary theorists in her insistence that the 
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feminine may be divine, or at least mystical. In a brief biographical chapter 

on Fuller in Dimity Convictions: The American Woman in the Nineteenth 

Century (1976), Barbara Welter writes as follows: "[Fuller's} own religion 

emerged as a blend of Unitarianism, a trarwcendent faith in flawed but 

potentially divine human nature to seek its home in God, and her mysticism 

. . . She inserted her will [toward a mystical union with God) as a necessary 

part of her religion." In order to prove that Fuller's mysticism was 

specifically feminine. Welter quotes from Fuller's 1842 Credo as follows: 

"For myself, I believe in Christ because I can do without him;. . . but I do not 

wish to do without him. He is constantly aiding and answering me . . . When 

he comes to me, I will receive him; when I feel inclined to go by myself, I 

will" (178). It is the female, or Fuller herself in this instance, who actively 

chooses a mystical union with Christ. In Chapter 2, I will discuss Fuller's 

fascination with the German mystical writer Novalis, or Friedrich von 

Hardenberg, in some detail. Novalis' conception of mysticism was essentially 

feminine in nature, and though her mysticism was somewhat different from 

his. Fuller doubtless developed some of her own theories about mysticism 

and "Femality" through her readings of his work. 

Her belief in a mystical or divine absolute makes Fuller different from 

some radical feminists and socially-progressive scholars today. These 

theorists, including Rosi Braidotti and Donna Haraway, argue forcefully that 

women and other marginalized groups cannot achieve liberation until 

philosophers in general and theologians in particular abandon the quest for 

moral or ethical universals. Braidotti believes feminists should practice a 

"nomadic" moral philosophy. Haraway agrees, and she proposes a 
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philosophy that takes account of the position of subjects. Braidotti and 

Haraway argue for a partial, situational code of ethics rather than a universal 

moral code.^ 

Better definition of terms allows a more nuanced approach to Fuller as 

a feminist critic. Next, it is essential to discuss some key differences between 

Fuller's feminism and the wide-ranging political, social, and literary 

radicalism of second- and especially third-wave feminists. I will argue here 

that Fuller did not transcend her time and place, even though she certainly 

found fault with both. Her sometimes extraordinary critiques of American 

democracy and the culture of romanticism occurred from within the 

epistemological frameworks that were available to her. Fuller thus cannot be 

deemed poststructural or postmodern in any sense, in my opinion, but that 

does not mean that some of her insights were not well-aligned or even 

identical with certain tenets of modem oppositional feminism. 

First, Fuller did not share the complete lack of confidence in liberal 

political theory that is displayed by Carole Pateman, the contemp»orary critic 

who best enunciates feminist distrust of political liberalism and participatory 

democracy. Though she is Australian by birth, Pateman's blistering critiques 

of liberal theory resonate equally well and perhaps even better in the United 

States than they do in Australia, Great Britain, or elsewhere, because her 

works focus on the indisputable facts concerning women's social and 

economic inequality throughout the Western democracies. Pateman initially 

makes clear the difference between liberalism as a political theory and 

democracy as a more historically recent practice. Though the words "liberal" 

and "democratic" frequently are appended together as though they were 
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synonymous, as in the phrase "liberal democratic society/' Pateman reminds 

us that they refer to entirely different matters. In the introduction to her book 

of essays called The Problem of Political Obligation: A Critique of Liberal 

Theory, originally published in 1979, Pateman argues as follows: 

'Liberal democracy' is no^ therefore, a synthesis of 'liberal' and 
'democratic' ideas and practices. Liberal democratic societies are in 
origin, and remain today in institutional form and ideology, essentially 
liberal societies. Their one democratic element was introduced when 
universal suffrage was granted. We are inclined to forget how recent 
an innovation this is — in Britain, for example, one person, one vote 
was finally established in 1948, and women were enfranchised in 
Switzerland only in 1971 — or how relatively tenuously it is grounded. 
(5) 

In Pateman's analysis, the patriarchal underpinnings of political 

liberalism render true participatory democracy impossible. Even though 

democracy is available to women and other marginalized groups, it is not 

practiced by them. The system simply does not work for women, because 

women do not acquire a sense of belonging and the subsequent willingness to 

participate. The reasons for women's continuing political 

disenfranchisement are complex, in Pateman's opinion, and they hearken 

back to some of the earliest documents that configure liberal political theory. 

In her seminal essay entitled "'The Disorder of Women': Women, 

Love, and the Sense of Justice" (1980), Pateman sets forth the notion that 

Western liberal societies develop>ed more in accordance with the 

thoroughgoing misogyny of Jean-Jacques Rousseau than with the rational 

humanism of John Locke and John Stuart Mill. In brief, both Locke and Mill 

believed the citizen of the liberal state should be a rational individual, and 

that the individual should have certain direct connections with and private 
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obligations to the state. According to Pateman, Locke's suid Mills' convictions 

about the citizen's unmediated attachment to the state were not shared by-

Rousseau. For him, the human family came between a pure state of nature, 

or political anarchy, and "the conventional bonds of dvic life" (20). Women, 

with their putatively superior capacity for love and caring, were essential to 

this interposing structure called the family. But at the same time, women 

were considered a threat to the state itself, because they could not develop the 

sense of justice necessary to a stable dvic society. Love would always trump 

justice within the bonds of family, in Rousseau's analysis; therefore women 

were unfit for dvic life. Women could not be dtizens, because they were too 

consumed by love, and therefore too disorganized, to recognize the need for 

justice within the liberal state. Pateman writes the following of Rousseau: 

For Rousseau, the sexes are equal only when isolated from each other 
among the animals in the true (asod^) natural condition. Sodal life 
develops as family life, and while charting its emergence Rousseau 
suddenly announces that 'the first difference was established in the way 
of life of the two sexes,. . . women . . . grew accustomed to tend the hut 
and the children.' His conjectural history of the development of dvil 
sodety and the transformation of human nature then continues as a 
history of male activity and male nature. (22) 

In Pateman's view, Rousseau's "conjectural history of the development of 

dvil sodety " effectively confined women to the private sphere. Moreover, 

Pateman believes the long history of women's exclusion from the public 

sphere has resulted in sodal and economic inequalities that cannot be 

eradicated through any sudden enactment (or pronouncement) of equality. 

Neither the universal franchise nor laws requiring equality of opportunity 

can remedy the prejudice that exists against women taking part in the public 

sphere, for it is too deeply culturally entrenched. Even though women seem 
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to be and probably are partidp>ating more in Western political processes, they 

will remain disadvantaged permanently as individuals, largely due to 

Rousseau's legacy of separate and unequal public and private spheres. And 

even though more women are taking part in politics, the public sphere itself 

still is gendered masculine — there is no room in liberal democracies for the 

disorder of women. 

For Pateman, then, the liberal political tradition is damaged beyond 

repair. In order to attain the ideal of a true participatory democracy, she calls 

for the complete disavowal of the very notion of the autonomous individual, 

because the individual is always gendered male. In an afterword to the 1985 

edition of The Problem of Political Obligation. Pateman writes the following: 

At first glance, liberal abstract individualism appears emancipatory 
since it denies that sexucil difference is politically relevant and so 
appears to be sexually impartial. The impartiality is bought at the 
expense of a conception of feminine individuality . . . The enormous 
task facing anyone who wishes to develop a genuinely democratic 
theory of political obligation is to formulate a universal theory . . . that 
also embodies a social conception of individuality as feminine and 
masculine, that gives due weight to the unity and the differentiation of 
humankind. (193) 

In recent years, Pateman has been joined by a large chorus of radical 

feminist voices calling for the dissolution of the liberal state. Many of the 

newest theories call for social organization based on anarchism One of the 

more interesting alternatives put forth by Martha Ackelberg in 1997 theorizes 

the creation of a free society based on "communalist anarchism." This society 

would exist "without hierarchical relationships, and without 

institutionalized patterns of authority;" it would "not only tolerate, but 

positively support differences among groups of people;" and it would be 



21 

"egalitarian" (159), Ackelberg is especially suspicious of institutions and their 

seemingly invariable proclivity to attract power and then abuse it. Her new 

society is called "anarchist" because it would deliberately and forcefully resist 

the crystallization of power and influence within and between all social 

structures or institutions. Finally, Ackelberg believes the best way to 

implement such a radical new society is to actually go out and do it. She 

writes: "[Ajnarchism implies a theory of social change, a revolutionary 

strategy, which can best be termed the theory and practice of direct action ... 

the way to create a new society is to create a new reality" (160). 

A remarkably similar experiment in social relations was created during 

Fuller's lifetime, and it was called Brook Farm. The Brook Farm experiment, 

which began in the spring of 1841, was promoted and actualized primarily by 

Fuller's close friends George and Sophia Ripley. The Ripleys were foremost 

in a relatively large group of disenchanted clergymen and transcendentalists 

who were interested in forming an entirely new and truly egalitarian society. 

Octavius Brooks Frothingham, one of the earliest historians of Brook Farm, 

writes that the group's founders felt "it was necessary to leave the world of 

institutions, and to reconstruct the social order from new beginnings"(164). 

Like Ackelberg, the founders of Brook Farm distrusted the creation of what 

we now call social structures, and they also feared the power that emerges 

from within and between these structures, or the social forces we now call 

hegemony. Frothingham writes that 

[w]hen the Brook Farm experiment was under way at West Roxbury 
[Massachusetts], its initiators were warned against three dangers: the 
first. Organization, which begins by being an instrument and ends by 
being a master; the second. Endowment, which promises to be a swift 
helper, and is, ere long, a stifling encumbrance; the third, the spirit of 
Coterie, which would in no long time, shrink their rock of ages to a 
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platform, diminish their brotherhood to a clique, and reduce their 
aims to experiences. (157-8) 

In addition to fearing social structure and hegemony, the founders of Brook 

Farm also distrusted money. Ackelberg does not mention the destructive 

power of money in her brief sketch of communalist anarchism, but it 

certainly is plausible to suggest that her neglect was an oversight. Ackelberg 

surely would agree with the founders of Brook Farm that money is a 

corrupting influence on social relations. Both groups, Ackelberg's 

hypothetical one and the actual community of Brook Farm, were in any 

event firmly united in their belief in and support for human diversity. 

Frothingham notes that Brook Farm "was open to all sects; it welcomed, nay 

demanded all kinds and degrees of intellectual culture. The most profound 

regard for individual opinion, feeling, and inclination, was professed and 

exhibited" (164). 

In many if not most ways. Brook Farm was just as radical in 1841 as 

Ackelberg's communalist anarchism might have been if it had actually 

emerged when she envisioned it in 1997. Fuller strongly considered joining 

Brook Farm herself in 1841, when her family was trjdng to decide where to 

move after the lease on their Willow Brook home near Boston expired. At 

the last moment, she decided to board with her aunt and uncle instead of 

taking part in the Brook Farm experiment, and she provided some important 

reasons for her decision in a letter she wrote on March 29, 1841, probably to 

William Henry Charming: 

[George Ripley] went out to his farm yesterday, full of cheer, as one 
who doeth a deed with sincere good will. He has shown a steadfastness 
and earnestness of purpose most grateful to behold. I do not know 
what their scheme will ripen to; at present it does not deeply engage 
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my hopes. It is thus far only a little better way than others. I doubt if 
they will get free from all they depn-ecate in society. (Letters U, 205) 

Fuller unfortunately does not say exactly why she believes the Brook Farmers 

"will not get free from all they deprecate in society/' but it is reasonable to 

suggest she thought "sincere good will" was not sufficient in order to found a 

lasting social order. Fuller also believed American democracy carried with it 

the promise of an ideal community, even if that promise had not yet been 

realized. There was no need for a Brook Farm, in Fuller's opinion, because 

the idea of Brook Farm was "thus far only a little better way than others" — 

specifically American democracy. 

Like almost all her contemporaries. Fuller believed in democracy 

founded on the notion of community, but her enthusiasm did not translate 

into support for or belief in a Utopian community such as the one proposed 

and carried out by the Ripleys. In the first half of the nineteenth century, 

progressive adherents to American democracy were still strongly influenced 

by the communitarian nature of the earliest Puritan settlements. They 

doubtless recalled John Winthrop's A Modell of Christian Charity, his 

famous sermon preached on board the Arbella in 1630, in which he called on 

the pilgrims to support one another and act as one body in order to become 

the body of Christ in the new world. After the Revolutionary War, 

Winthrop's ideal of supportive community was folded into the notion of 

liberal democracy as Americans continued to view themselves as a chosen 

people, uniquely obligated and also privileged in their ability to create an 

entirely new and perfect democratic society. 

Fuller never relinquished her faith in American democracy, even 

though she occasionally had harsh words for the distressing irregularities 
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developing or already fully present in her own time. In Woman in the 

Nineteenth Century, she opines that 

Though the national indep)endence be blurred by the servility of 
individuals, though freedom and equality have been proclaimed only 
to leave room for a monstrous display of slave-dealing and slave-
keeping; though the free American so often feels himself free, like the 
Roman, only to pamper his appetites and his indolence through the 
misery of his fellow beings, still it is not in vain, that the verbal 
statement has been made, 'AH men are bom free and equal.' There it 
stands, a golden certainty wherewith to encourage the good, to shame 
the bad .... That which has once been clearly conceived in the 
intelligence cannot fail sooner or later to be acted out (13-4) 

Fuller is doing more here than agitating for an end to the "monstrous display 

of slave-dealing and slave-keeping." She also is calling for the enactment of a 

true participatory democracy in the United States, and in doing so, she clearly 

foreshadows Carole Pateman and other radical feminists of the late twentieth 

century. However, Fuller stops short of calling for the abolition of liberal 

political systems, and she never sunders democracy from its liberal political 

points of origin. 

Fuller consistently used the word democracy, even when she may have 

meant socialism. David Watson believes Fuller's observation of poverty and 

prostitution in New York and her subsequent involvement in the failed 

Italian revolution made her finally begin to doubt seriously that the promise 

of freedom was possible without another truly democratic (or sociaDst) 

revolution. Watson quotes part of Fuller's March 29, 1848, dispatch fix»m 

Rome, where Fuller was responding to the dethronement of Louis Philippe 

in France: 

It would appear that the political is being merged in the social struggle: 
it is well. V^atever blood is to be shed, whatever altars cast down. 



25 

those tremendous problems MUST be solved, whatever be the cost! 
That cost cannot fail to break many a bank, many a heart in Europe, 
before the good can bud again out of a mighty corruption. To you, 
people of America, it may perhaps be given to look on and leam in 
time for a preventive wi^om. You may leam the real meaning of the 
words FRATERNITY, EQUALITY: you may, despite the apes of the past 
who strive to tutor you, leam the needs of a tme democracy. You may 
in time leam to reverence, leam to guard, the true aristocracy of a 

nation, the only really nobles, — the LABORING CLASSES.^ 

Had she lived beyond 1850, Fuller indeed might have become committed to 

the socialist politics that were dawning in Europe during the mid- to late 

1840s. Like many sodally-aware intellectuals of her time. Fuller might have 

embraced the promise of government by the proletariat. 

Fuller saw and tried to mitigate the problems associated ivith American 

liberal democracy, especially the problems related to women, but she never 

abandoned the "golden certainty" that democracy was the best possible form 

of government. On the contrary, she clung to her conviction that the idea of 

democracy, "which has . . . been clearly conceived in the intelligencef,! cannot 

fail sooner or later to be acted out." Fuller's observations about clear 

conceptions and intelligence point to another significant difference between 

herself and some modem feminists, those who write about the incapacity for 

any human being to attain knowledge in an objective fashion. The incapacity 

for individual understanding, also known as "the crisis of the rational 

subject," is a topic taken up by Elizabeth Grosz, who maintains among other 

things that rational knowledge flatly and naively assumes the transparency 

and the neutrality of its own methods. The acquisition of knowledge under 

any rationalist paradigm ignores the point of view and the inevitable 

prejudice of the observer. Grosz believes there can be no really "objective" 

knowledge, because all rational knowledge passes through the filters of 
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human perception and human presupposition (187-91). 

Grosz's argument simply would not have occurred to Fuller. It would 

have been completely foreign to her to suspect she might have been incapable 

of making objective judgments, because she retained absolute faith in 

individual human growth through the rational processing of experiences 

collected over a lifetime. Like William Ellery Charming, the principal 

architect of Unitarianism, Fuller understood that human beings naturally 

possess a faculty of practical reason p>owerful enough to understand God, 

themselves, and each other. Together with Charming, Emerson, and many 

others, she believed that the primary vocation of every human being is to 

develop his or her innate practical reason in order to approximate the moral 

perfection of divinity. The way to grow in reason and hence in spirit is to live 

consciously, and to leam through living. Self-culture thus became the way to 

approach divinity. 

European literary romanticism, and especially German romanticism, 

likewise suggested to the individual reader that his or her innate practical 

reason, combined with the experiences of life, together were strong enough to 

understand the self, the surrounding world, and the divine. In Chapter 1, 1 

will discuss the links between German romanticism and American 

transcendentalism in some detail. For the moment, it is sufficient to say that 

the immediate result of European romantic literature was the creation of 

romantic subjectivity, defined by The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and 

Poetics as "the intensely passionate speaker in search of transcendence," in 

vast numbers of readers and writers on both sides of the Atiantic. Romantic 

subjects accept and expect themselves to leam from their life experiences. 
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ends. Fuller was among the most committed and earnest adherents to 

romantic subjectivity in nineteenth-century America. Her written works and 

the spare records of her Boston Conversations show that she consistently 

tried to come to know herself, others, and her own conception of the divine 

better and better as she gathered experiences in life and engaged in her own 

lifelong practice of self-culture. Julie Ellison puts the matter best when she 

asserts that "[t]he whole range of Fuller's cultural and political commitments 

throughout her life operate[d] within the dynamics of romanticism" (222). 

Fuller's adherence to romantic subjectivity makes her markedly 

different from some contemporary feminists, especially the social 

constructivist Judith Butier. Buder has argued that examining the imique 

experiences of people in any given historical period may do little or nothing 

to prove that female or male subjects, romantic or otherwise, actually exist 

apart from the discursive environments that create them. Butler believes 

experience itself is so embedded in the social milieu in which "individuals" 

grow up that the adult person — the subject — really is constructed 

completely by his or her own time and place. In other words, it might be 

futile to look at an individual like Fuller as a romantic feminist, because 

romanticism presupposes romantic subjectivity. Engaging in experiential 

analysis would not produce any true understanding of Margaret Fuller or 

reveal anything substantial about her feminism, because merely cataloging 

Fuller's experiences does not take into account the discursive moment in 

which this particular "subject" found herself, the moment in which she was 

constructed by her social surroundings. 

Butler also translates this configuration of feminism into the political 
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sphere. In contrast to Carole Pateman, Butler does not concern herself with 

critiquing the current state of affairs in Western democracies. Rather, Butler 

seeks ad hoc, piecemeal change for women and other marginalized groups 

based on what she calls agency in the public arena. In brief, that means 

individuals who are interested in human liberation should perform those 

convictions in such a way that they influence the outcomes of public 

referendums. In her essay entitled "Contingent Foundations" (1995), Butler 

maintains that oppositional feminism cannot promote itself in the public 

sphere by proclaiming and then fighting for yet another set of truths (35-57). 

She theorizes that modem feminists should instead recognize there are no 

substantial truths, but only multiple interpretations that perpetually 

negotiate what counts as truth. Socially-aware feminists must be ready to 

disengage themselves from the idea that truth can be eternal or immutable. 

Christina Zwarg, a feminist scholar who has written extensively about 

Fuller, suggests that Fuller's progressive pK>litics, including her feminism, can 

be apprehended best by adopting Butler's methodology and her theoretical 

perspective. In her Feminist Conversations: Fuller. Emerson, and the Play of 

Reading (1995), Zwarg writes that 

Fuller's cultural negotiations are vital to the concept of agency as it has 
been developed by theorists [Butler in particular] who are trying to find 
a way to reconcile without affirming the subject of humanist discourse 
with the decentered subject of p>oststructuralism. At stake in the 
struggle is the very possibility of political resistance, a key concern for 
feminist critics in particular. (12) 

In Zwarg's opinion, scholars have had trouble appreciating the extraordinary 

depth of Fuller's social and political radicalism because they have been unable 

to understand the subversive agency in her writings. Zwarg writes that the 
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"dispersion of subjectivity which can resvilt in agency can help us to 

understand how the odd shape of Fuller's life and work demonstrates a 

particular form of political resistance" (13). In other words, Zwarg wants to 

recover the radical p>olitical criticism inherent in Fuller's writing by closely 

attending to Fuller's own subversive theory of agency. She believes analysis 

of Fuller's complete oeuvre proves that her theoretical preoccupations 

centered on "formula[tion] of a theory of reading that would be productive of 

significant historical change" (31). According to Zwarg, the best way to 

approach Fuller is to suppose that she was a resisting reader in a 

poststructural or postmodern sense. 

I disagree with Zwarg's method, but not with her conclusions. I think 

it is unnecessary to superimpose a p>oststructuralist interpretive grid over 

Fuller in order to understand that she was a resisting reader. It makes better 

sense to me to follow Julie Ellison, the same feminist scholar who writes that 

"ftjhe whole range of Fuller's cultural and political commitments throughout 

her life operate[d] within the dynamics of romanticism." In her Delicate 

Subjects:Romanticism. Gender, and the Ethics of Understanding (1990), 

Ellison suggests that Fuller was extraordinarily successful in critiquing her 

culture from within it. Ellison believes Fuller never turned away from 

romantic subjectivity, even during her last, socially and politically radical 

years in Italy. She writes; 

In Fuller's case the turn to a new kind of action [in Italy] does not imply 
a newfound skepticism toward romantic subjectivity. Fuller . . . never 
substitutes a class or even a social analysis for a theory of the subject, 
although she comes to see more clearly how class as well as gender 
constrains personal freedom. She regards the self as the locus of 
conversation among the many languages of the mind (divination, 
desire, reason) and of society (f<miily, friendship, economy, nation). 
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But she never, even in Italy, divides collective experience from the 
interior subject or prefers the former to the latter. On the contrary. 
Fuller writes from Italy of national character. Revolutionary 
movements enter her mind as an influx of energy greater than any she 
can generate within herself; they appear as enactments of her hopes 
and desires and as the collective expression of the hof>es of others; they 
make manifest in history the spirit of freedom: they are romantic 
subjects writ large. (223) 

Fuller certainly resisted cultural constraints, in Ellison's opinion, but 

she did so from within the epistemological framework available to her own 

historical period. Accepting that Fuller was aligned with romantic sensibility 

and did accept "the subject of humanist discourse" (Zwarg 12) is not the same 

thing as saying she was not committed to righting the wrongs done to 

women and other marginalized communities. In Ellison's opinion. Fuller's 

contribution to feminism is best understood by examining the way that 

Woman in the Nineteenth Century uses the canon of Western literature to 

decry the dynamics and the economics of sexual exploitation, specifically 

prostitution. Ellison writes: 

[Fuller] parodies the way men rationalize the inevitability of 
prostitution: '1 refer to . . . the daring with which the legislator and man 
of the world lifts his head beneath the heavens and says "[prostitutionj 
must be; it cannot be help)ed; it is a necessary accompaniment of 
civilization"[Fuller's] caricature of the middle-class businessman 
operates over against the language of feminist principle: 'So speaks the 
citizen. Man bom of woman, the father of daughters, declares that he 
will and must buy the comforts and commercial advantages of his 
London, Vienna, Paris, New York, by conniving at the moral death, the 
damnation ... of thousands of women for each splendid metropolis.' 
(274) 

Fuller then proceeds to quote Milton's Comus (1684) in order to justify her 

opposition to prostitution and underscore her belief in chastity. Fuller speaks 

directly to the young women in her readership. She urges them to follow the 
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example of the lady who rejected the pagan god Comus. Young women 

should preserve their virginity in anticipation of a true marriage between 

spiritual, moral, and intellectual equals. Ellison writes in conclusion that: 

Fuller's (commitment to the literary canon] cannot be separated from 
her feminist commitments. For even as she is engaged in setting forth 
the dynamics of sesnial exploitation, the standards she invokes derive, 
in the course of a few pages, from Greek mythology (tol Milton. Her 
divorce of the economic and the imaginative allows her to use culture 
against itself in the interests of women's self-reliance — and in the 
interests of romanticism. (275) 

Ellison believes that Fuller used the ideal that lay at the heart of the literary 

canon to expose and then vilify the economically motivated fact of sexual 

exploitation. 

I agree that Fuller's feminist critique of her culture occurred from 

within it, and I hope to show in the present work that eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century German sensibility was an important source for her 

critical stance. Unlike Zwarg, I do not believe it is necessary "to reconcile the 

subject of humanist discourse with the decentered subject of 

poststructuralism" in order to take seriously the political legacy Fuller left 

behind. Fuller was a resisting reader, exactly as Zwarg suggests, but she 

resisted in a way that was in sympathy with the discourses that dominated 

her unique historical period. Like Pateman's critique of political liberalism 

and Grosz's analysis of the crisis of reason, Butler's and Zwarg's postmodern 

agency simply is too far removed from Fuller's time and place to coalesce 

with her particular brand of political resistance. Fuller was political, but not 

under a poststructuralist paradigm. 

One of the reasons why Zwarg's methodology remains so attractive is 

that it can easily account for Fuller's inconsistency. In declaring Fuller a 
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poststructural agent for political change, Zwarg simultaneously abolishes the 

need to find structure or consistency in either her feminist pronouncements 

or in the way she conducted her life. In a moment, I will discuss one more 

feminist critic who has, I believe, found a different way to satisfactorily 

address Fuller's eclecticism and her sometimes contradictory personal 

behavior. First, it is important to understand exactly why she appears to be so 

paradoxical and difficult to apprrehend. Fuller is not hard to understand 

merely because she is inconsistent in print and in private, or because of the 

wide variety of her source materials. Instead, she remains elusive because 

her earliest critics did not understand her at all, and they tended to find her 

personality unsettling, uncomfortable, or even abnormal in its lack of 

adherence to socially-imposed feminine norms. Even though recent 

scholarship has done an admirable job of repairing the damage done to Fuller 

by her earliest critics, we have yet to escape their influence completely. The 

current critical emphasis on her lack of consistency is a sorrowful testament 

to more than one hundred years of inability to come to terms with the power 

of Fuller's personality. 

The tendency among critics to view Fuller as an uneasy or a discordant 

synthesis of supposedly contradictory personal traits began early, specifically 

with Emerson's evaluation of her in his section of the Memoirs (1852). 

Emerson writes as follows: 

I said that Margaret had a broad good sense, which brought her near to 
all people. I am to say that she had also a strong temperament, which 
is that counter force which makes individuality, by driving all the 
powers in the direction of the ruling thought or feeling, and, when it is 
allowed full sway, isolating them. These two tendencies were always 
invading each other, and now one and now the other carried the day. . . 
I think, in her case, there was something abnormal in those obscure 
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habits and necessities which we denote by the word Temperament- (I, 
227) 

Somewhat later in his remarks, Emerson makes even more unflattering 

assertions: "In the coolest way, [Fuller} said to her friends, 'I now know all the 

people worth knowing in America, and I find no intellect comparable to my 

own'" (I, 234). And worst of all: "It is certain that Margaret occasionally let 

slip, with all the innocence imaginable, some phrase betraying the presence of 

a rather mountainous ME, in a way to surprise those who knew her good 

sense" (I, 236). 

In Emerson's estimation. Fuller's enigmatic personality was abnormal 

because it was inconsistent. Her "broad good sense" was readily apparent as 

one enduring feature of her personality, and it was that aspect that likewise 

"brought her near to all people." But this same broad good sense did not 

allow her to emerge as an individual. It was only by way of her "strong [read 

masculine] temperament" that Fuller could become a person with opinions 

to be taken seriously. Emerson proceeds to complain about Fuller's 

singlemindedness. She could not be dissuaded from "a ruling thought or 

feeling," in his view, and it clearly made him uneasy. Emerson presents a 

strict feminine/masculine dualism in the single, female-sexed body that was 

Margaret Fuller. It is no wonder, then, that his final opinion of her betrays 

such mountainous discomfort. Fuller was a woman who displayed for him 

masculine individuality of thought and action, and the result of such 

anomaly simply had to be a creature who was mountainous — perhaps even 

monstrous. 

Emerson's early assessment of her personality caused Fuller to remain 
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substantially buried under the mountain of misunderstanding for more than 

a hundred years. Perry Miller, who certainly ranks among Fuller's least 

admiring twentieth-century critics, puts forth a modified version of 

Emerson's mountain metaphor in the foreword to his 1963 collection of 

Fuller's writings: 

I insist that, in the final analysis, the publications of Margaret Fuller 
constitute a gallant, albeit a minor, chapter in the history of America's 
persisting quest for self-realization. 
Her 'feminisf propaganda is actually a slight contribution to the 
campaign for 'women's rights.' She may easily be dismissed as an 
eccentric . . . Yet she refuses to be eclipsed. The reason for her 
pertinacity is not hard to discoven in Margaret Fuller . . . we have 
virtually the only candidate — and in her case an authentic one — for 
the role of a native champion of the [r]omantic heroine in the 
grandiose (and so, for an American, dangerously close to the ludicrous) 
operatic manner, (xii-xiii) 

In Miller's estimation here. Fuller's oeuvre is mostly Wagnerian bombast and 

very little substance. Like Emerson before him. Miller simply cannot come to 

terms with her unique personality. Emerson finds Fuller abnormal, and 

Miller believes she is "dangerously close to ludicrous." One cannot help 

wondering why either man bothered to edit the collections of her writings at 

all. 

Most of Fuller's twentieth-century biographers are much more 

sympathetic than either Emerson or Miller. Yet even some of the most 

admiring of them persist in the assertion that she was a soul divided against 

herself. Katharine Anthony, whose "psychological biography" of Fuller 

appeared in 1921, believes the rigors of her early schooling and the psycho-

sexual love she felt for her father led to "much neurotic suffering" in Fuller 

(25). Mason Wade, whose Margaret Fuller: Whetstone of Genius was 
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published in 1940, agrees with Anthony that "the rapid advances of the new 

science of psychology" allow better understanding of "the inexplicable in such 

characters as [Fuller's]" (xv). Another of the standard biographies, Arthur W. 

Brown's Margaret Fuller (1964), treats Fuller as though her contribution to 

American letters were somehow masculine, in spite of her sex. In his first 

chapter. Brown presents Fuller as the natural intellectual heir to her father 

(17-32). Only Madeleine B. Stem, in her Life of Margaret Fuller (1942,1991), 

appears to have been ready to portray Fuller on her own terms, at least insofar 

as possible. Stem notes in the preface to the second edition of her work that it 

was her intention to "evoke Margaret Fuller's personality, integrate it with 

her times, and paint the portrait of a thinker, a writer, a polymath, an 

activist" (xv). In other words. Stem's biography sought to draw forth as many 

aspects of Fuller's life and personality as possible in order to "paint the 

portrait," or provide a true likeness, of Fuller as a fully-integrated individual. 

Stem's biography, together with its impressive reliance on the widest 

possible variety of primary sources, may have helped pave the way for 

publication of Bell Gale Chevigny's The Woman and the Myth: Margaret 

Fuller's Life and Writings (1976,1994). Chevigny's work is widely regarded as 

the breakthrough book in modem Fuller scholarship. She proposes that 

Fuller passed through five separate stages over the course of her lifetime, and 

that the third stage was Fuller's feminist phase, which lasted from December 

of 1839 until the 1845 publication of Woman in the Nineteenth Century. 

According to Chevigny, the final phase of her life was Fuller's radical phase, 

which lasted from 1846 until she died in 1850. 

One of the most recent biographers, Joan von Mehren, takes the next 
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logical step. Von Mehren's Minerva and the Muse: A Life of Margaret Fuller 

(1994) recognizes that it is necessary to approach Fuller as having contained 

within herself all of these stages at once, or at least most of them. Moreover, 

the many elements that made up Fuller's personality are presented by von 

Mehren as having been perfectly normal and natural for her. Von Mehren 

believes Fuller's personality was the harmonious synthesis of all the 

supposedly contradictory traits laid bare initially by Emerson and others.^ 

Von Mehren writes: "Fuller liked to experiment with ways of harmonizing 

and balancing opposing elements: humanism and idealism, culture, intuition 

and tradition, rich and p>oor, male and female, Minerva and the Muse, past 

and future" (4-5). Von Mehren's biography provides a firm basis from which 

to launch further investigations of Fuller's feminism. It allows for and 

embraces inconsistency and ambiguity, because it does not assume that the 

various aspects of Fuller's personality were compartmentalized or in 

competition with one another. 

The very best of Fuller's current biographers, especially von Mehren, 

have restored her personality, but they have not solved the central 

methodological problem for those who want to make sense of all aspects of 

her feminism. The questions remain: how do we create a critical 

methodology that makes room for Fuller's inconsistency while also 

remaining true to the spirit of her times? If Fuller was not and could not 

have been postmodern or poststructural in her feminism, then what was 

she? 

1 propose to follow Mary Jo Haronian, an expert on Fuller and science, 

who has suggested that Fuller adopted some structures of belief from the 
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German philosopher and mathematician Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-

1716). Haronian begins her argument by agreeing with Zwarg and others that 

Fuller's writings were eclectic in every sense of the word: 

As is evident from Fuller's eclectic source material — especially 
apparent in Woman and Summer, but present in her Tribune and Dial 
writings as well — she found value in a wide range of epistemological 
approaches. She refuses to privilege one over another, denying any 
hierarchy of validity as she quotes and paraphrases dozens of sources 
(often, fmstratingly, witfiout citation). She combines concepts from 
very different fields to present her most important arguments . . . We 
are not accustomed to her method. Moreover, when we overlook the 
historical context of her text, we do not even appreciate the complexity 
of that method. (125) 

Haronian proposes that Fuller wanted to perceive the world under as many 

"epistemological approaches" as possible, including the scientific and quasi-

scientific ones. In addition, she maintains it is imperative to examine Fuller's 

methodology from within her own historical context or run the risk of 

overlooking "the complexity of that method." Haronian believes further that 

Fuller's intertextual method and overall eclectic style were not merely 
coincidental to her incorporation of scientific concepts. Certainly 
reading remarkably diverse texts was central to everything Fuller did . . 
. [She] read for a variety of reasons — to increase her understanding, to 
experience foreign cultures, to contextual ize her own observations — 
but to one overall purpose: to multiply her perspectives on the world. 
She read to widen her experience beyond the cultural spheres nearly 
inescapable to someone of her time and place, spheres defined by 
gender, race, class, and education, because she laiew these cultural 
boundaries limited her perception of the world. (128) 

In Haronian's view. Fuller's emphasis on perception is evidence of her 

debt to Leibniz's most famous philosophical work, the Monadology(17Q9). As 

is usually the case with Fuller and German philosophy, there is no direct 

evidence that she actually read anything by Leibniz. Neither the Monadology. 
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which originally was published in French, nor any of Leibniz's many other 

works written in Latin, are mentioned in Fuller's published letters or 

journals.® Nonetheless, Haronian is quite right to conclude that Leibniz was 

well-known in New England by the second or third decade of the nineteenth 

century, because he was first in the very long line of philosophers and 

professors who dominated Germany's intellectual landscape over the course 

of the long eighteenth century. Among other things, Leibniz is credited with 

having created calculus, and for that reason alone, his name would have been 

familiar to a large number of American intellectuals. Haronian takes note of 

the fact that Leibniz is mentioned in Theodore Parker's 1841 Dial essay on 

German literature, published when Fuller was editor (130, 135). Further 

evidence that Fuller may have been acquainted with Leibniz can be found in 

the work of Henry A. Pochmann, a leading expert on the reception of German 

letters in the United States. Pochmann writes that Fuller's close friend and 

fellow German enthusiast Frederick Henry Hedge translated the Monadology 

into English, though he unfortunately does not tell us when Hedge translated 

it, or if Fuller read the translation (280). Nonetheless, it certainly is 

reasonable to conclude, as Haronian does in her essay, that Fuller was 

influenced by the Monadology. even if she may not have read it herself. 

The Monadology is a relatively brief work consisting of 90 individual 

paragraphs or philosophical suppositions. In it, Leibniz conceives of a 

universe made up of individual entities he calls monads. Each monad, each 

entity or unit, remains unique and enclosed unto itself. In addition, each 

monad strives to become better and more complete within itself, or to become 

an ever more perfect example of its essence. Moreover, the end or goal of 
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each monad is its becoming, not its being. Leibniz undoubtedly borrowed the 

notion of entelechy, or becoming, from Aristotle's model, which posited that 

all matter strives toward form. In Leibniz, entelechy meant striving toward 

completion, but not necessarily achieving it. 

Further, Leibniz's monads exist as windowless mirrors, more or less 

devoid of direct individual contact with each other, yet moving together in a 

preestablished harmony. Finally, the monads exist in hierarchical groupings, 

and each individual monad on the ascending ladder of creation reflects its 

surroundings with greater and greater precision. The mirrors that encase 

them become ever better reflectors of the universe as the monads ascend in 

hierarchy, and each monad on the ascending ladder thus has clearer and 

clearer perceptions of the world outside of it. According to Leibniz, only God 

has completely clear perceptions, or p>erfect knowledge, because God contains 

(or reflects) all that is. The goal of each monad below God, whether human, 

animal, plant, or mineral, is to strive toward ever dearer perceptions. As 

Haronian interprets the matter, "[tjhe internal principle of the monad thus 

operates solely to bring about new perceptions. A monad not only has, but is 

a force for perception" (135). Ultimately, tfie goal is the perception of divinity. 

It is unclear in Leibniz whether or not monads can leam from each other, but 

there exists at least an implied relationship among them, since they exist in 

harmony and each strives to perceive the ideal (God). 

In Haronian's opinion, this striving to perceive ever more clearly in a 

strictly Leibnizian sense drove Fuller to draw upon and evaluate as many 

different types of discourses or "epistemological approaches" as jx>ssible. I 

agree completely with Haronian's analysis, especially when she concludes as 
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follows: 

Fuller's textual 'diversions' exhibit a multiplicity and creativity 
stemming from an impulse related to that behind recent feminist 
engagement with poststructural theories. But... a reading of Fuller's 
composition as a whole reveals more when it is part of a critical 
approach that builds from the theme of Leibnizian perception. 
Ultimately, it is monadic relations, when combined by Fuller with 
other scientific and philosophical concepts, that allow her to imagine 
her most radical notions of subjectivity, gender, and language. (138) 

Haronian recognizes that Fuller could not have been poststructural, because 

she was too Leibnizian, too German. Fuller could not have experienced 

decentered subjectivity or the "dispersion of subjectivity" configured by 

Butler and Zwarg, because monads in Leibniz cannot change in essence, let 

alone depart from their essences entirely. It thus would not have occurred to 

Fuller to question her own (romantic) subjectivity. Fuller as theorist could 

imagine and then create herself as many things — critic, teacher, 

conversationalist, journalist, poet, wife, and mother, to name but a few. It 

would have been foreign to her to conclude that any one of her many roles 

was incompatible or not in harmony with all the others. Following Leibniz, 

Fuller sought to perceive herself and others in as many different ways as 

possible in order to apprehend divinity. In addition, the drive to perceive — 

to understand — was the primary source of her extraordinary creativity. 

With her insights regarding Fuller and Leibniz, Haronian opens the 

door to a new investigation of Fuller's German studies. Haronian's cogent 

analysis of Leibnizian perception as it occurs in the Monadology makes it 

possible for modem feminists to account for Fuller's eclecticism in a way that 

is consistent with the discourses of her time. Even more important, the 

Monadology is saturated with a uniquely German sensibility that prized 
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Innerlichkeit, or inwardness, and Gelassenheit, serenity. The goal of each 

monad is growth, inner growth toward fulfillment of its essence, and the 

growth takes place in serene, preordained harmony with the universe. 

Because of its emphases on interiority and serenity, Leibniz's 

Monadology became one of the most important blueprints for the practice of 

self-culture, or Bildung, in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Germany. 

German sensibility, specifically the twin practices of inwardness and serenity, 

produced a typ>e of self-culture in Germany that was markedly different from 

American self-culture. In the United States, the most important goal of self-

culture was the production of citizens, intelligent, self-aware, and universally 

sympathetic individuals ready to take their part in creating the brand new 

political ideal called American democracy. German Bildung, in contrast, was 

less directly related to its practitioners' external relations and more often 

viewed as an end in itself, because none of the German states had as yet 

undergone a successful liberal political revolution. Germans turned their 

focus inward, and they accepted their political impotence with as much 

personal serenity as possible. I will argue that, because of her se* and its 

attendant political and social disenfranchisement. Fuller incorporated 

German sensibility into her own world view and her own writings. The 

effect upon her was profound. The impact of German materials on Fuller 

was even greater than and also significantly different from the influences that 

have been recognized in the critical literature to date. 



Scholars disagree somewhat about Fuller's earliest involvement with 

Germany and its culture. Many of the most credible sources, including the 

important studies by Pochmann, Frederick Augustus Braun, and Arthur R. 

Schultz, suggest that she began studying German language and literature in 

earnest shortly before or during the Fuller family's 1833 remove to Groton, a 

small community some forty miles from Boston.^ Russell F. Duming, 

another important critic, disagrees with Pochmann, Braun, and Schultz. 

Duming finds that Fuller's earliest association with German culture occurred 

considerably earlier in her life. He traces Fuller's German connection to a 

May 14, 1826 letter to her former teacher Susan Prescott, written when Fuller 

was almost sixteen years old.^O In her letter to Prescott, Fuller alludes briefly 

to reading an unnamed work by de Stael. Duming theorizes that Fuller 

already was reading de Stael's De I'Allemagne. which had become available in 

the United States almost immediately after it was published simultaneously 

in Paris and London in 1813. De Stael's work was extremely popular among 

educated Americans, not only because of the success of Corinne. her romantic 

novel about Italy, but also because she had been banished from Paris by 

Napoleon. 

Duming maintains too that Fuller's interest in Germany was piqued by 

her early association with Hedge, the same friend who translated Leibniz's 

Monadology into English. Hedge was sent to Germany as a schoolboy at age 

twelve or thirteen because his father considered him too young to enter 

Harvard. He returned to Boston in 1822 and received his ordination in 1828. 

Hedge must have been bilingual, because he was sent to Germany while still a 
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boy and stayed there for several years, and he undoubtedly helped Fuller 

acquire the proper pronunciation as she began her study of the German 

language, Duming believes Fuller initially "was attracted to [Hedge's] picture 

books of German scenes and his lively stories about his experiences" (83). I 

have been unable to locate Duming's source for this latter assertion, but I 

believe it probably is correct. Even if Fuller did not begin studying German 

seriously until 1832 or 1833, it is certain that she was introduced to German 

culture and to certain aspects of German thought much ecirlier than that. She 

became acquainted with Germany through many different sources. Hedge 

among others. 

An unusually exact convergence of sensibility between late eighteenth-

century German philosophy and American Unitarianism supports my 

conclusion that Fuller became interested in Germany though many different 

avenues. The German emphasis on practical experience as the ground for 

humane understanding and moral decision-making appealed to Unitarian 

ministers, who were trying to reconcile human free will with divine 

omnipotence. The Unitarians were turning away from the Calvinist doctrine 

of predestination and seeking to grant human beings a larger share of moral 

responsibility for their own development toward a divine ideal. They found 

support for their ideas in the moral and practical philosophies of Immanuel 

Kant (1724-1804), the most important philosopher of German idealism. 

Kant's belief in an innate faculty of practical reason allowed the Unitarians to 

negotiate a safe path between what they considered the too-strict empiricism 

of John Locke and a dangerous fall into religious "enthusiasm." The goal of 

early Unitarianism was to nurture Kant's special, practical faculty of reason in 

order to develop human empathetic understanding. Reason as practical 
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moral understanding of the self and the world became the way to approach 

divinity. 

Because they found sympathetic resonances in Kantian ethics and in 

the subsequent waves of German philosophical idealism, many prominent 

American families were sending their intellectually promising sons to 

German universities, especially Gottingen. Three of the most influential of 

these young scholars were Edward Everett, George Bancroft, and George 

Ticknor. Everett, Bancroft, and Ticknor returned to the United States to teach 

following their years in Germany, and they were joined at Harvard by Karl 

(Charles) Pollen, a young German scholar banished from his homeland for 

his radical political views. Pollen joined the faculty in the mid-1820s, when 

he became Harvard's first professor of German literature. These and other 

intellectuals were busy translating the very latest in German philosophy and 

theology into English. They also were promoting German literature, 

especially Johann Wolfgang Goethe and Jean Paul Richter, to their wide 

circles of students and friends. 

Fuller knew all of these men personally, and she responded to their 

enthusiasm for German thought with an intense desire to leam the language 

and the literature herself. Puller had been introduced to Latin by her father at 

age three or four, and she also was fluent in Prench and Italian. She 

undoubtedly was further prompted to read German by the enthusiastic essays 

of Thomas Carlyle, whose reviews and translations of German literary works 

began to appear in European quarterlies during the early 1820s. Carlyle's 

fascination with German letters culminated in 1827 with the publication of 

his essay called "The State of German Literature." There, Carlyle asserted that 

the German men of letters, especially the philosopher Johann Gottlieb Pichte, 



45 

were responsible for bringing the "Divine Idea" to human consciousness. A 

more salutary notion for the spread of Unitarianism and the subsequent 

blossoming of transcendentalism can hardly be imagined, and the result was a 

virtual flood of German thought into Harvard and its surrounding 

communities by the early 1830s. Fuller and her friend James Freeman Clarke, 

a member of Harvard's class of 1829, were among the intellectuals swept up in 

the frenzy to acquire a working knowledge of all things German. 

In Fuller's case, the importance of knowing German letters received 

additional emphasis because of exceptional difficulty and unhappiness in her 

personal life. Fuller was coming face to face with the many restrictions placed 

on her because of her sex at about the same time she began the most intensive 

phase of her German studies. Among other things, she suddenly realized 

that her own romantic seeking, her own special calling, was limited in ways 

that were unimaginable to her male friends. She increasingly was being 

called upon to fulfill her duties as eldest "spinster" daughter in her family's 

household at Groton, far removed from the exciting intellectual atmosphere 

at Cambridge. Fuller was well-positioned to appreciate German sensibility 

because she recognized her subordinate position in American society with 

remarkable clarity. 

Fuller found something in German letters that spoke to her feelings as 

well as to her intellect. Her intense emotional involvement with German 

literature surfaces frequentiy in her letters to Clarke during the first unhappy 

months she lived at Groton. Usually, Fuller discusses Goethe. She writes to 

Clarke sentiments such as these, included in her letter of August 17, 1833: 

We cry Help — help and there is no Help — in man at least. — How 
often I have thought if I could see Goethe and tell him my state of 
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mind he would support and guide me — he would be able to 
understand — he would show me how to rule circumstances instead of 
being ruled by them and above all he would not have been so sure that 
all would be for the best without our an effort to act out the oracles he 
would have wished to see me what Nature intended — but his conduct 
. . . shows that to him also an apf>eal would have been vain! (Letters 
VI, 212). 

This section from her letter to Clarke reveals three different aspects (or 

results) of the German sensibility Fuller already had acquired though her 

readings of Goethe and other German authors. The letter to Clarke also 

provides a tidbit of information about her still-developing yet essential 

differences from Goethe. First, Fuller mentions her own obviously distressed 

"state of mind" and her unanswered cries for help. She clearly is searching 

for a way to come to grip>s with her personal situation in the United States, 

and she believes that Goethe, a German writer and practitioner of self-culture, 

will be able to "support and guide" her, because "he would be able to 

understand." Fuller recognizes that her limitations were shared by the 

Germans, even the powerful and influential Goethe. She believes that 

Goethe would be able to identify with the social, political, and cultural forces 

that kept her at such a disadvantage within her own society. Goethe would 

understand her disenfranchisement in a way that her fellow Americans could 

not. 

A second clue about Fuller and German sensibility occurs when she 

writes that Goethe "would show [her| how to rule circumstances instead of 

being ruled by them." Her statement here indicates that, though probably not 

consciously. Fuller already was using Goethe and the other Germans to 

acquire the emotional distance she needed in order to write critically about 
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her own society. She had separated herself from the rules governing her 

circumstances, and she was turning to the Germans in order to leam how to 

write her own rules. The cultivation of German sensibility, especially 

inwardness and serenity, already had allowed Fuller to draw back from and 

recognize some of the inconsistencies in her society, begin examining them 

critically, and finally start configuring her oivn vision of herself as an 

American woman of the nineteenth century. 

The third clue about German influence contained in Fuller's letter to 

Clarke is more difficult to evaluate, largely due to problems with the 

manuscript. Robert N. Hudspeth, editor of Fuller's collected letters, provides a 

textual note that is of some help in deciphering the run-on and partially 

unintelligible nature of Fuller's thoughts in the p>enultimate sentence above, 

but his note does not solve the problems completely. Hudspeth mentions 

that he found an unrecoverable (presumably illegible) insertion between the 

words "our" and "an" in the phrase "without our an effort to act out the 

oracles." The illegible insertion indicates that there are one or more vitally 

important words missing, words that certainly would make the entire 

sentence intelligible if they could be deciphered. The missing words connect 

Fuller's musings about Goethe's doubting that "all would be for the best" and 

her further statement indicating that Goethe would have wanted for her to 

become "what Nature intended." 

To me, it makes sense to simply bracket out the words "without our an 

effort to act out the oracles," since we cannot understand them without the 

unrecoverable insertion. If we leave out the undecipherable prepositional 

phrase, we are left with two fragmentary thoughts. The first is that "he 

[Goethe] would not have been so sure that all would be for the best." 
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Without context, it is nearly impossible to say what Fuller truly meant here, 

although we might conjecture something like "Goethe would not have 

counseled me [Fuller| to become resigned to my situation." The other phrase, 

"he [Goethe] would have wished to see me what Nature intended," 

fortunately is considerably clearer. Fuller is saying Goethe would have 

admonished her to become who she already was by virtue of her uniquely 

Leibnizian and specifically monadic nature. In other words, Goethe would 

have advised her to remain true to herself. Fuller is trying to follow Goethe's 

well-known admonition to "become who you are" (Werde, wer Dti bistl). 

In the final sentence taken from her letter to Clarke, Fuller appears to 

take back everything she had written previously about Goethe and his ability 

to understand and help her. Appealing to Goethe for help would be in vain, 

she writes, because his "conduct" shows he would have been unwilling or 

unable to provide her with either comfort or advice. Fuller is alluding here 

to Goethe's occasional mistreatment of his friends, and she undoubtedly also 

is thinking of his decision to leave Lili Schonemann, the first of many 

women whom he loved and left over the course of his long life. Like many 

of her contemporaries. Fuller knew enough about Goethe's personal life to 

have developed misgivings about his ability to remain true to his friends. 

She generally agreed with the general sentiment against Goethe, even as she 

admired and took to heart his admonition to "become who [she] was." 

A close examination of Fuller's letter to Clarke reveals that she already 

knew a significant amount about German letters, and especially about Goethe, 

by the early 1830s. In fact. Fuller was acknowledged to be one of the leading 

experts on German literature in the United States, and she was well-known 

among her peers for having brought German culture to America. Among 
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her contemporaries. Fuller distinguished herself by her knowledge of 

Germany, and she was known to be especially conversant with Goethe's 

entire oeuvre. These facts really should come as no surprise, given the 

extraordinary depth of her intellect and the general interest in Germany at 

that time. 

As time passed, however, critical appreciation for the remarkable 

extent of Fuller's importcmoe to German letters began to wane. The reasons 

for decreasing interest in Fuller and Germany are related to the fact that she 

unfortunately did not finish two of the major works about Germany she had 

planned to write. Fuller never completed so much as a draft of her planned 

biography of Goethe, although she left copious notes and sketches for the first 

part of it, and she also left unfinished her translation of Bettine von Amim's 

Die Giinderode. Fuller completed only the first part of her planned four-part 

translation of Gunderode. an epistolary novel celebrating the relationship 

between Bettine von Amim and Karoline von Gunderode, her somewhat 

older friend and mentor. Fuller's most recent critics have rediscovered 

Gunderode. but there has been almost no interest in the Goethe biography 

fragments. In fact, the only scholar who has examined the manuscripts 

relatively recently is Hertha Marquardt, who published a partial transcription 

of one of them, together with a brief analysis of their importance, in 1961. 

Marquardt laments the fact that Fuller never finished the Goethe biography, 

but she also avers that the manuscripts show Fuller's interest in Goethe was 

strictly personal. Marquardt concludes that Fuller probably felt she did not 

know enough about Goethe to have acquired the biographer's impersonal 

stance vis ^ vis his or her subject matter (317). 



Fuller did not publish all of the Gunderode translation, and she never 

finished writing the Goethe biography. Even more damaging, she never 

visited the German-speaking lands, and her lack of direct contact with 

German culture probably is another reason later scholars have failed to 

understand how powerful a force she was in bringing German thought — 

and especially Goethe's thought — to the United States. Because she never 

actually went to Germany, subsequent critics who did not know her 

personally have been more willing to credit her contemporaries with better 

knowledge of German materials. 

Worst of all, unfortunately, is the all-too-typical lack of understanding 

and the blatant sexism displayed by some of Fuller's critics. By the 1930s, the 

real extent of her contribution to the spread of German thought into the 

United States had been lost almost entirely, largely due to critical 

misunderstandings and sexist assumptions. The loss, and the reasons for it, 

are well illustrated by comparing two articles on Goethe published side by side 

in The GermanicReview in 1932. 

The first article, entitled "Margaret Fuller and Goethe," was written by 

Harry Slochower. In his opening argument, Slochower maintains that 

Fuller's study of Goethe illustrates the tragedy of her existence. Slochower 

writes that 

[tlhe tragedy of Margaret Fuller consists in the fact that in her the blood 
of the Renaissance, of Rousseau and of Goethe that called for the free 
and full expression of the natural faculties was powerful enough to 
come into serious conflict with the moralistic and severe temper of her 
milieu. More precisely, it lies in the circumstances that by 
temperament, powerfully molded by a New England orthodoxy, 
Margaret Fuller was unable to find a harmonious resolution of these 
two forces. And her sex made the struggle futile from the outset. (130) 
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Two pages later, Slochower adds the foUowing: "Margaret Fuller was 

interested in life, in sex, in art and in politics — all the more inexcusable for a 

woman of New England at her time" (132). And in his concluding statement, 

Slochower opines that "[i]t was Fuller's tragedy that she was able to appreciate 

this man [Goethe] without being able to follow him" (144). 

Of course, Slochower is right when he mentions that Fuller was 

interested in life, sex, art, and politics, and he also is right to state that her 

interests were "inexcusable for a woman of New England at her time." He is 

further correct in his conclusion that Fuller appreciated Goethe. The problem 

with Slochower's article is that he is unable to get over or get past Fuller's 

"interests" and move on to an actual evaluation concerning how much she 

knew of Goethe. To be fair, Slochower does insert a single sentence about her 

expertise on Goethe near the middle of his essay; "Margaret Fuller came to 

know Goethe quite well and her discussions of Faust and of Wilhelm Meister 

reveal a far-sighted grasp of the central ideas in these works" (137). Other 

than that, the focus of Slochower's article rests with Fuller's unique 

personality from start to finish. It has almost nothing to do with her 

knowledge of Goethe. Slochower's article actually is written in perfect 

sympathy or alignment with its title, because it discusses "Margaret Fuller" 

first and "Goethe" second. 

The title of the very next article in the same issue of The Germanic 

Review indicates an entirely different approach. "Goethe and Longfellow" 

was written by O. W. Long, and it is far more detailed and less overtly 

opinionated than the article immediately preceding it. In sharp contrast to 

the contours of Slochower's essay, the development of Long's thesis has very 
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little to do with Longfellow's personality, and it is convincing in its argument 

that Longfellow was "the first important interpreter in this country [the 

United States] of the poefs [Goethe's! genius and fame" (145). Long's essay 

also mentions Fuller, noting that Goethe "was a spiritual guide, the real 

liberator of her soul" (174). Again, though, this statement has little to do with 

what Fuller actually knew of Goethe. As was true of Slochower, the emphasis 

shifts when the critic — in this case Long — begins discussing Fuller. She 

herself becomes the center of attention, and what she might have contributed 

to the American knowledge of Goethe becomes less important, or not 

important at all. 

Beginning in the 1970s, Fuller's champions once more began asserting 

that she was an expert on German letters and especially on Goethe. They 

have tried to restore her to her proper place and give her at least as much 

credit or more credit than Longfellow in her role as a disseminator of German 

culture in the United States. The problem in more recent scholarship is that 

these sympathetic critics are almost always somewhat short on proof. 

Margaret Vanderhaar Allen, for example, writes that "Fuller advanced the 

knowledge of German literature in America through her writing, teaching, 

and conversation. This has been well documented" (46). In a footnote, Allen 

refers her readers to the important studies by Pochmann and Braun, but she 

adds that "Pochmann's study is the most thorough and the best existing study 

so far"{my emphasis), and Braun is "good but needs updating" (185). Allen 

certainly knew that both works, Pochmann's and Braun's, rely on Fuller's 

Memoirs, the two-volume collection of her writings heavily edited by 

Emerson, Clarke, and William Henry Channing. Most Fuller scholars agree 
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that the Memoirs distort Fuller's actual writings to such an extent that they 

should be used with extreme caution, if at all. Because they were her friends, 

the editors of the Memoirs felt compelled to bowdlerize Fuller's writings to 

protect her reputation. They rarely presented Fuller's thoughts on any subject 

completely, and they also freely rearranged the order of her writings, cutting 

and pasting from many different years of letters and journal entries in order 

to suit their purposes. 

The Memoirs are not the only early source, of course. Both Pochmann 

and Braun draw information about Fuller and Germany from Thomas 

Wentworth Higginson's biography called Margaret Fuller Ossoli (1890), and 

they also rely on Fuller's own published work, especially her two Dial essays 

on Goethe, both written in 1841. Nonetheless, it remains true that our 

understanding of Fuller's German expertise "needs updating," as Allen 

recognized, if for no other reason than the early sources are so few in number. 

We clearly need more primary sources, and they fortunately are available to 

us. Harvard University's Houghton Library is home to a large number of 

manuscripts about Fuller and Germany, sources that have yet to gamer the 

critical attention they so richly deserve. Many though not all of these 

manuscripts are in Fuller's own handwriting, and they concern a variety of 

topics ranging from her transcription of German ballads to her musings about 

the friendship between Goethe and Johann Gottfried Herder, one of the most 

prolific writers of eighteenth-century Germany. Judith Mattson Bean began 

the process of organizing Fuller's papers in 1997, but there is much work left 

to be done. 
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iii 

The present study seeks to accomplish two goals. First, I will attempt to 

show how Fuller's incorporation of German sensibility informed her critical 

stance and her feminism. Second, I will begin the process of reevaluating her 

true contribution to the spread of German thought in the United States. I will 

try to reestablish Fuller as a leading interpreter of Goethe by examining two 

previously overlooked manuscripts held in the Fuller archives at Harvard 

University. The twin goals of my work are interrelated, because 1 frequently 

use the manuscripts in order to prove my theses about Fuller and the 

importance of German sensibility. 

Chapter One consists of two parts. First, I will discuss Fuller's own 

definition of German sensibility by relying on parts of a letter she wrote to 

Hedge in 1835. Careful analysis of Fuller's statement that she was "merely 

'Germanico' and not 'transcendental'" will show that she understood the 

social and p>olitical affinities between herself and the citizens of Germany 

completely, and she was poised to incorporate German sensibility into her 

own critical stance. In the second part of the first chapter, I will try to repair 

the damage done to Fuller by Ren6 Wellek, the most powerful of her 

twentieth-century detractors and the critic of German letters who, more than 

any other, denigrated her knowledge of German materials and her capacity to 

serve as a competent critic of German literature. 1 will show that Wellek's 

critical methodology was far too limited in scope for him to have been able to 

appreciate Fuller's actued knowledge of Germany. Because he focused 

exclusively on German philosophy, specifically on German idealism, Wellek 

inevitably overlooked the other, far more important lessons concerning 

German sensibility that Fuller learned from Goethe and the German 
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romantics. 

In Chapter Two, I will trace Fuller's acquisition of German sensibility 

in the years between 1826 and 1836. In addition, I will examine part of her 

unpublished Reading Journal B. dated March of 1835, in order to underscore 

the significant differences that were developing between Fuller and Goethe, 

obviously her most imp>ortant German mentor. Fuller accepted and 

identified with Goethe's admonition to grow and leam in order to remain 

true to herself, but she parted company with him over what she deemed his 

occasional "burst[sl of irony" and the fact that he sometimes appeared 

resigned or even indifferent to the political and social inequalities all around 

him. 

Chapter Three incorporates a complete transcription and analysis of 

Fuller's Reading loumal O. a vitally important manuscript that is not really a 

reading journal at all. Reading loumal O is the fragmentary record of an 

experimental series of Conversations Fuller conducted in Cambridge or 

Boston in the spring or summer of 1839. The topic of Fuller's first series of 

Conversations was Goethe, specifically his essays on art. Fuller was using 

Goethe's art essays in order to introduce her listeners, many of whom were 

women, to the educational advantages that could accompany an 

incorporation of German sensibility. By practicing inwardness and serenity 

themselves. Fuller's students could begin to discover who they were, and 

who they could be. Reading loumal O suggests that Fuller was an expert on 

Goethe's entire oeuvre, not just his literary works. In addition, the document 

is valuable because it provides Fuller scholars with the exact reason why she 

closed most of her Boston Conversations to men. One of the participants in 
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Fuller's experimental series of Conversations was Francis Graeter, a man 

whose endless interruptions and stale opinions she clearly found tiresome. 

Fuller closed her offlcial Conversations to men because she did not want to 

run the risk of entertaining another irritating presence like Graeter's. 

The fourth chapter seeks to reevaluate Fuller's two Dial essays on 

Goethe in light of their admiration for German sensibility. I will show that 

the first brief "Menzel's View of Goethe" article began as Fuller's answer to 

Theodore Parker, a fellow transcendentalist and author of the encyclopedic 

essay on German letters that appeared in the same issue of the Dial with her 

own essay. In fact, Parker's essay immediately precedes Fuller's "Menzel's 

View of Goethe." Fuller tried to defend Goethe against Parker's charges that 

he was a "debauchee" and a "well-bred epicurean," and she relied on a 

description of the virtues inherent to Goethe's German sensibility in order to 

make her points. The second essay, entitled simply "Goethe," contains 

Fuller's best defense of the German poet and also makes completely clear the 

ways in which Goethe and Leibniz's Monadology influenced her feminism. 

The women in Goethe's best-known works of literature are attractive to 

Fuller because they dare to become and to remain who they are. Like 

Leibniz's monads, they follow their unique inner laws in becoming and 

remaining themselves. The personal thus becomes political with Goethe's 

female characters, because they refuse to conform to a standard imposed upon 

them from the outside. Though Goethe's women are fictional, they provide 

excellent role models for Fuller's female readers, the American women of the 

nineteenth century. 
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Notes 

^See Stephanie A. Smith, Conceived by Liberty: Maternal Figures and 
Nineteenth-Century American Literature (Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1994). 
Smith's chapter on Fuller (69-86) argues that Fuller responded to Emersonian 
aesthetics. Emerson believed that the Truth of Art was paternal. Fuller, in 
contrast, claimed that the Truth of Art "was best represented by the body of a 
nursing woman" (69). Further, Smith suggests that Fuller "represented 
maternal power as the foundation for a uniquely Americim [literary] cultural 
heritage" (70). Fuller's "argument with Emersonian metaphysics allowed for 
an aesthetics that demonstrated diversity as the basis for fecund creativity, an 
outlook that came to affect Emerson's own vision" (71). In my opinion, the 
problem with Smith's thesis is that it ignores Fuller's equally strong belief in 
the role of Genius in the creation of great art and literature. To be fair to 
Smith, her essay concentrates specifically on the differences of opinion 
between Emerson and Fuller. Nonetheless, I suggest it is risky to posit Fuller 
believed "Art" or the "Truth of Art" was always maternal, in America or 
elsewhere. 

^The most maddening examples of Fuller's contradictory positions on 
women, gender, and feminism appear in her love letters to James Nathan. 
See Love Letters of Margaret Fuller. 1845-1846 (New York: D. Appleton, 1903, 
[rpt. 1982]). These letters frequently introduce gender stereotypes about herself 
that are absolutely antithetic^ to the ideas Fuller put forth about women's 
self-sufficiency in Woman in the Nineteenth Century. Fuller writes to 
Nathan sentiments such as these: "I don't know that any words from your 
mouth gave me more pleasure, a strange kind of pleasure, than these 'You 
must be a fool, little girl.' It seemed so whimsical that they should be 
addressed to me, who was called on for wisdom and dignity long before my 
leading-strings were off, and so pleasant too. Indeed thou art my dear broker 
and must ever be good and loving as to a little sister" (Letter XLI, 130). 

^De Stael was not Fuller's only role model, of course. She also had 
high praise for George Sand and Mary Wollstonecraft, among others. In her 
1^3 essay called "The Great Lawsuit: Man vs. Men, Woman vs. Women," 
Fuller writes as follows: "Mary Wol[lJstonecraft, like Madame Dudevant 
(commonly known as George Sand) in our day, was a woman whose 
existence better proved the need of some new interpretation of woman's 
rights, than anything she wrote. Such women as these, rich in genius, of 
most tender sympathies, and capable of high virtue and a chastened 
harmony, ought not to find themselves by birth in a place so narrow, that in 
breaking bonds they become outlaws." S^ "The Great Lawsuit: Man v.s Men. 
Woman vs. Women," Dial 4.1 Quly 1943) 29. 

4See Rosi Braidotti, Patterns of Dissonance: A Study of Women in 
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Contemporary Philosophy, trans. Elizabeth Gtiild (Cambridge: Polity, 1991), 
especially 275-84; and I^nna Haraway, "Situated Knowledges; The Science 
Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective/' Simians. 
Cyborgs, and Women (New Yoric Routledge, 1991) 575-99. 

^Proponents of anarchism argue that anarchism is not the same as 
anarchy. Anarchy is complete lack of organization, whereas anarchism is 
spontaneous or fluid organization. The proponents of anarchism want to 
form political action groups responding to specific situations rather than 
drawing up amd adhering to political platforms. See Martha Ackelberg, 
"Rethinking Anarchism/Retfunking Power: A Contemporatry Feminist 
Perspective," Reconstructing Political Theory: Feminist Perspectives, ed. Mary 
Lyndon Shanley and Uma Narayan (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State 
UP, 1997) 158-77. 

^Margaret Fuller Ossoli, At Home and Abroad, or Things and 
Thoughts in America and Eurof)e. ed. Arthur B. Fuller (New York: Kennikat 
Press, 1856, [rpt 1971J) 305-6. Quoted in David Watson, Margaret Fuller: An 
American Romantic (New Yoric: Berg, 1988) 85. 

^Emerson actually is far from being the unkindest of Fuller's earliest 
critics. That distinction arguably belongs to Orestes A. Brownson, the 
Unitarian minister and journal editor who reviewed Summer on the Lakes 
and Woman in the Nineteenth Century almost immediately after both works 
were published. In his review of Summer on the Lakes. Brownson insists 
that "no person has appeared among us whose conversation and writings 
have done more to corrupt the minds and hearts of our Boston community 
[than Fuller]." Moreover, "Miss Fuller seems to us to be wholly deficient in a 
pure, correct taste, and especially in that tidiness we always look for in 
woman." In his article on "Miss Fuller and the Reformers," Brownson 
presents his opinion of Woman in the Nineteenth Century. Among other 
things, he opines that Fuller did not really know what she wanted: "As we 
read along in the book, we keep constantly asking. What is the lady driving 
at? What does she want? But no answer comes. She does not know, herself, 
what she wants." See Brownson's Review of Summer on the Lakes in 
Brownson's Quarterly Review 6 (October 1844): 546-7, reprinted in Critical 
Essays on Margaret Fuller, ed. Joel Myerson (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1980) 5-6. 
Brownson's opinions about Woman in the Nineteenth Century can be found 
in his "Miss Fuller and the Reformers," Brownson's Quarterly Review 7 
(April 1845): 249-57, reprinted in Critical Essays on Margaret Fuller, ed. Joel 
Myerson (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1980) 19-25. 

8lt is possible another primary source will be found that proves Fuller 
did read the Monadology. The Fuller archives at Harvard University's 
Houghton Library contain many journal fragments and other materials that 
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have yet to be evaluated. 

^Henry Pochmann, German Culture in America: Philosophical and 
Literary Influences. 1600-1900 (Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1957), 440-7; 
Frederick Augustus Braun, Margaret Fuller and Goethe: The E)evelopment of 
A Remarkable Personality, her Religion and Philosophy, and her Relation to 
Emerson. 1. F. Qarke. and Transcendentalism (New York: Henry Holt and 
Co., 1910) 41; Arthur R. Schultz, "Margaret Fuller Transcendentalist 
Interpreter of German Literature," Critical Essays on Margaret Fuller, ed. Joel 
Myerson (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1980) 195-208. 

^^Margaret Fuller, Letters of Margaret Fuller, ed. Robert N. Hudspeth, 
vol. 1 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1983) 154. Quoted in Russell E. Duming, 
Margaret Fuller. Citizen of the World: An Intermediary between European 
and American Literatures (Heidelberg: Cari Winter, 1969) 83. 
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n. CHAPTER ONE 

i 

"I fear I am merely 'Germanico' and not 'transcendental'," wrote 

Meirgaret fniUer in a March 6, 1835 letter addressed to her friend and fellow 

German enthusiast Frederick Henry Hedge. Fuller was alerting Hedge that 

she might or might not be willing to write an article for the first issue of a 

transcendental periodical he and their mutual acquaintance George Ripley 

were planning to publish the following winter. That journal, tentatively 

entitled the Transcendentalist or the Spiritual Enquire, did not actually 

appear until July of 1840, and its name upon publication was different from 

both of the provisional suggestions — it was christened the Dial. Fuller must 

have become much more enthusiastic about the prospects for a journal of 

transcendental writings as time went by, because she not only contributed 

copy to the premier issue, but she also served as the Dial's first editor. When 

she wrote her 1835 letter to Hedge, however, the publication was still just a 

promise, and Fuller was not at all sure she wanted to participate in realizing 

it. "Your periodical plan charms me," she noted in her letter to Hedge, 

adding that "I shall feel myself honoured if 1 am deemed worthy of lending a 

hand albeit... 1 go by fits and starts: there is no knowing what I should wish 

to write upon next January" (Letters 1, 226). 

Fuller's strange answer, and especially her insistence on a clear 

difference between American transcendentalism and all things German, must 

have puzzled Hedge, even if the delicacy of her words probably spared his 

feelings and left him hopeful that she would contribute to the journal after 

all. Upon reading Fuller's letter. Hedge undoubtedly asked himself some 
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important questions. First, he would have pondered over the genesis of 

"transcendental" as a term in English. The word itself — was it not really 

German in essence, since it had been taken over from Immanuel Kanf s 

Critique of Pure Reason? A second question stemming from Hedge's 

description of his plans for the journal undoubtedly occurred to him as well. 

In his letter to Fuller, the one in which he had asked her to contribute to his 

project. Hedge had written the following about his and Ripley's conception: 

The transcendental journal was to be "a p>eriodical of an entirely different 

character of any now existing, a journal of spiritual philosophy in which we 

are to enlist all the Germano-philisophico-literary talent in the country."^ 

Why, Hedge must have wondered, did Fuller insist on bracketing herself and 

Germany out of the proposed transcendental publication when he and Ripley 

specifically included her and Germany within it? And finally. Hedge surely 

was tempted to ask himself a third, more personal but no less puzzling 

question. If Fuller considered herself "merely Germanico" and not 

transcendental, then what was he. Hedge, to make of his own life? It was 

Hedge, not Fuller, who had spent much of his childhood and early adulthood 

in Germany, where he attended secondary school at Ilfeld and Schulpforta 

and attained native or near-native proficiency in German. It was Hedge, the 

self-proclaimed transcendentalist, who had been given the nickname 

"Germanicus" because of his fascination with German letters. Hedge had 

introduced Fuller to Germany in the first place, and it was he who had helped 

her obtain her own extraordinary command of the German language.^ Hedge 

certainly must have wondered why Fuller insisted on making such a sharp 

distinction in meaning between the words "transcendental" and 
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"Germanico," given that he and other men with backgrounds similar to his 

undoubtedly saw no such extreme contrast between the two. 

Hedge probably concluded that the reason for Fuller's distinction 

between "Germanico" and "transcendental" had to do with the physical 

location of the transcendental movement in America. Fuller, who was 

famous for the exactness of her terminology,^ must have decided that the 

two words were different for the simple reason that they referred to different 

parts of the world. Explaining Fuller's remark as the logical result of her 

linguistic precision would have made sense to Hedge, but the real reasons for 

her statement are much more complicated, and they would have been almost 

i m p o s s i b l e  f o r  h i m  t o  u n d e r s t a n d .  F u l l e r ' s  u n i q u e  s i t u a t i o n  a s  a  w o m a n  

intellectual associated with the transcendental circles of the nineteenth 

century allowed her to understand that the terms "transcendental" and 

"Germanico" offered up entirely different cormotations. 

The difference between the two words reflected a similar strong 

contrast between political systems in America and in Germany. 

Transcendentalists in America, at least the men among them, enjoyed a 

measure of personal freedom that was unimaginable in the German states. 

Almost all of Germany was still absolutist in 1781, when Kant's Critique of 

Pure Reason was published and the philosophical term "transcendental" 

began to make its long journey across the Atlantic. Virtually every German 

state was under the absolute control of a single ruler, usually though not 

always a man, whose power rested on the fact that he claimed a hereditary 

right to rule. In the same year that the Critique of Pure Reason was 

published, the United States of America was well along the road to 
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democracy, although the Constitution that replaced the 1781 Articles of 

Confederation was not ratified until six years later, in 1787. 

As recent scholars have noted, however, American democracy as it 

finally emerged in 1787 was not an all -inclusive democracy that privileged 

blacks, Indians, or women in the same ways it privileged white men who 

owned property. By 1835, the year of Fuller's letter to Hedge, American 

women were disenfranchised in every conceivable arena, save conception 

itself and subsequent motherhood. Not only were they denied the vote, but 

women also were barred from owning property, and they could not attend 

college. Even brilliant women, those like Fuller, were not allowed to pursue 

most professions, nor could they easily earn a living wage. Women in the 

young American democracy were as helpless and as unable to control their 

own destinies as were the average citizens of almost all the German states. 

Her frustration at the roadblocks in her way because of her sex allowed 

Fuller to understand what very few of her male friends and fellow 

transcendentalists were able to conceptualize. She saw in ways invisible to 

them that transcendentalism in America was not at all German, even if it 

shared some common terminology and some common ideas with Kanf s 

philosophy. Fuller called herself "merely Germanico" instead of 

transcendental in her letter to Hedge because she had virtually no personal 

freedom to become who she wanted to become, and in that, she was identical 

to most of the people of the German-speaking regions of Europe. The only 

advantage Fuller enjoyed above her German contemporaries was that she 

could voice her opinions in print. There was no state censorship in the 

United States, even if there existed plenty of subtle means to prevent an 

individual's work from appearing in the print media, and it is to Fuller's 
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credit that she became a respected critic for Horace Greeley's New York 

Tribune. Tf she had lived in Prussia, the largest and most powerful of the 

German-speaking states. Fuller would have been faced with state censorship 

until 1848, a mere two years before her death. 

Because she understood herself to be "merely Germanico," and thus 

disenfranchised. Fuller also recognized and identified with a German 

sensibility that was understandable only to those similarly encumbered with 

restrictions on their persons and on the choices they could make in their 

lives. Her intensive study of German letters, combined with her awareness 

and dislike of the limitations placed upon her because of her sex, caused 

Fuller to identify strongly with German Innerlichkeit, or interiority, and 

Gelassenheit, serenity. Innerlichkeit and Gelassenheit are the bedrocks of 

German sensibility, and they reach far back in the history of Germcm^-speaking 

regions.4 The uniquely German emphases on inwardness and serenity arose 

first during the life of the Dominican priest and monk Meister Eckhart (1260-

1327), whose life and work anticipate Martin Luther in important ways. 

Meister Eckhart preached to a well-educated audience in a western German 

dialect instead of preaching in Latin, and the content of his sermons was 

radically different from standard Catholic theology. Among other things, 

Meister Eckhart taught that human beings were or could become co-

substantial with God. The way to become one with God was to look within 

and examine the state of one's own soul. Individual human beings could 

practice Innerlichkeit in a lifelong effort to find and remain with God. 

On the surface, it appears as though Meister Eckhart and other early 

German mystics, many of whom were women, were advocating the 
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deliberate social isolation still practiced by members of devout, meditative 

Christian sects. These mystics seem to suggest that the only way to find and 

then merge with God requires withdrawing from the world and praying in 

solitude for spiritual union with divinity. Again, though, the German 

mysticism founded by Meister Eckhart anticipates Luther, because its 

followers were urged to place supreme value in their work in addition to 

treasuring their personal relationships with God. German mystics in the 

tradition of Meister Eckhart were coached to live and work for good in the 

world at the same time they were developing themselves inwardly. In 

general, they were taught to be in the world, but not of it, even as Christ 

himself had participated in the affairs of humans while remaining divine 

and thus apart from them in essence. The commandment to be in the world 

but not of it created a German sensibility based on an ironic awareness of 

one's lack of essential involvement in the world. In addition to 

Innerlichkeit, Germans also deveIop>ed Gelassenheit, or serenity. Educated 

Germans from the time of the High Middle Ages were inclined to let go of 

worldly matters and attend to more important preparations for entrance into 

the next world. 

Germans learned very early in their histories to get involved in their 

communities, but they also learned to refrain from total commitment to 

anything in this world. The mildly ironic stance vis-"a-vis the outside world 

became critically important for personal survival by the time of the great 

liberal revolutions in Europe and America. Germans were forced 

psychologically to retreat to inwardness and serenity, because their lands were 

splintered into hundreds of petty principalities, duchies, and sovereign 

municipalities. Political freedom appeared to be impossible; in fact. 
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unification did not occur until 1871, long after most other Western nations 

had emerged. And when German nationhood finally did arrive, it was 

accompanied by Prussian political and military dominance, cultural 

conditions that continued well into the twentieth century. Rather than 

agonizing over their fate, it was preferable and even psychologically essential 

for Germans living in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to carry 

out their lives in the world while simultaneously remeiining unattached to 

worldly matters in essence. The German stance, or the reigning sensibility, 

was clearly marked by a mildly ironic distance between individuals and their 

societies. 

The ironic distance that was integral to German sensibility created 

significant differences between German self-culture and the type of self-

culture practiced by most American transcendentalists. When eighteenth-

and nineteenth-century Germans spoke of Bildting, the term most closely 

associated with the concept of self-culture, they were talking about individual 

selves, not the (not yet existent) German nation. Generally speaking, Bildung 

was an activity practiced by individuals to perfect their souls and in order to 

make themselves ready and able to take part in the political freedom that was 

yet to come. The American transcendentalists, in contrast, were already 

politically engaged in their new society at the same time they were forming 

themselves as individuals. When the leading transcendentalists, such as 

William Ellery Channing, spoke of self-culture, they certainly were talking 

about the inner development of individuals through education, but they also 

were alluding to creation of a national character marked by the willingness of 

individuals to participate in society. In his well-known lecture on self-

culture, delivered to a group of young working men in Boston in 1838, 
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Charming notes that one of the aims of self-culture was "to fit us for action, to 

make us efficient in whatever we undertake, to train us to firmness of 

purpose and to fruitfulness of resource in common life" (364). In this call to 

action and participation, Americans could not have been less like their 

German counterparts, who generally withdrew into ever-greater depths of 

introspection and p>ersonal serenity in the effort to escape their political 

impotence and prepare for a better, hopefully more democratic world that had 

not yet arrived. Where early German mystics had stayed apart from worldly 

matters in order to preserve themselves for heaven, their eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century secular counterparts remained disengaged in order to 

prepare for political freedom here on earth. 

I do not mean to imply that the Germans had simply given up on 

political and social reform, nor do 1 mean that German practices of self-

culture were completely devoid of political motivations. On the contrary, late 

eighteenth-century Pietistic circles, those private gatherings of individuals 

who were most interested in self-culture and religious free expression, also 

became hotbeds of radical political activity at about the same time that 

Americans began to show increased interest in German thought. Pietism, 

which developed initially in mid- to late seventeenth-century Germany as a 

means of circumventing the more extreme manifestations of Protestantism, 

became increasingly involved with worldly affairs as Germans watched the 

other European nations undergo their liberal revolutions and saw democracy 

take root and flower in the United States. There obviously was a very strong 

connection between patriotism and self-culture in Pietistic circles. Additional 

important points of convergence between German self-culture and social 

reform were the many literary salons that arose in Frankfurt am Main, 
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Berlin, and elsewhere in the German lands during the early to mid-

nineteenth century. Bettine von Amim, Rahel Vamhagen, Henriette Herz, 

and Johanne Schopenhauer were among the best-known of the many 

educated women who formed and then presided over salons in the leading 

German cultural centers. There was strong political activity in Germany,^ and 

there also was a strong link between politics, social reform and selfrculture 

there. The difference is that Americans already had been empowered to 

create themselves and their nation. In Germany, the period of total political 

disenfranchisement had yet to come to an end. 

Fuller finally recognized that she too was barred from taking part in 

the democratic experiment growing up all around her. Her practice of self-

culture consequently became remarkably German in nature, especially in the 

years between 1833 and 1836, when she lived at her family's home in Groton. 

Fuller's unhappy remove to the country settlement at Groton, some forty 

miles from Cambridge and worlds apart from the excitement and intellectual 

stimulation she had found there, caused her to concentrate on her inner 

growth in an effort to escape the unpleasant realities of women's work and 

farm life. Further, Fuller developed a stoic resolve to endure the separation 

from her stimulating life at Cambridge with as much personal serenity or 

Gelassenheit as she could muster. Inwardness and the desire to further her 

education must have been easy habits for Fuller to maintain at Groton, since 

she had possessed the desire to improve herself inwardly from her earliest 

years. Gelassenheit, on the other hand, was less a natural trait and more a 

personal trial of will. One of Fuller's early letters from Groton, written to an 

unknown correspondent, betrays how difficult it was for her to become 

resolved to her situation, let alone accept it serenely: 
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Heaven's discipline has been invariable to me. The seemingly most 
pure and noble hopes have been blighted; the seemingly most 
promising connections broken. The lesson has been endlessly 
repeated: 'Be humble, patient, self-sustaining; hope only for occasional 
aids; love others, but not engrossingly, for by being much alone your 
appointed task can best be donel' \^at a weary work is before me, ere 
that lesson shall be fully learned!... Yet will I try to keep the heart 
with diligence, nor ever fear that the sun is gone out because I shiver 
in the cold and dark! (Letters 1,180) 

Serene acceptance of her situation must have been "a weary woric" indeed for 

Fuller, whose fondest wish was to make a difference in the world she 

inhabited. In fact, she eventually thought better of her unconditional regard 

for both Innerlichkeit and Gelassenheit. As I will argue in Chapter 4, Fuller 

rid herself of too-extreme inwardness and serenity by the early 1840s, because 

she understood that these features by themselves accomplished little in the 

way of improving her own situation or the situations of those around her. 

Taken alone, German sensibility did nothing to actually remedy the plight of 

those she most wanted to help, especially women. In other words. Fuller had 

decided by about 1841 that she was finished with being "humble" and 

"patient." She had discovered, too, that it was not admirable to "love others, 

but not engrossingly," and that a better way involved loving others 

unconditionally and thus emerging from the stifling confines of "being much 

alone." Yet during the 1830s, and even into the early 1840s, Fuller made a 

clear effort to sustain her inwardness and develop personal serenity and quiet 

acceptance of unfavorable circumstances. The fact that inwardness and 

serenity wer^ German virtues would have made them all the more attractive 

to her, since she was even then at the height of her fascination with German 

letters. 

In the next chapter, I will explain Fuller's acquisition of German 
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sensibility in detail. I also will discuss the ways in which by the mid-1830s she 

already differed from Johann Wolfgang Goethe, her most important German 

mentor. But before going into further detail, it is important to understand 

exactly why examining Fuller's German sensibility offers a better, more 

nuanced approach to her German studies tharL adhering to other explanatory 

frameworks or theories that attempt to circumscribe her interest in the 

Germans. In what follows below, I will show how an appreciation of Fuller's 

German sensibility corrects or at least refines the standard narratives about 

her lifelong fascination with Germany. 
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ii 

First, Fuller was not simply different from her fellow New England 

transcendentalists in that she was more deeply influenced by the sensuality 

and the humanism of German authors than they, nor did her study of the 

Germans result solely in the development of her own private religion. 

Frederick Augustus Braim, author of the groundbreaking 1910 study called 

Margaret Fuller and Goethe, maintains that the vital distinction between 

Fuller and the other American transcendentalists was her full acceptance 

Goethe's insistence on experience, including sensual experience, as the key 

ingredient of self-culture. In Braun's view. Fuller's fellow treuiscendentalists, 

those less profoundly influenced by Goethe and the other Germans, generally 

shrank from certain types of experiences. Instead, most transcendentalists 

picked up and adhered to the inevitable moralizing of earlier American 

Puritans. In Braun's opinion, the core of American transcendentalism was 

directly opposed to the Germans, and consequently, it also was completely at 

odds with Fuller. In general, according to Braun, American 

transcendentalism was "purely intellectual, religious, and moral . . . There 

was in transcendentalism an element of moral rigorism and hidden 

asceticism, the legacy of Puritanism, which looked with disdain, or at least 

with distrust, upon the sensual nature of man" (79). Braun goes on to posit 

that Fuller carved out her own unique religious sensibility as a result of 

reading Goethe, and he maintains that her religion included a 

"harmoniously developed, healthy humanity" that was very different from 

American Puritanism (80). 

Braun's thesis about the Puritan core of American transcendentalism 
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certainly is debatable. But his opinions concerning Fuller seem to me to be 

remarkably far-sighted, given that they were written in 1910, and his 

conclusions about her also are at least partially accurate, because they point to 

her broad-minded humanism, her willingness to experiment with different 

modes of communication, and her fascination with non-traditional religious 

expression. Margaret Vanderhaar Allen, one of the best more recent scholars 

of Fuller and Germany, concludes that Fuller's incorporation of Goethe's 

humanism was an important interim step toward her feminism.5 Other 

recent scholars, notably Christina Zwarg, have been diligent in recovering the 

ways in which Fuller challenged and modified existing sexist discourses 

through her translations of German materials.^ Yet another recent scholar, 

Marie Mitchell Olesen Urbanski, has written extensively about Fuller's 

fascination with the occult and the ways her non-traditional religious views 

overlapped with and informed her feminism.^ 

Even though Braun's theory laid the groundwork for many good 

studies of Fuller and Germany, including Allen's, Zwarg's, cmd Urbanski's, 

his thesis concerning Fuller, Goethe's sensuality, and religion does not and 

cannot address the most important difference between Fuller and her fellow 

transcendentalists. Braun's theory ignores Fuller's subordinate position as a 

woman intellectual surrounded by men who at best only partially understood 

her and at worst felt she was abnormal in her desire to take part in worldly 

matters usually reserved for them exclusively. Although he says they do (73), 

Braun's conclusions do not really account for Fuller's own statement that she 

was "merely 'Germanico', and not 'transcendental'," nor do his theories 

illuminate the links between Fuller's fascination with Germany and her 
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sodal tind political disenfranchisement. Because this study focuses on her 

German sensibility, it can take into account Fuller's unique and 

uncomfortable position as a woman, and it thus provides a broader and better 

basis from which to begin analyzing her interest in German letters. 

Second, Fuller was not merely interested in defending German 

language and literature against their many detractors in America, nor did she 

write about Germany primarily or solely in order to introduce Americans to 

the masterpieces of German literature. Russell E. Duming, author of an 

important 1969 study on Fuller imd Germany, believes her primary goal in 

undertaking her translations from the German and writing about German 

materials had to do with countering American resistance to German thought 

and making the study of Germany commonplace and acceptable. Many 

educated Americans were opposed to German literature on moral and 

especially on aesthetic grounds, as Duming makes clear. He quotes from an 

1816 article called "Of the State of Polite Learning in Germany" in order to 

illustrate the widespread American dislike of Germany during Fuller's day. 

In the article quoted by Duming, German literature is found devoid of "taste," 

the "faculty so essential to perfection, that where it is wanting, nothing can 

succeed; and genius, learning, and ambition, droop and languish where it 

does not shed its mellow influence."® 

Durning supposes that Fuller joined in the chorus of highly-educated, 

progressive voices defending Germany, an especially loud American chorus 

that included the voices of such well-known, Gottingen-educated men as 

George Bancroft, George Ticknor, and Edward Everett (79-82). In Duming's 

view. Fuller and others of her generation, notably James Freeman Clarke, 
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picked up the defense of Germany where these and other slightly older men 

left off. Fuller and Clarke were attempting to convert their American 

associates to admiration for Germany, thereby following in the footsteps of 

their older peers and some notable European critics, especially Thomas 

Carlyle and Germaine de Stael.^ 

Duming provides excellent analyses of FuDer's individual German-

related works. He also includes discussions of more of her German writings 

and translations than any other critic of her German studies, at least as far as I 

know. Duming's work thus remains valuable, because it points to Fuller's 

eclecticism and to the depth and breadth of her knowledge of German 

materials. Even so, Duming is incorrect in his assumptions that Fuller only 

or even primarily wanted to defend Germany against its derogators in the 

United States and promote a wider discussion of Germany. At the very end 

of his discussion, Duming quotes from Fuller's 1845 review of Ertheiler^s 

Phrase Book, a new German grammar, in order to underscore his points 

about her desire to defend German letters and spread a general knowledge of 

Germany: 

The writer [Fullerl regrets the prejudice that exists against the study of 
this language [German) as a difficult one, being of opinion that 
acquaintance with it and its literature is the one most likely to 
counteract the defects to which our country tends of hasty observation, 
shallow judgment, self-complacent ignorance, and a devotion to the 
merely temporal uses of life. It is also likely to further what exists 
among us of the truly catholic spirit in criticism and in faith. A wide 
experience in teaching the language, no less that the speed with which 
it was leamed, show this prejudice to be unfounded, and we would 
gladly prove to many more that it is so. We see with pleasure 
translations, many of them quite good, multiplying among us; but only 
by acquaintance with it in its native language can the German mind in 
its purity, in its piety, its homely tenderness, its boundless aspiration, 
and its unweari^ diligence . . ..be brought home to us . . . Learn it, and 
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you will find yourself nearer in love to nature, more sincerely versed 
in your own life.^® 

Fuller's words here certainly support During's thesis that her primary aim 

was to further American study of German language and literature. But her 

above-quoted statements indicate much more than that, too. Fuller wanted 

Americans to leam German because German literature contained thought 

patterns "most likely to counteract the defects to which our country tends," 

including the serious defects of "hasty observation, shallow judgment, self-

complacent ignorance, and a devotion to the merely temporal uses of life." In 

other words. Fuller wanted Americans to leam German and read German 

literature in order to leam how to think critically about their own society, and 

especially about their tendencies toward philosophical shallowness and crass 

utilitarianism. 

Examining Fuller's acquisition of German sensibility shows exactly 

how the Germans helped her hone her own critical abilities. Her 

incorporation of German interiority and serenity allowed her to obtain an 

emotional distance from her society, and the distance, in turn, facilitated her 

emergence as the leading feminist of her generation. In Chapter four, I will 

discuss German sensibility and Fuller's growing feminism in detail. At 

present, it should be sufficient to suggest that E>uming's approach to Fuller's 

German studies, valuable though it is in detail, nonetheless falls short 

because it pays little attention to the ways Germany Informed her critical 

capacities and her feminism. 

Finally, and most important of all, an analysis of Fuller's German 

sensibility should bury the damaging notion that she somehow was 

influenced by German literary romanticism without understanding German 
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philosophical idealism. In 1942, the well-known German scholar Ren^ 

Wellek published an influential essay entitled "The Minor 

Transcendentalists and German Philosophy" in The New England Quarterly. 

In his essay, Wellek concludes that Fuller's "direct contacts with German 

philosophy seem rare and not too happy" (677). Since Wellek's essay 

appeared, almost all of Fuller's admirers have studiously avoided 

mentioning her fragmentary study of German philosophy altogether.!! 

Duming is the only subsequent scholar I am aware of who discusses Fuller 

and German philosophy in any detail at all, and he unfortimately follows 

Wellek in averring that "Margaret Fuller knew less German philosophy than 

any of the other (tlranscendentalists" (82). In truth, even the best and the best 

intentioned American Fuller scholars probably do not recognize how truly 

damning Wellek's conclusion remains, and how seriously it compromises 

Fuller's claim to being the most important early American expert on German 

letters. Critics who approach Fuller with some expertise in German studies, 

in contrast to their Americanist counterparts, are faced with nothing less than 

a crisis of confidence in the wake of Wellek's assertion. Put simply, it would 

have been impossible for anyone, even Fuller, to fathom German literary 

romanticism with any degree of critical depth if it really were true that his or 

her "direct contacts with German philosophy [were] rare and not too happy." 

German idealism quite literally is the necessary foundation of romanticism, 

because it sets forth the philosophical and theoretical paradigms that make 

romanticism intelligible. 

The best scholars who wrote before Wellek, most notably Braun, take it 

as a matter of course that Fuller did pKsssess at least a basic understanding of 
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German idealism. Braun, whose name clearly suggests German ancestry, 

tacitly assumes that Fuller absorbed the basic tenets of German idealism from 

her social milieu. German philosophy was intimately and intricately, bound 

up with the development of American transcendentalism, especialJy as 

transcendentalism was distinguishing its own philosophy of mind from 

Locke's theory of the mind as a tabula rasa. Braun almost certainly is correct 

in assuming that German philosophy was interwoven into the maaty 

intellectual discourses that surrounded Fuller on a daily basis, but be 

provides no tangible proof in support of his assumption. Instead, he merely 

tells his readers that German idealism was vital to the development of 

American transcendentalism. Braun quotes Emerson as follows on the links 

between American transcendentalism and German idealism as it appears in 

Kant: 

'What is popularly called transcendentalism among us, is Idealism; 
Idealism as it appears in 1842 . .. The Idealism of the p>resent day 
acquired the name of Transcendental, from the use of that term by 
Immanuel Kant, of Konigsberg, who replied to the skeptical 
philosophy of Locke, which insisted that there was nothing in the 
intellect which was not previously in the experience of the senses, by 
showing that there was a very important class of ideas or imperative 
forms, which did not come by experience, but through which 
experience was acquired; that these were intuitions of the mind itself; 
and he [Kant] denominated them Transcendental forms. The 
extraordinary profoundness and precision of that man's thinking have 
given vogue to his nomenclature, in Europe and America, to that 
extent that whatever belongs to the class on intuitive thought is 
popularly called at the present day Transcendental.' (75) 

In these statements quoted by Braun, Emerson appears to recognize the 

liberating potential of Kant's philosophy. Kant's thought opened up the 

possibility that the human mind was active, an agent for creating cm.d 

acquiring knowledge, and hence deeply involved in first conceptualizing and 
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then understanding the world around it. In sharp contrast to Locke, the mind 

for Kant was not a passive recipient of knowledge acquired only through the 

senses and by way of experience. Under Locke's theory, the mind waits for 

inscription from without; under Kanfs, the mind at least partially undertakes 

inscription of itself. 

Emerson's statements about Kant comprise part of a long lecture on 

transcendentalism that he delivered in December of 1840 and again in 

January of 1841 at the Masonic Temple in Boston. The lecture was reprinted 

with minor corrections in the January 1843 issue of the Dial, and Braun 

quotes from the lecture as it was published there. In repeating Emerson at 

such length, Braun is reminding his American readership of the extent of 

their debt to German thought Already by 1910, the year Braun's book 

appeared, the German aspects of American transcendentalism had been lost 

to some or even to most Americans, and at least half of Braun's long third 

chapter on Fuller's "Religion and Philosophy of Life," the chapter in which 

he quotes Emerson, is devoted to providing a refresher course in German 

philosophy to his English-speaking audience. Nowhere in the third chapter 

or elsewhere in his book does Braun indicate that Fuller herself would have 

had any difficulty understanding Kant or the many German philosophers of 

idealism who wrote after Kant. Weliek, an even better known expert on 

Goethe and German literature, was the critic who condemned Fuller for her 

lack of knowledge about German philosophy some thirty-two years later. 

The ramifications of Kanfs philosophy were vital to development of 

American transcendentalism, as both Emerson and Braun make clear. But 

Kantian and post-Kantian philosophy was even more central to the genesis 
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and the growth of German literary romanticism, together with its far-

reaching flights of fantasy, its sometimes trenchant social criticism, and its 

occasional mysticism. If it were true that the mind provided its own agency 

for knowing, as Kant suggested, then it might also be true that the mind could 

create everything outside itself. Johann Gottlieb Fichte, one of the most 

important post-Kantian philosophers of idealism, maintained resolutely that 

the human mind really was just such a Creator of everything that was not 

itself, at least in theory, and his philosophical suppositions were translated 

into literature through the fantastic tales of E.T.A. Hoffmarm, among other 

writers. Further, Kant's philosophy made it possible to suggest that the mind 

could disengage from its own creations and examine them critically. 

Heinrich Heine, the finest lyric poet of the nineteenth century and one of 

Germany's most vocal social and political satirists, probably is the most 

important of the German literary romantics to have developed the overtly 

critical potential of Kcinf s philosophy. Finally, Kanf s thought generated a 

possibility that the mind was an inseparable part of the All. The mystical poet 

Friedrich von Hardenberg, or Novalis, and the philosopher Friedrich 

Wilhelm Schelling were among the many Germans who explored the 

mystical and quasi-pantheistic ramifications of Kanfs philosophy.l2 

All told, German literary romanticism was a movement that was 

inextricably bound up with German idealism,^ and it would have been 

impossible for Fuller or anyone else to understand the former without some 

acquaintance with or understanding of the latter. When VVellek challenges 

Braun's tacit assumption that Fuller understood philosophy, and then 

provides seemingly credible evidence to support his claim, he simultaneously 



undercuts her capacity to serve as a competent critic of German letters. 

Moreover, and most damaging of all, Wellek's conclusion about Fuller's lack 

of expertise in German philosophy allows him to accuse her of using the 

Germans to bolster her faith in and adherence to a rose-tinted, romantic 

world view that was somewhat sentimental and more or less devoid of 

critical potential. In his concluding statements about her, VVellek maintains 

that "Margaret Fuller cared nothing for what she thought were German 

technicalities and had only vaguely understood that German philosophy 

from [Friedrich Heinrich) Jacobi to [Georg Wilhelm Friedrich] Hegel justified 

the religion of the heart" (679). Elsewhere in his article, VVellek defines the 

"religion of the heart" as "intuitive faith" (680). Under Wellek's critical lens, 

then. Fuller emerges as nothing more than an amalgam of faith and 

intuition, or a religious believer who acted in accordance with the stirrings of 

her heart. Fuller's intense engagement with the Germans strengthened her 

religious sentiments and increased the measure of her heart, according to 

VVellek, but Germany did nothing to stimulate the intellectual and critical 

capacities in her head. 

In what remains of this chapter, I will attempt to counter VVellek in 

three ways. First, 1 will suggest that he was far too willing to take Fuller's own 

word for her weakness in German philosophy. Second, 1 will posit that the 

actual facts concerning what Fuller read or did not read of the German 

philosophers are impossible to ascertain from the extant written record, and 

they will remain that way unless more primary sources are discovered. 

Finally, and most important, I will assert throughout that Wellek's question 

was wrong — it was far too narrow in scope. Because he only wanted to 

know about Fuller's actual, verifiable command of German philosophical 
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idealism, Wellek's study was one dimensional and therefore flawed. VVellek, 

who remains one of the most influential of the many capable modem 

German critics who write in English, had to be aware of the devastating 

ramifications of his conclusions about Fuller, but he simply assumed that 

German philosophical idealism was or should have been the only important 

consideration when evaluating her capacity to understand German literary 

materials. 

Instead of focusing on philosophy per se, Wellek should have mined 

Fuller's works in search of the more subtle but no less important ways 

Germany left its imprint on her tiiought. If he had, he would have 

discovered that the most important influences were emotional and 

intellectual. Fuller came away from her study of Germany with a thorough 

and thoroughly nuanced appreciation for German sensibility, and that 

sensibility, in turn, informed her pedagogical practices and provided her with 

the emotional distance she needed in order to become outspokenly feminist. 

In the final analysis. Fuller used the Germans to promote education and to 

hone her critical abilities. She emphatically did not delve into German letters 

merely to justify a "religion of the heart." 



82 

iii  

To try to be fair to Weilek, he does not single out Fuller for special 

attention or condemnation above and beyond his equally negative opinions 

concerning the other transcendentalists. In closing his 1942 article on the 

"Minor Transcendentalists and German Philosophy/' Weilek notes the 

following: 

Thus the minor [t}ranscendentalists show only slight contacts with 
German philosophy proper. [Bronson] Alcott neglected the great 
German philosophers and foxmd solace and support in the fanciful 

speculations of Jacob Bohme and Lorenz Oken.l3 [George) Ripley and 
[Theodore! Parker looked for a religion of the heart, a justification of 
intuitive faith, and found it... in a misinterpreted Kant. Margaret 
Fuller faintly echoes this view in her writings. (679-80) 

Even Emerson, whom Weilek discusses separately in an 1943 article in the 

New England Ouarterly.^^ is not viewed as an especially serious student of 

German philosophy. Weilek is more willing to forgive Emerson than the 

others, though, noting that "Emerson, as contrasted with the other 

[tlranscendentalists, was a remarkable artist. . . [and] a . .. thinker who 

disparaged eill system, all elaborate chains of reasoning, and the whole 

method of discursive philosophy" (41). After delving into the ways in which 

Emerson probably received the German idealists and then turned their 

thought into his "remarkable" art, Weilek concludes his two-part series on 

the transcendentalists and German philosophy. Part of his last paragraph 

follows: 

Essentially, in a history of ideas, American [tjranscendentalism, it 
seems to me, should not be coupled with German philosophy; nor, of 
course, should it be described as a result of German idealism. This does 
not mean a summary dismissal of the existing contacts and sympathies; 
it is rather a conclusion based on the simple fact that none of the 
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idealism. . . . The [tlranscendentalists were merely looking for 
corroboration of their faith. They found it in Germany, but ultimately 
they did not need this confirmation. Their faith was deeply rooted in 
their minds and their own spiritual ancestry. (62) 

It turns out, then, that VVellek really did not want to discuss individual 

transcendentalists, with the exception of Emerson, in any depth at all. 

Instead, he wanted to use their undoubtedly fragmentary readings of German 

"discursive philosophy" in order to prove that American transcendentalism 

"should not be described as a result of German idealism" (my italics). VVellek 

concludes, probably correctly, that "none of the transcendentalists ever 

adopted the specific tenets of German idealism." But his influential two-part 

series unfortunately also hints that none of the transcendentalists ever even 

understood German philosophy. In the case of Fuller, the best-read 

Germanist of her generation, that is a serious accusation indeed. 

VVellek appears to take Fuller's own word for her weakness in German 

philosophy. Part of his opening paragraph on her follows: 

Margaret Fuller stands apart from the other [tjranscendentalists. Her 
interests were obviously not primarily philosophical and theological, 
but rather aesthetic and later political. Her study of German led her to 
Goethe, Jean Paul, and rather incongruously, the sentimental Theodor 

Korner and the spiritualist Justinus Kemer.l^ Her direct contacts with 
German philosophy seem rare and not too happy. In Cambridge 
(presumably some time before 1833) she obtained books by Fichte and 
Jacobi, and she tells us: 'I was much interrupted, but some time and 
earnest thought 1 devoted. Fichte 1 could not understand at all; though 
the treatise which 1 read was intended to be popular, and which he says 

must compel (bezwingen) to conviction.'^^ She must refer to Fichte's 
Sonnenklarer Bericht iCrystal Clear Report! (1801), which in its subtitle 
is called 'Ein Versuch. die Leser zum Verstehen zu zxvingen' lAn 
Attempt to Compel the Readers to Understanding, my translations]. 
'Jacobi,' she continues, 'I could understand in details, but not in system. 
It seemed to me that his mind much have been moulded by some 
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other mind, with which 1 ought to be acquainted, in order to know 
him well — p>erhaps Spinoza's.' (678) 

Wellek is quoting part of a letter Fuller wrote from Groton to James Freeman 

Clarke, her friend and fellow student of German, on February 11, 1836. 

Wellek assumes that Fuller wrote the letter "some time before 1833," but his 

error in dating it is understandable, given that he only had her Memoirs from 

which to draw his conclusions.^^ Since 1942, the year Wellek's article 

appeared. Fuller's collected letters have been published, painstakingly edited, 

and annotated by Robert N. Hudspeth. Hudspeth's edition of the letters is the 

definitive critical one; it is almost always more reliable than the Memoirs and 

likewise provides the letters in their entirety, at least as far as possible. Letters 

included in Fuller's Memoirs were routinely truncated in order to fit the 

editors' purpose, and most scholars agree that they were bowdlerized in order 

to protect Fuller's reputation. The entire relevant portion of Fuller's letter as 

recovered by Hudspeth follows: 

I have long had a suspicion that no mind can systematize its 
knowledge and carry on the concentrating processes without some 
fixed opinions on the subject of metaphysics. But that indisposition [ ] 
even dread of the study which you may remember [h}as kept me from 
meddling with it till lately in meditating on the life of Goethe I thought 
1 must [g]et some idea of the history of philosophical opinion in 
Germany that I might be able to judge [ojf the influence which it 
exercised upon his mind. [ J1 can comprehend him every other way [ 
1 [pjrobably interpret him satisfactorily to others ( jan get the proper 
materials)— When [ 1 in Cambridge I got Fichte and Jacobi— I was [ 
J interrupted but some time and earnest [ J devoted^ Fichte I could 
not underl ] all though the treatise which I re[ Jd to be popular and { 
Jwingen' to conviction— Jac[ ]nd in details [ ] but not in sy[ 1 at his 
mind must have been 
moul[ ]d with which 1 ought to be acquain( ] in or(derl to know him 
well— Perhaps Spinoza's (Letters VI, 280-1) 
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The brackets that do not enclose letters or words indicate portions of Fuller's 

letter that are missing from the text, presumably either torn out or otherwise 

rendered illegible. Brackets that include one or more letters or words 

represent editorial editions to the text.l® 

There are obvious differences between Wellek's quotation, which was 

taken from Fuller's Memoirs, and Hudspeth's recovery of the same 

material.^^ First, the editor of this portion of Fuller's Memoirs was Qarke 

himself, and it is likely that he correctly quoted important words and parts of 

words that are missing from Hudspeth's version. There appears to be 

nothing sensitive or potentially offensive in Fuller's wording in this letter, 

nothing that would have occasioned Clarke's censure of her in this particular 

instance. Moreover, Clarke certainly kept Fuller's original letter, since he was 

the recipient of it in the first place. In other words, the Memoirs are probably 

correct in this case, and Wellek very likely provided the missing material 

accurately. 

However, Wellek also quotes Fuller out of context. He repeats only 

that portion of the letter in which Fuller admits she cannot understand Fichte 

at all and understands Jacobi only partially. Wellek ignores her statements 

about wanting an understanding of both these philosophers of German 

idealism in order to be better prepared to write her biography of Goethe, who 

had died in 1832. Weiiek also neglects to mention Fuller's further thoughts 

indicating that she comprehends Goethe in every other way and probably can 

interpret him satisfactorily to others. As is typical for Wellek, he is only 

interested in Fuller's command of German philosophy. Her self-

acknowledged broader expertise on Goethe, and presumably also on Goethe's 
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entire oeuvre, does not interest VVellek in the least. The very fact that he 

does not acknowledge FuJler's own statements concerning her knowledge of 

Goethe provides an important clue that Wellek's critical methodology was 

flawed. 

Moreover, VVellek did not have access to a portion of the same letter in 

which Fuller reveals that she knew more than she let on initially. Fuller's 

Memoirs do not include the following statements that appear near the end of 

the same important letter to Clarke: 

Tell me exactly [ ] meant by Transcendental and exactly why [ 1 is 
called the Critical philosophy — [ low if you can in what particulars... 
Schelling and Fichte have modified the doctrines of Kant— If I 
understand this latter he undertakes to fix the boundaries of 
speculation— and considers Freedom, Immortality, God and our 
relations to these as the topics upon which we exercise what he calls 
pure Reason and which are entirely beyond the boundaries of 
iinder[ St landing. 
I have supposed I understood all about wh 1 ask but, upon 
examination, find all my ideas was vag[uel and confused— I am 
ardently desirous to leam will you be my teacher?— You see 1 do not 
shrinfk] from letting you see the full extent of my ignorance in the 
hope that you will enlighten me. (Letters VI, 281-2) 

According to Hudspeth's notes, Clarke answered Fuller as follows: "I give you 

Kant's answer. 'I call all knowledge Transcendental which is everywhere 

occupied, not with the objects themselves, but with our means of knowing 

them, so far as they can be known a priori'" (283, n. 4). Clarke's complete 

letter responding to Fuller's questions is dated February 26, 1836, and it has 

been published in the collection of his letters edited by John Wesley Thomas. 

Clarke's letter responding to Fuller continues as follows: 

A Criticism on Pure Reason [Clarke means Kanf s Critique of Pure 
Reason!, therefore, is transcendental philosophy because it does not 
discuss the nature of God, Immortality, etc., which are the objects of 
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pure reason, but attempts to define and limit pure reason itself. I think 
you had better read some of the Kritik [der reinen Vemunft, the 
Critique of Pure Reasonl. You will find it very intelligible." (116) 

If Clarke really did find Kant to be "very intelligible," then he probably was 

and remains the only p>erson to hold that opinion. Kant is notoriously 

difficult, both in details and in system, as Fuller herself might have remarked 

and as Clarke must have recognized. Kant's critical philosophy, his Kritik, 

provides the basis for ongoing debates that would fill entire libraries. 

My point in quoting Fuller and Qarke on Kant is not to delve into 

critical philosophy, because philosophy as a discipline is well outside the 

limits of this study. I simply want to suggest that Fuller herself provided a 

better, more readily understandable core definition of critical philosophy than 

Clarke, whom she begs to be her teacher. Her assertion that Kanf s pure 

reason "undertakes to fix the boundaries of speculation" is far more 

intelligible, to me at least, than Clarke's analogous statement concerning 

Kanf s "attempts to define and limit pure reason itself." Fuller seems to have 

understood that Kanf s concept of the mind is critical, a Kritik, because it 

looks at itself and its own ways of knowing, but not at its object. Pure reason 

concerns only those matters that are completely inaccessible to human 

sensory perception, empirical observation with or without the aid of 

instruments, inductive reasoning, or deductive reasoning. For Kant, pure 

reason never equates to understanding anything at all, but rather tries to 

circumscribe ineffable notions and "our relations to these," to borrow Fuller's 

terminology again. Pure reason thus attempts to address the basic human 

impulse to transcend knowledge per se. God, Imjnortality, and Freedom, the 

three most important objects of pure reason in Kant, are "entirely beyond the 
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suggests that Fuller understood critical philosophy in Kant every bit as well as 

Clarke did, even if she might not have read the Critique of Pure Reason at the 

time she wrote the letter to him. 

In other words, Wellek was wrong to take Fuller's word for her 

weakness in the basics of German philosophical idealism. She almost 

certainly understood Kant at least as well as Clarke or any other of her 

American contemporaries, with the possible exception of Hedge.20 On the 

other hand, it probably is fair to speculate that Fuller did not know the post-

Kantian philosophers in any detail, or at least she did not know them as well 

as she would have liked. Fuller's remarics on Kant and the post-Kantians 

contained in her letter to Clarke point again to her insistence on linguistic 

and intellectual precision.^l In her letter. Fuller asks Clarke to tell her 

"exactly [what isj meant by Transcendental and exactly why 

[transcendentalism! is called the Critical philosophy." Further, she wants 

Clarke to explain "in what particulars Schelling and Fichte have modified 

the doctrines of Kant" (emphasis mine). Fuller "supposed [she) understood 

ail . . . but, upon examination, f[ound) all [her] ideas .. . confused." Her 

statements show that Fuller simply could not be content with a partial or a 

vague understanding of anything, including German idealism. She wanted 

to have all the details at her fingertips, not just the basic outline or the most 

general concepts. Elsewhere in the same letter to Clarke, Fuller writes that 

she wants "to be able to mcike out tables for myself of all the ramifications of 

schools [of philosophy] and the principal masters in each from the Greeks 

downward" (Letters VI, 281). Fuller was so demanding of herself that she 
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would not have been content even if she had been able to discuss each and 

every German philosophical idealist with complete confidence. She wanted 

to know everything about Western philosophy "from the Greeks downward." 

Still, Fuller may have felt better when she found out that Clarke, 

whom she credits with expert status, did not believe it was crucial or even 

desirable to know all of the German philosophers in order to write a good 

biography of Goethe. Elsewhere in his letter to her, Clarke writes the 

following: 

You wish to know something about metaphysics in order to 
understand Goethe on that side . . . For us, it is enough if we fully and 
exactly comprehend the nature of [the] opposition between English and 
German philosophy. It is an opposition arising out of the nature of the 
human mind . . . 
For the Germans, of course, this is not enough, and Fichte, Schelling, 
Hegel, Jacobi, etc., have erected their systems which I neither 
understand nor wish to, since it might distract my attention from the 
more important and radical division which includes all their specific 
differences under one class . . . The difficulty with a German history of 
philosophy would be that it would give these minor divisions too 
much consequence and probably wholly overlook the great division of 
a Sensual and an Ideal philosophy. (114-115) 

This part of Clarke's letter may have convinced Fuller that she truly was 

being too demanding of herself in her insistence that she know everything 

about German philosophy in order to be able to understand Goethe. In any 

event, Clarke clearly believed that the only really important feature of 

German idealism was its opposition to Locke, specifically its opposition to his 

theory of the mind as a passive entity, waiting for inscription through the 

senses. 

It is perfectly plausible to suggest that Fuller more or less gave up on 

her intensive study of the post-Kantian philosophers following receipt of 



90 

Clarke's letter. She certainly did not let the fears she expressed to Qarke in 

her 1836 letter stand in the way of translating and publishing Johann Peter 

Eckermann's Conversations with Goethe in 1839. In her translator's preface 

to the Conversations. Fuller offers no hint of the self-deprecation evident in 

the letter to Clarke. Instead, she states clearly in the preface that she is 

translating Eckermann in order to reveal what we now would call "the real 

Goethe" to her fellow Americans: 

I hear [Goethe] much assailed by those among us who know him, some 
few in his own language, but most from translations of 'Wilhelm 
Meister' and 'Faust.' These, his two great works, in which he proposed 
to himself the enigma of life, and solved it after his own fashion, were, 
naturally enough, selected, in preference to others, for translating. This 
was, for all but the translators, unfortunate, because these two, above 
all others, require a knowledge of the circumstances and character from 
which they rose, to ascertain their scope and tendency, (x-xi) 

Fuller is trying to repair a gap in her readers' knowledge of Goethe's art by 

allowing them a glimpse of Goethe as a human being. In order to understand 

Faust and Wilhelm Meister. she believes it is necessary to understand Goethe 

first, and that is the goal she has set for herself in translating the 

Conversations. In fact, the current status of Goethe scholarship follows 

Fuller's lead in attempting to present his works within their cultural and 

biographical contexts.22 

Fuller suggests that she possesses "knowledge of the circumstances and 

character from which [Goethe's works] rose," thereby echoing the opinion 

penned to Clarke (and ignored by VVellek) that she really is competent to 

comprehend Goethe and interpret him satisfactorily to others. There is no 

indication she believes it is necessary to have in-depth knowledge of German 
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philosophy to apprehend Goethe correctly. FtiUer's only aUusion to German 

philosophy in her preface to the Eckermann translation occurs a few pages 

later, when she claims that Goethe was "not an Idealist" (xiv). She does not 

go into any detail as to why he was not an idealist nor does she give any 

evidence whatsoever that she understands why idealism was important in 

the context of German intellectual history of the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. 

Fuller's comments in the translator's introduction to Eckermann's 

Conversations indicate that she was no longer deeply concerned about the 

details of German philosophical idealism by 1839. Even so, she certainly 

never abandoned her interest in German philosophy altogether. Wellek 

himself notes that Fuller translated an important lecture by Schelling in 1841, 

presumably for use in one of her Conversations.23 Elsewhere in his remarks 

about her, Wellek writes that Fuller's direct allusions to German philosophy 

represent no more than a collection of "meager and scattered statements" 

(679). He is correct, at least technically, but the conclusions he draws in the 

wake of his assertions are misleading. Fuller's readings in German idealism 

were certainly "scattered," as were all her readings in any language, but they 

may or may not have been "meager" as Wellek suggests. 

The problem is that we just do not know if Wellek is right or not, 

because the extant written record of Fuller's readings in German philosophy 

is inconclusive at best. The best way to make this important point clear is to 

cite a specific example. What follows below comprises all I have been able to 

find out about Fuller's readings in Kant, obviously the most important of the 

eighteenth-century German philosophers and certainly one of the thinkers 
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who strongly influenced the German authors she revered. Her remarks to 

Clarke in the important letter of February 11, 1836 represent a good beginning 

toward evaluating Fuller's Kant studies, but an exhaustive search of primary 

and secondary sources reveals almost nothing else that would indicate exactly 

what she read, or when she read it. 

The most important primary source for examining Fuller's readings in 

Kant is the six-volume collection of her letters edited by Hudspeth. There are 

six references to Kant sprinkled throughout Fuller's letters, including the one 

in the above-quoted and discussed letter she wrote to Clarke in 1836. If we 

assume that Fuller followed Clarke's advice contained in his answer to her 

letter, then she almost certainly read the Critique of Pure Reason, but there 

exists no written confirmation that she actually read it. Unfortunately, Fuller 

never discusses a specific text by Kant in this particular letter to Clarke or 

anywhere else in her correspondence, nor does she provide any clue as to 

what she was reading or had read by Kant.24 

The second logical primary source. Fuller's published journals, are of 

no help in discovering what she might have read of Kant. Fuller makes no 

mention at all of German philosophy in her journals, and she refers to 

German materials in general a mere dozen times or so. The 1842 journal of 

Fuller's visit with the Emersons, which was edited by Joel Myerson, contains 

references to Goethe's autobiography, Dichtung und Wahrheit (Poetry and 

Truth). (330). The October 1842 journal, edited by Robert D. Habich, and the 

1844 journals, edited by Martha L. Berg and Alice De V. Perry, both include 

allusions to Goethe's Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (Wilhelm Meister's 

Apprenticeship), the most famous of his novels and the prototypical German 
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Bildtingsroman, or novel of development (286 and 62). Additionally, there 

are scattered references to German works throughout the journals. The most 

interesting of these might be Fuller's allusion to her reading of "an odd little 

book on insanity by Guido Gorres." Habich, editor of the 1842 journal in 

which this reference appears, tells us in a footnote that "Gorres (1805-1852) 

wrote a commentary on art and insanity to accompany Das Narrenhaus von 

Wilhelm Kaulbach fThe Madhouse by Wilhelm Kaulbachl (Regensburg, 

1836)," (291). Fuller writes elsewhere that she was reading "Recollections of a 

Kentuckian" by a man named Seatsfield. Berg and De V. Perry, editors of the 

1844 journal from which this remark about Seatsfield stems, note that 

"Charles Seatsfield was one of the pseudonyms of Karl Anton PostI (1793-

1864), a German monk who fled the monastery and resurfaced in the U.S. 

West... as a journalist, travel writer, and creator of the ethnographical 

novel" (90-1, n. 114). Clearly, these books by Gorres and Postl provide no 

information about Fuller and Kant, but they do give scholars a good idea of 

the depth and breadth of her interests. Fuller read anything and everything 

she could find by Germans or about Germany. 

If we turn to secondary sources for more information on Fuller's Kant 

studies, we could surmise that she received Kant primarily through her many 

conversations with Hedge. Fuller scholars usually assume that she 

conducted extensive philosophical exchanges with Hedge, but again, there 

exists no proof she actually did so.25 Further study divulges that Fuller 

heard or could have heard about Kant and German idealism through her 

acquaintance with Charles (Karl) Follen, a German exile who became 
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Harvard's first professor of German in 1825 or 1826. Although it is certain 

that Fuller knew Follen personally, exactly what she learned about Kant from 

him remains a mystery, because there are no written records confirming that 

they ever spoke about Kant.26 she also could have found out something 

about Kant from Robert Wesselhoeft, another German expelled from his 

native land for his political views. Wesselhoeft, who studied law in 

Germany and medicine in the United States, lived next door to the Fuller 

family on Ellery St. in Cambridge before moving to Brattleboro, Vt. to practice 

medicine. 

Another completely unprovable yet tantalizing theory is that Fuller 

came into contact with Kant through her friendship and conversations with 

Emerson, who began delving into German philosophy as early as 1820. Or, 

she could have apprehended Kant as his thought was filtered through (and 

very likely misunderstood by) Carlyle, who began writing glowing reviews of 

German literature and philosophy in the early 1820s. Or, she could have 

become somewhat acquainted with Kantian philosophy and the subsequent 

waves of German idealism by reading de Stael's De L'Allemagne. which 

became available in the United States almost immediately after it was 

publihed in 1813. 

The fact is we just do not know how or when Fuller received Kant, 

even though we are sure she had some knowledge of him. We are left with 

the vague feeling that Fuller had contact with Kantian philosophy, but only 

peripherally, indirectly. There simply is no way to be sure exactly how much 

of Kant she had been exposed to, nor do we know exactly how encounters 

with Kant affected her concurrent readings of German literature. 
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The problem is not limited to Kant, unfortunately, nor is it linuted to 

Fuller's grasp of eighteenth-century German philosophy and the subsequent 

waves of German idealism. As a second important example, we can assume 

that Fuller was acquainted with the seventeenth-century Dutch Jewish 

philosopher Baruch Spinoza, because she alludes to Spinoza's pantheism and 

its influence upon later German philosophers, notably Fichte and Jacobi, in 

her February 11, 1836 letter to Clarke. But Hudspeth, editor of the letters, 

warns us in a footnote that "[ijt is not clear if Fuller ever read Spinoza" 

(Letters VI 283, n. 1). Hudspeth probably drew that conclusion from his 

reading of Fuller's 1844 journal. There, Fuller alludes to Spinoza's Ethica. but 

it is not at all clear from the context there if she read it herself, heard another 

person read sections of it out loud, or heard about it in conversation (110). Of 

course, it might be too that Fuller was familiar with Spinoza and pantheism 

for the simple reason that these theories were everywhere in the air. Or, she 

might have read Jacobi's treatise concerning Spinoza, as Hudspeth suggests 

elsewhere (Letters I 245, n. 2). The most important point again is that we just 

are not sure how Fuller acquired her Spinoza, and we cannot tell for sure 

how extensive her knowledge was. Her acquaintance with German 

philosophy cannot be substantiated by way of the extant written record. We 

can only conjecture that Fuller obtained what knowledge she did possess 

from readings we do not know about or from the philosophical discourses 

that must have saturated her social environment. 

VVellek assumes that the lack of hard evidence equates to a lack of 

knowledge on Fuller's part, but his assumption camnot be proven, at least not 

from the evidence currendy available. Further, VVellek insists on knowing 
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whether or not Fuller and the other "minor transcendentalists" actually sat 

down and attempted to come to grips with German philosophy as a 

discipline. In setting the parameters for his study of German idealism and 

American transcendentalism, Weliek writes the following: 

In discussing such a relation [between idealism and transcendentalism] 
we must, I think, distinguish carefully several questions which are 
frequently not kept clearly apart by investigators. Rrst, we must see 
what was the reputation of German philosophy, the vague secondhand 
or tenth-hand information which was floating abou^ and distinguish it 
from actual knowledge of German philosophy, either in more detailed 
descriptive accounts by English or French writers or in a real firsthand 
acquaintance with the texts themselves, in translation or in the 
original. Only when this first problem of the actual knowledge has 
been settled can we profitably inquire what precisely was the attitude 
and the opinion that American writers had of the German 
philosophers. (660) 

In limiting his inquiry so drastically, Weliek inevitably overlooks the other, 

more subtle ways in which Germany influenced Fuller. 

In fact. Fuller herself provides the best answer to Weliek, and her 

answer specifically addresses the limitations of his methodology. Her "Short 

Essay on Critics," published in July of 1840, was the lead article in the very 

first issue of the Dial, and it proves that Fuller's approach to literary criticism, 

and to criticism in general, was interdisciplinary in every sense. She did not 

demand of the literary critic that he or she analyze works according to 

intellectual or disciplinary categories, such as philosophy or literature, nor did 

she insist that literary criticism was a purely mental endeavor. Instead, 

criticism for Fuller was an art, only somewhat inferior to fine art, and thus 

the "younger brother of genius" (7). 

Fuller's ideal critic "should be not merely a poet, not merely a 

philosopher, not merely an observer, but tempered of all three" (7). She 
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continues as follows: 

If he (the criticj criticize the p)oeni, he must want nodung of what 
constitutes the poet, except the power of creating forms and speaking in 
music. He must have as good an eye and as fine a sense; but if he had 
as fine an organ for expression also, he would make the poem instead 
of judging it. He must be inspired by the philosopher's spirit of inquiry 
and need of generalization, but he must not be constrained by the hard 
cemented masonry of method to which philosophers are prone. And 
he must have the organic acuteness of the observer, with a love of 
ideal perfection, which forbids him to be content with mere beauty of 
details in the work or the comment upon the work. (7-8) 

Here, finally. Fuller tells us what she likes and does not like about 

philosophy. She find attractive "the philosopher's spirit of inquiry and need 

of generalization," but she is repelled by "the hard cemented masonry of 

method to which philosophers are prone." Fuller wants the critic to think 

hard, just like a philosopher, and then to generalize from his or her thoughts. 

But she also finds it desirable that the critic choose a flexible, eclectic critical 

methodology, one that allows a careful blending of artistic appreciation, pure 

philosophical thought, and sensitive observation. Fuller certainly would 

have found Wellek wanting in his capacities as a critic, because the focus of 

his study of her was too limited, and his methodology was far too rigid. 

The most important difference between Fuller and Wellek is the goal 

of their respective criticisms. Fuller did not want to use the art of criticism in 

order to prove anything at all, and in this, she was much different from 

Wellek, who wanted to prove many unsavory things about her and to draw 

conclusions about the imperfect relationship between German idealism and 

American transcendentalism. Fuller, in contrast, wanted to use criticism as a 

way to get readers to think for themselves. In her "Short Essay on Critics," 

Fuller points out that "ftjhe use of criticism ... is to sift, not to stamp a work. 
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The critic must not be an infallible adviser to his reader. He (the critic] must 

not tell him (the reader] what books are not worth reading, or what must be 

thought of them when read" (8). In Fuller's view, criticism at its best is the art 

of making critics out of others. 

Most important of all. Fuller directly alludes to some of the benefits of 

German sensibility in her "Short Essay on Critics." She writes as follows: 

(Good critics] can go out of themselves and enter fully into a foreign 
existence. They breathe its life; they live in its law; they tell what it 
meant, and why it so expressed its meaning. They reproduce the work 
of which they speak, and make it better known to us in so far as two 
statements are better than one. There are beautiful specimens in this 
kind. They are pleasing to us as bearing witness of the genial 
sjonpathies of nature. They have the ready grace of love with 
somewhat of the dignity of disinterested &iendship. They sometimes 
give more pleasure than the original production of which they treat, as 
melodies will sometimes ring sweetlier in the echo. (6) 

There actually are two references to Germain sensibility in this passage. The 

first is a thoroughgoing appreciation for Innerlichkeit, inwardness. Fuller 

believes that the best critics are those who enter into a "foreign existence" and 

"live in its law; they (the best critics] tell us what it meant, and why it so 

expressed its meaning." Critics who are best suited to their occupation are the 

same ones who set aside their own points of view <md enter into something 

that differs from themselves. In doing so, they detach from themselves, and 

they presumably become capable of separating from their own prejudices. 

Second, Fuller's ideal critics are capable of detaching themselves from the 

objects they are evaluating. According to Fuller, this latter separation allows 

them to uphold at least "somewhat of the dignity of disinterested friendship," 

meaning that these critics are able to work in a way that maintains the 

integrity of the art work they are evaluating. At the same time, though, the 
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disinterested critic is in a better position to find fault, if necessary, because he 

or she has no emotional investment in the art work under scrutiny. The 

ideal art critic is like the German citizen of the eighteenth or nineteenth 

century, the man or woman who remains interested in specifically political or 

worldly events, yet unattached to them in essence. Like Fuller herself, these 

ideal literary critics are "Germanico," because their appreciation for interiority 

and their critical detachment make them German to the core. 
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Notes 

1 Hedge's letter to Fuller is dated 20 February 1835. The manuscript is 
held at Harvard Divinity School, Andover-Harvard Theological Library. 
Quoted in Margaret Fuller, The Letters of Margaret Fuller, ed. Robert N. 
Hudspeth, vol. 1 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1983) 227, n. 3. Hereafter referred to 
as Letters, followed by the volume number and the page number. 

^Hedge (1805-1890) was a minor transcendentalist who was sent to 
Germany at age twelve or thirteen because his father considered him too 
young to enter Harvard. He returned to Cambridge in 1822 and enrolled as a 
divinity student at Harvard. He met Fuller and immediately received the 
nickname "Germanicus" from her and others of their friends. Hedge may 
have loaned Fuller some of his German travel books in the early to mid-
1820s, and he certainly encouraged her German studies and help>ed her with 

pronunciation. 

3james Freeman Clarke, perhaps the closest of her male friends, writes 
the following of Fuller's exactness and her mental precision in his section of 
her Memoirs: "The first and most striking element in the genius of Margaret 
was the clear, sharp understanding, which keenly distinguished between 
things different, and kept every thought, opinion, p>erson, character, in its 
own place, not to be confounded with any other. The god Terminus presided 
over her intellect. She knew her thoughts as we know each other's faces; and 
opinions, with most of us so vague, shadowy, and shifting, were in her mind 
substantial and distinct realities. Some persons see distinctions, others 
resemblances; but she saw both . . . The world of her thoughts rose around 
her mind as a panorama, — the sun in the sky, the flowers distinct in the 
foreground, the pale mountain sharply, though faintly, cutting the sky with 
its outline in the distance, — and eill in pure light and shade, all in perfect 
perspective." See Margaret Fuller, The Memoirs of Margaret Fuller Qssoli. ed. 
W. H. Charming, J. F. Clarke, and R. W. Emerson, vol. 1 (Boston: Phillips, 
Sampson, and Co. 1852) 113-4. 

M am indebted to Walter H. Sokel for my understanding of the history 
of German sensibility and my analysis of its importance in eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century Germany. 

^In her chapter on Fuller, Goethe, and humanism, Allen notes the 
following: "Fuller's feminism also owed something to Goethe. Nineteenth-
century New England had shown her only narrow and dismal possibilities for 
women, stifling their intellectual development, demanding of them 
domesticity and submissiveness. Through Goethe she began seeing what a 
woman might be and become. Though Goethe was not a feminist in the 
modem sense of the term, women inspired him, and he genuinely liked 
them, though he also used them. The broad range of female characters in his 
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works delighted Fuller, and she discussed some of them in Woman in the 
Nineteenth Century. She saw immediately tfiat Goethe's women had strong, 
separate identities; they were interesting as individuals." See Margaret 
Vanderhaar Allen, The Achievement of Margaret Fuller (University Park, 
PA: Pennsylvania State UP, 1979) 52-3. 

^Zwarg focuses part of her study on Fuller's translation of Goethe's 
classical play Torquato Tasso. Zwarg believes Fuller shaped her translation in 
such a way that it released the potential for egalitarian conversations between 
men and women, conversations that "refus[edj to force them into imperial 
conquests of the other." Zwarg continues as follows: "[B)y allowing 
translation itself to become the model for the rudderless interaction where 
both mastery and a sense of the the tragic are displaced, the issue for (Fuller] 
became one of anticipation land) growth." See Christina Zwarg, Feminist 
Conversations: Fuller. Emerson, and the Play of Reading (Ithaca, NY; Cornell 
UP, 1995) 96. 

^One of Urbanski's studies concerns Fuller's retelling of Justious 
Kemer's Die Seherin von Prevorst (The Seeress of Prevorst). Fuller included 
the tale in Summer on the Lakes, in 1843. Urbanski theorizes that all of 
Summer on the Lakes represents Fuller's "transformation of consciousness," 
or her direct acknowledgement that '[tlhere is a connection between body and 
soul" (158). Urbanski believes too that Fuller recast Kemer's story somewhat 
so that it more directly addressed "the plight of a clairvoyant woman, living 
in a patriarchal society hostile to her gifts, who is forced into a marriage she 
does not want" (148). See Marie Mitchell Olesen Urbanski, "The Seeress of 
Prevorst: The Central Jewel of Summer on the Lakes." Margaret Fuller: 
Visionary of the New Age, ed. Marie Mitchell CMesen Urbanski (Orono, ME: 
Northern Lights, 1994) 142-59. 

®"Of the State of Polite Learning in Germany," Portico 2 (July 1816) 18, 
Quoted in Russell E. Duming, Margaret Fuller. Citizen of the World 
(Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1969) 78. 

^Carlyle and de Stael were ardent admirers of Germany, and their 
works inspired many Americans to set aside their prejudices and begin to 
appreciate German literature and culture on their own terms. 

^^Fuller's review of Ertheiler's Phrase Book was published in the New 
York Tribune on May 1, 1845. Quoted in Russell E. Duming, Margaret Fuller. 
Citizen of the World (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1969) 129. 

^^Many critics, perhaps most notably Renate Delphendahl, do not 
provide details about Fuller's study of philosophy. They mention the subject 
only in passing, if at all. Even if they do broach the subject of Fuller and 
German philosophy, these critics simply assume that Fuller did read, and read 
widely, from the vast stores of German philosophical treatises that were 
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pouring into the United States by the early 1820s. Delphendahl asserts ttiat 
Fuller did read Kant, Fichte, and Hegel, for example, but she does not cite her 
source. See Renate Delphendahl, "Margaret FuUen Translator and Interpreter 
of German Literature," Margaret Fuller: Visionary of the New Age, ed. Marie 
Mitchell Olesen Urbanski (Orono, ME: Northern Lights, 1994) 57. 

l^There exists hard evidence that Fuller read all or most of E.T.A. 
Hoffmann, some of Heine, and most of Novalis. She mentions having read 
Hoffmann's Sdmtliche Werke in Einem Band, his complete works in one 
volume, in a letter to Caroline Sturgis dated June 3, 1842. See Letters VI, 333 
and 334, n.l. Fuller must have read at least Heine's Letters Auxiliary to the 
History of Modem Polite Literature in Germany, because she reviewed it in 
an article written for the American Monthly Magazine in 1836. See Margaret 
Fuller, "Present State of German Literature," American Monthly Magazine 8 
(July 1836): 1-13. Finally, several of Fuller's letters to James Freeman Clarke 
and others include references to works she was reading by Novalis. See 
Letters 1:178; II: 107 and 158; and VI: 190-2. Fuller probably read some of Kant, 
Fichte, and Schelling, but there is much less if any hard evidence at all that 
would tell us exactly what she read and when she read it. 

13jakob Bohme was one of Germany's best-known and most 
influential mystical writers. His life sparmed the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Lorenz Oken was a minor speculative scientist who lived in the 
eighteenth century. 

l^See Ren6 Wellek, "Emerson and German Philosophy," New England 
Quarterly 16 (March 1943): 41-62. 

15jean Paul, also known as Jean Paul Richter (1763-1825), was one of 
the most important writers of German romanticism. His most important 
works include the novels Titan (1803) and Flegeljahre (1805). both of which 
Fuller read. Karl Theodor Komer (1791-1813) was a minor poet and dramatist 
whose patriotic poems were published and read all over Germany after he 
was killed in the Napoleonic Wars. Fuller probably was introduced to Komer 
by Karl Follen, Harvard's first professor of German. Justinus Kemer (1786-
1862) was the author of Die Seherin von Prevorst. a strange tale about a 
woman with psychic powers that Fuller included in her Summer on the 
Lakes, in 1843. 

16wellek notes that the German word bezwingen appears in the 
Memoirs, but it almost certainly is a printer's error. Bezwingen means to 
conquer; zu zwingen is a phrase that means to compel. 

l^The many letters and parts of letters that are included in Fuller's 
Memoirs are almost never dated, making them very difficult for scholars to 
use effectively. 
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ISsee Hudspeth's editorial apparatus in Letters VI, 37. 

^^There are an unusually large number of open brackets in this 
particular letter from Fuller to Clarke, an indication that the letter may have 
been damaged between the time the Memoirs were published in 1852 and 
Hudspeth's recovery of it for publication in 1994. 

^OHedge knew more about German speculative philosophy and 
German idealism than any of the other early American transcendentalists. 
His influence in transcendentalist circles waned somewhat when he was 
assigned to a ministry in Bangor, Maine in 1835. For more imformation on 
Hedge and German philosophy, see Henry A. Pochmann, German Culture in 
America: Philosophical and Literary Influences. 1600-1900 (Madison, VVI: U of 
Wisconsin P, 1957) 144-8. Pochmann notes among other things that "Hedge's 
personal influence in communicating his knowledge of German philosophy 
to [Fuller and other transcendentalists] has never been evaluated" (144). 

21 See note 3 above. 

22See for example Nicholas Boyle, Goethe: The Poet and the Age 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991 and 2000). The first two volumes of Boyle's 
comprehensive biography have appeared to date, and both have evaluated 
Goethe's life and works within their historical and cultural contexts. 

23The name of the lecture by Schelling was "Uber das Verhaltniss der 
bildenden Kunste ziir Natur," or "Concerning the Relationship between the 
Fine Arts and Nature." 

^^References to Kant appear in the following places in Fuller's Letters: 
III: 224; VI: 192, 237, 242, 281, 283. 

^^See note 20 above. 

26wellek notes in his essay on the minor transcendentalists and 
German philosophy that Follen gave a course on moral philosophy at 
Harvard in 1830. According to Wellek, the lecture "shows firsthand 
knowledge of Kant" (658). Fuller could not have attended the course, because 
she was a woman and could not enroll at Harvard. 
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ni. CHAPTER TWO 

i 

Margaret Fuller immersed herself in German letters at exactly the same 

time she recognized the enormity of the obstacles facing her as a woman 

scholar of the nineteenth century. The road to awareness of her real position 

as a woman in nineteenth-century New England was a difficult one, largely 

because Fuller had been swept up in the enthusiasm and the intellectual 

optimism of her fellow Cambridge intellectuals during the mid- to late-1820s. 

Nearly all her compatriots were Harvard men, and even though she knew 

she could not join them in their studies there. Fuller nonetheless believed 

there was no real reason why she could not be like them in deliberately 

choosing a life of the mind. Her conviction that she could be just like her 

male contemporaries changed quite literally overnight, when Timothy 

Fuller, her father, announced that the feimily was to leave Cambridge and 

take up a life of "genteel farming" in Groton as soon as he could find a 

suitable country estate. At this unexp>ected and unwelcome juncture, which 

occurred in the summer of 1831, Fuller finally was confronted with her own 

fundamentally different, inescapably restricted, and hence extremely painful 

personal situation. At Groton, a farming community some forty miles 

removed from Cambridge, the realities of "women's work" suddenly becemie 

remarkably clear. Fuller was expected to shoulder the heavy drudgeries of 

farm- and housework in addition to acting as teacher and nursemaid to her 

younger siblings, and her opportunities for self-education diminished to a 

fraction of those she had enjoyed in Cambridge. 

The sudden and apparently permanent change from near blissful 

happiness in Cambridge to misery in the wake of Timothy's announcement 
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was not without benefit, for it caused Fuller to be receptive to some subtle 

and potentially transgressive messages contained in the modem German 

literature she recently had began to read with an all-consuming passion. 

Because she suddenly understood her own subordinate position with perfect 

clarity. Fuller likewise was poised to apprehend and truly appreciate the 

educational and critical potential of German sensibility as she discovered it 

through her readings of the best German authors. Fuller learned 

Innerlichkeit, inwardness, and Gelassenheit, or serenity, from German belles 

lettres during the unhappy years between 1831 and 1836. She soon recognized 

the importance of those features in spurring her own inner growth and then 

developing a critical distance or an emotional separation from her society. 

As I cirgued in Chapter 1, Innerlichkeit and Gelassenheit were rooted 

in the early history of the German-speaking regions of Europe. They had 

become enduring features of a uniquely German sensibility well before the 

great flowering of Germem letters that occurred in the latter half of the 

eighteenth century. Inwardness and serenity became hallmarks of Germem 

classical letters, and they also became distinguishing elements of the most 

beautiful literature written at the turn of the nineteenth century. 

Innerlichkeit and Gelassenheit were esjjedally noteworthy in the mystical 

writings of the early German romantic writer Friedrich von Hardenberg, or 

Novalis (1772-1801). Inwardness and serenity likewise were the elements of 

German sensibility that led to ironic distance and sometimes even to seeming 

indifference in Johaim Wolfgang Goethe (1749-1832), one of the greatest 

writers and poets of the age. 

Fuller read virtually all the Germans, from Novalis to Goethe and all 

points in between, and her readings led her to a thoroughly nuanced 
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understanding of the educational and critical potential of German sensibility. 

She differed from the best of the Germans, especially Goethe, only in that she 

never became indifferent or resigned to the social, political, and cultural 

inequities she saw around her, especially those inequalities that restricted her 

own intellectual potential and the opp>ortunities that were available to 

women in general. On the contrary. Fuller became ever more committed to 

and more vocal about feminism and other political issues as her life 

progressed.! 

Unfortunately, there exists no record of the exact sequence of events in 

Fuller's German studies during the early 1830s.2 There is a strong probability 

that she actually began learning the language between 1825 and 1828, probably 

in association with some of the Harvard divinity students, who increasingly 

were being called upon to read their German assignments in the original 

language. Given her complete conimand of Latin, Fuller would have had 

little difficulty acquiring German grammar. The case system governing 

German nouns, though not easy for a native spesiker of an uninflected 

language like English, nonetheless is much easier to leam than Latin 

declension. German verbs and verb tenses also are easier than Latin verbs 

with all their painful contortions, even if the placement of German verbs 

admittedly is idiosyncratic and difficult for English speakers to master. In my 

opinion. Fuller would have learned German the same way she learned Latin, 

and the task hence would have been a familiar one. She would have studied 

and memorized the cases and the verb tenses, and then she would have 

begun to read and traitslate the masters of the German language. Instead of 

Caesar and Cicero, Fuller would read Goethe and Joharm Gottfried Herder 
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(1744-1803), one of the more prolific writers and most eclectic thinkers of 

eighteenth-century Germany. She also had the advantage of reading German 

newspapers, specifically the Deutsche Schnellpost. which was widely available 

in New England.^ 

Stanley M, Vogel, an expert on Fuller and Germany, insists that she 

learned German by refusing to read any other language, including English, for 

a time (129). Renate Delphendahl, another scholar who specializes in Fuller's 

German connection, notes that Fuller needed to learn a new language in 

order to preserve her emotional stability and her sense of herself during the 

long months she spent at Brattle House, the Fuller familjr's interim home 

between the Dana mansion in Cambridge and the drafty farmhouse in 

Groton. Delphendahl believes Fuller's genius for acquiring languages, 

including German, cdlowed her "to gain her intellectual independence" (55). 

If Delphendahl is right, and 1 believe she is, then the intensity of Fuller's 

German study is understandable at the same time that her speed in acquiring 

the language is nearly incredible. More than anything else. Fuller would 

have wanted some sense of independence at Brattle House, the home of her 

intractable uncle, Abraham Fuller. She must have been willing to give up 

everything else in order to gain full linguistic competence as quickly as 

possible. 

By 1832, when she and her dose friend James Freeman Clarke pledged 

to study German literature together. Fuller probably already had an excellent 

head start in acquiring the ability to read German. Within a year or so of her 

pledge to Clarke, Fuller had read an astonishing amount of work. Among 

other things, she wa^ reading or had read Goethe's Faust. Torquato Tasso. 
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Iphigenia aufTauris. Hermann und Dorothea. Die Wahlverwandscha ften. 

(The Elective Affinities) and Aus meinem Leben: Dichtung und Wahrheit (Of 

My Life: Poetry and Truth). Goethe's four-volume autobiography. Fuller had 

read all of Friedridi Schiller's principal dramas and his lyric poetry within the 

first year, and she was especially drawn to his Wallenstein trilogy; 

Wallensteins Lager (Wallenstein's Camp). Die Piccolomini (The Piccolomini). 

and Wallensteins Tod (Wallenstein's Death). She had read William Lowell 

and Prinz Zerbino. both by Ludwig Tieck, and she was fascinated by Novalis' 

Hymnenandie Nacht (Hymns to the Night) and his Heinrichvon 

Ofterdingen. Finally, she had read all the available poetry of Karl Theodor 

Korner, a minor poet and member of a German freicorps who was killed in a 

battle against Napoleon, and she had studied selections from Jean Paul 

Richter, one of the most important writers of German romanticism. 

Most sources tacitly credit Clarke with telling Fuller which pieces of 

German literature she should know, probably because his section of her 

Memoirs have been the main source of our knowledge about what she read 

and when she read it.4 Qarke had acquired a complete set of Goethe's works, 

and it is certain that he lent parts of it to Fuller throughout the 1830s.5 

Clarke, who was the same age as Fuller, had been friends with her since early 

childhood, and he was the most important of her male friends during the 

decade of the 1830s. Clarke and Fuller encouraged each other in their German 

studies, and they kept up a lively correspondence about Germany and the 

Germans throughout the 1830s and well into the 1840s. As a divinity student, 

Clarke had had considerable training in German theology, and he also had 
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received some instruction in German literature.^ Despite the closeness of 

their friendship, however, I do not believe Clarke or any of her other 

associates had as much influence on exactly what Fuller read as did Germaine 

de Stael. Looking closely at de Stael's De L'Allemagne. published in 1813 and 

already available in Boston the following year, has led me to the conclusion 

that Fuller repeatedly turned to her for advice about how she should embark 

on her study of German literature. 

I am not the first critic to suggest that Fuller was deeply influenced by 

de Stael, but I may be the first one to posit that she specifically looked to de 

Stael for advice about which German literary works she should read.7 Fuller 

had studied de Stael's work in some depth during her early association with 

Lydia Maria Francis at the Watertown school during the late 1820s. At the 

outset, both Fuller and Francis undoubtedly were most interested in de Stael's 

comparison of John Locke's philosophical system with the developing 

German philosophies of idealism. As their study progressed, however. Fuller 

and Francis very likely began to be interested in de Stael's description of 

Germany for its own sake. Among other things, de Stael praised the 

inwardness and the spirituality of German thinkers from Gottfried Wilhelm 

Leibniz (1646-1716) to Immanuel Kant (1724-1804).® De Stael also enjoyed 

German literature, and she was especially fond of Goethe, Schiller, and the 

writers of the romantic school. She praised the German-speaking region's 

literature lavishly throughout her pioneering study of Germany.^ 

There exists ample evidence that Fuller turned to de Stael's advice 

about German literature. Fuller first examined the works of Goethe especially 
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recommended by de Stael, and she seems to have avoided those de Stael did 

not recommend or mentioned only briefly. In fact de Stael discusses and has 

high praise for every one of Goethe's works that appear on Fuller's first 

reading list, with the sole exception of Dichtung und Wahrheit. De Stael 

would not have been able to finish reading even the first three volumes of 

Dichtung und Wahrheit before publishing De I'Allemagne. because the third 

volume did not appear imtil January of 1814. The fourth volume was not 

published until 1833, the year after Goethe died. 

De Stael most highly recommended Faust in De L'Allemagne. She 

devotes the entire last chapter of her study's first volume to an in-depth 

discussion of Faust, and her discussion includes a translation into French of 

the famous last scene of Faust /.^Q De Stael also appreciated Iphigeniaau f 

Tauris and Torquato Tasso. She praises both classical plays in the chapter 

immediately preceding her discussion of Faust, and she is especially 

impressed with Goethe's depiction of the Greek heroine Iphigenia.^^ Not 

surprisingly, de Stael also recommended Die Wahlverwandscha/ten and 

Hermann und Dorothea.^^ 

Fuller's first readings in Goethe coincide almost exactly with de Stael's 

strongest recommendations. That in itself might be coincidental, were it not 

for the fact that Fuller apparently did not read Goethe's most famous work. 

Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (The Sorrows of Young Werther). in the 

German original during first year of her German studies. Her neglect of 

Werther would be extremely puzzling, had she not been following de Stael's 

advice to the readers of De L'Allemagne. Werther was enormously popular 
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in Europe, and it also was the first piece of German literature readily available 

in the United States. Werther was the best-known of all Goethe's writings, 

rivaled perhaps only by Faust I in the second decade of the nineteenth 

century. Published in 1774, Werther was Goethe's "breakthrough" book, an 

epistolary novel celebrating the lovelorn suffering and the self-inflicted death 

of a romantic spirit. It was translated into English by George Ticknor as early 

as 1814, and it also was available in Boston in the German original by that 

same year.^^ 

Werther certainly was the best-known of all German works of 

literature, and it would appear to have been expected for Fuller to read it Her 

neglect of Werther is all the more surprising because it would have been an 

easier choice for a beginning student of German than Faust or either one of 

the classical plays, Iphigenia and Tasso. Werther's style is conversational, and 

its vocabulary is much less lofty than any of the three plays Fuller chose to 

read instead. For all its notoriety and its relative accessibility, however. Fuller 

did not read Werther in the original German immediately. It is plausible to 

suggest that she may already have read it in English, especially since she 

undoubtedly had access to Ticknor's translation.^^ On the other hand, it is 

equally likely that Fuller was following de Stael's advice and was focusing her 

attention on Goethe's mature oeuvre. 

De Stael mentions Werther six times throughout the two-volume 

study that makes up De L'Allemagne. and she generally touts the work as a 

product of Goethe's youthful genius.^^ In other words, de Stael meiintains 

that Werther is well worth reading, because it represents the sine qua non of 
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the cult of genius in Germany, or the very best of the German literary 

movement that came to be called Sturm und Drang (Storm and Stress). 

However, de Stael also believes that the mature Goethe is sujjerior to the 

young Goethe. His youthful work, and especially Werther. was ardent and 

impassioned, according to de Stael, but his later, mature writings bear all the 

detail and all the exactness of representation usually found in fine paintings 

(I, 240-1). 

It seems clear to me that Fuller was following de Stael closely if not 

exclusively in the first year of her readings in German literature, even though 

she and Clarke were studying together.^^ If I am right about the extent of de 

Stael's influence, then the beginnings of Fuller's feminism already are 

discernible in her decision to follow de Stael rather than Clarke or any other 

male scholar at the outset of her German study. Fuller later wrote in Woman 

in the Nineteenth Century (1845) that women should turn first to other 

women as teachers and guides, not to men.^7 Even before writing Woman. 

however. Fuller already had decided that women were their own best 

teachers. In 1841, she became fascinated with Bettine von Amim's Die 

Giinderode. an epistolary novel concerning the relationship between herself 

and a somewhat older mentor, Karoline von Giinderode. In her 1842 Dial 

essay on Die Gunderode. Fuller hints that Bettine von Amim^® and 

Giinderode brought out the best in each other in their own closed society, far 

away from outside influences. Fuller writes: 

The relation before us [between Bettine von Amim and Giinderode] 
presents all that is lovely between woman and woman, adorned by 
great genius and beauty on both sides. The advantage in years, the 
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higher culture, and greater harmony of Giinderode's nature is 
counterbalanced, by the ready springing impulse; richness and melody 
of the other [Bettine von Amiml. (320) 

In Fuller's view, a relationship between women "adorned by great genius and 

beauty on both sides" is to be nourished and treasured, especially when each 

woman possesses traits that complement features of the other. Throughout 

her career. Fuller was remarkably consistent in her conviction that real 

learning and thus real progress for women could occur only in the absence of 

their male counterparts. In the 1840s, she closed most of her Conversation 

series to men, arguing that the presence of their husbands, sons, and fathers 

made it less likely that her women students would form opinions that were 

exclusively theirs.^^ 

Fuller's earliest readings in German literature resulted from the advice 

given to her by Germaine de Stael, another woman scholar. In this she 

already was different from her male contemporaries, many of whom more 

readily came to German letters by way of the essays of Thomas Carlyle,20 In 

addition. Fuller was different from her male friends in that she did not arrive 

at the study of German literature after a thorough study of German theology. 

She was not a serious student of the bible, although she certainly read it, and 

she did not take up the German language primarily in order to acquaint 

herself with Wilhelm Martin Lebrecht de Wette's Introduction to the Old 

Testament or in order to read David Friedrich Strauss's The Life of Tesus. as 

did so many of her male contemporaries.21 Unlike Clarke, who came to 

recognize the spirituality of German literature through his knowledge of 

German theology. Fuller found her own particular type of spirituality 
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primarily though probably not exclusively in literature. Thomas Wentworth 

Higginson, one of her earliest biographers, reports that Fuller did read some 

of the German theologians, but he adds that the works she read do not seem 

to have sparked her interest to any remarkable degree (45). Fuller almost 

certainly read the spiritual philosophers, specifically Herder, only as adjuncts 

to German belles lettres, German Poesie. She translated Herder with William 

Eilery Channing in the mid-1830s, but unlike Charming, she was not 

primarily interested in Herder's profoundly spiritual and Christian 

philosophical system. On the contrary, I suspect Fuller was mainly interested 

in Herder because of his association with Goethe during Goethe's formative 

years in Strassburg. In 1836, the year of her most intensive translation 

studies with Channing, Fuller still fully intended to write and publish the 

first English-language study of Goethe's Iife.22 

It could be too that Fuller's relative lack of interest in theology and 

religion resulted from her awareness that she never could have a career as a 

biblical scholar or as a minister. These fields were completely closed to 

women then, as they still are for the most part today. More likely though is 

that like so many other transcendentalists, including Ralph Waldo Emerson, 

Fuller simply did not find the spiritual comfort she sought in any practice or 

study of organized religion, so she turned to literature instead. She also 

shared a fascination with German mysticism with Emerson, who began to 

study the life and writings of Jakob Bohme in the 1820s.23 

German literature provided a spiritual outlet for Fuller, but it also gave 

her an opportunity to exercise her developing critical abilities. At the time 

she began her study of it, German literature still was considered dangerous 
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and even heretical by several leading theologians and lay critics.24 £n sharp 

contrast to them. Fuller found immediately that German literature was 

neither subversive nor anti-Christian. Her conviction concerning the worth 

of German literature for its own sake and on its own terms provided Fuller 

with a ready means to begin carving out her own niche as a progressive 

literary critic, one who saw spirituality, beauty, and critical potential in 

German letters. Heruy Pochmann brilliantly sums up the curious melding of 

spirituality and criticism that circumscribed Fuller's growing interest in 

German literature. According to him. Fuller believed the literary critic "must 

be accepted in the community of thinkers as one who keeps up a protestant 

spirit in the literary church" (442). The actual church was of little interest to 

Fuller, who turned instead to the spiritual comfort and the critical intellectual 

stimulation of Poesie. 

Inwardness and serenity, the features of German sensibility that most 

directly enabled Fuller's critical stance, certainly are private and introspective, 

if not overtly spiritual. She became acquainted with both these qualities in 

German Poesie, initially in the rejuvenated mysticism that was emerging in 

German literature towards the end of the eighteenth century. Fuller's earliest 

reading list included two works by Novalis, (Friedrich von Hardenberg), the 

early German romantic writer who was among the first German authors of 

modem times to reintroduce mysticism back into the mainstream of 

literature. One of the works Fuller apparently read even before the move to 

Groton in April of 1833 was Novalis' Hymnenandie Nacht (Hymns to the 

Night). Hymnenandie Nacht. published in 1800, was the twenty-six year old 

NovaJis' anguished response to the death of his beloved fiance, Sophie von 
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Kiihn. The work includes six separate hymns, some of them written in free 

rhythm and some in verse. The hjrmns contrast the clarity and brilliance of 

day with the soothing incoherence of night. They suggest that the lover's 

union with God and the beloved, the unio mystica, is attainable only at night. 

Moreover, and more important, the unio mystica is an event experienced in 

death or in the inward experience of an individual, but not in the Christian 

heaven. The penultimate and final stanzas of the fifth hymn best state the 

importance of Innerlichkeit, inwardness. Translation from the German is 

provided by Charles E. Passage: 

Have cheer! life steps at last 
Into eternity; 
By inner fire made vast. 
We are changed utterly. 
The star-world melts, dissolving 
To golden living wine. 
Which we shall drink, resolving 
To stars that clearly shine. 

Love is now set free 
And parting is no more. 
Full like an endless sea. 
Life surges without shore. 
One Night of rapture, one 
Eternal poem, whence 
Our universal sun 
Is God's own countenance. (13) 

Heaven clearly is an inward state in this passage, not a place. Novalis writes 

that our lives achieve eternity (or heaven) through an "inner fire" that 

actually creates eternity in the act of making it "vast." The last stanza is even 

more explicit about our power to generate a heaven within ourselves. There, 

Novalis makes our own inner consciousness, our own "universal sun," the 

absolute equivalent of the face of God. Finally, there is no question that the 
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union of God, the beloved, and the lover Novalis configures here is indeed 

the iinio mystica. The union is incapable of rational or precise description, 

yet it results in the "one-ness" of all being: One Night of rapture, one eternal 

poem, and our universal sun merge with God's own countenance to create 

the state where "[IJove is set free [ajnd parting is no more." 

Fuller herself had experienced the unio mystica by the time she read 

these lines by Novalis. On Thanksgiving of 1831, the height of her misery at 

Uncle Abraham's Brattle House, Fuller had a mystical experience that she 

describes in detail in an 1840 journal entry: 

There was no stay for me, I went on and on, till I came to where the 
trees were thick about a little pool, dark and silent. 1 sat down there. I 
did not think; all was dark, and cold, and still. Suddenly the sun shone 
out with that transparent sweetness, like the last smile of a dying lover, 
which it will use when it has been unkind all a cold autumn day. And, 
even then, passed into my thought a beam from its true sun, from its 
native sphere, which has never since departed from me. ... I saw there 
was no self; that selfishness was all folly, and the result of 
circumstance; that it was only because I thought self real that I suffered; 
that 1 had only to live in the idea of the ALL, and all was mine. This 
truth came to me, and I received it unhesitatingly; so that I was for that 

hour taken up into God.^^ 

An immediate and significant difference between Novalis and Fuller is that 

her union with God and the universe occurs in the sudden brilliance of 

sunshine, not at night. To Fuller, then, it might have been fully rational and 

not beyond human capacity to understand that there is no self and that 

"selfishness [is] all folly." For Novalis, in contrast, an awareness of the nnio 

mystica can occur only at night, presumably at the time when an individual is 

not completely rational. The development of Novalis' mysticism was his 

way of responding to the cold rationality of eighteenth-century German 
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thought, and he was different from Fuller in his distrust or suspicion of 

human reason. Despite the different juxtapositions of night and day in the 

mysticisms of Novalis and Fuller, they are alike in their joint recognition of 

the iinio mystica as an inward state of being. Fuller writes that she was "for 

that hour taken up into God," not in heaven, but within herself. The 

inwardness of mysticism led Fuller to inner peace and Gelassenheit, or 

serenity, even if only for a moment. The fact that she experienced a mystical 

experience herself on a miserable Thanksgiving day must have made her all 

the more receptive to Novalis' work a year or so later. 

By August of 1832, Fuller had read Novalis, and not only his Hymns to 

the Night. Her letters to Clarke indicate she also had read Novalis' two novel 

fragments. Die Lehrlingezu Sais (The Apprentices of Sais) and Heinrichvon 

O fterdingen. From the first of these. Fuller concedes that she "only brought 

away piecemeal impressions." The second, Heinrichvon Ofterdingen (1802). 

is clearer to her, she writes, because "it describes the development of poetry in 

a mind, and with this several other developments are connected." Her letter 

to Clarke suggests again that Fuller found Innerlichkeit, inwardness, in 

Novalis' prose works. In her reading of Novalis she discovers that poetry is 

not external to the mind of the one who creates it. Tantalizingly, too. Fuller 

writes that the development of poetry in the mind leads to "several other 

developments." Unfortunately, she does not specify exactly what these are, 

promising only that she will "tell you [Clarke] all 1 know about it some quiet 

time after your return [he was on vacation in Maine] but if not will certainly 

keep a Novalis journal for you some favorable season when 1 live regularly 

for a fortnight" (Letters VI, 190). 
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If Fuller did in fact keep a Novalis journal for Clarke, it either has not 

survived or has not yet been discovered in her manuscripts. If the journal 

e x i s t s ,  i t  u n d o u b t e d l y  c o n t a i n s  m o r e  o f  F u l l e r ' s  r e a c t i o n s  t o  H e i n r i c h  v o n  

Ofterdingen. and it might also provide more detail about the novel itself. 

Heinrich von Ofterdingen is a Bildungsroman, a novel of continuing 

education and development of the title character. The work, frequently 

referred to as a romance or a romance novel, is divided into two parts: Die 

Erwartung (The Expectation) and Die Erfullung (The Fulfillment). It traces 

the path of Heinrich, a fictional poet or Minnesanger of the Middle Ages, 

from his parents' home in Eisenach to the height of his p>oetic existence in a 

wholly imaginary fairy tale world. Most of the second part remained 

unfinished at Novalis' death in 1801. The novel clearly represents a journey 

inward towards Heinrich's poetic and spiritual perfection, as Fuller correctly 

surmises in her letter to Clarke. In addition to displaying Innerlichkeit, 

Heinrich von Ofterdingen is saturated with Gelassenheit, or serenity. Its goal, 

according to Novalis, was the "Poetisierung der Welt," or the poeticizing of 

the world.26 That lofty goal is attainable because the title character, Heinrich, 

remains serene in his knowledge that it will be realized. The world, and 

Heinrich with it, are destined to be poeticized. Heinrich's journey is 

incomplete, but it is incomplete because the novel is a romantic fragment, not 

because perfection (poetization) is impossible. Romantic fragments must 

remain fragments, because the journey they describe is a neverending one. In 

German, the aim of the romantic fragment is to lead the reader fort nnd fort, 

or onward and onward into the quest towards spiritual completion and 

fulfillment. 
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It is likely tiiat Heinrichvon Ofterdingen was Novalis' answer to 

Goethe's Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship. 

17%). WilhelmMeister^s Apprenticeship is the prototypical German 

Bildiingsroman. Like Heinrichvon Ofterdingen. it concerns the 

development (the Bildung) of an artist, this time an actor-tumed- theater 

director. Unlike Novalis, however, Goethe ultimately is pessimistic about art 

as a means towards the establishment of good character. Wilhelm's journey 

to perfection by way of the theater fails, even when (or perhaps because) the 

play performed is Shakespeare's Hamlet Wilhelm also engages in all-too-

worldly affairs, including having a son out of wedlock. Wilhelm's inner 

development, like Heinrich von Ofterdingen's, remains incomplete, but his 

journey, in sharp contrast to Heinrich's, is not incomplete merely because of 

the necessarily fragmentary nature of the romantic quest for self. On the 

contrary, Wilhelm remains incomplete because the world does not allow his 

completion on the terms he and his observers, the readers of the novel, 

would like. The inward world of Wilhelm Meister thus is far removed from 

the fairy tale world inhabited by Heinrich von Ofterdingen. And if Wilhelm 

Meister's Apprenticeship does exhibit serenity, or Gelassenheit, it is serenity 

strongly tinged with resignation, not hopeful expectation. 

Fuller was aware of the different views held by Novalis and Goethe on 

the subject of Bildung. She discusses their differences in detail in an 

unpublished manuscript entitled Reading Toumal B. held at Harvard 

University's Houghton Library.27 According to the date at the top of the first 

manuscript page. Fuller began this journal in March of 1835. The thoughts 

about Novalis and Goethe on the subject of Bildung occur about halfway 
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through the journal, but they are not dated. Fuller first claims to translate a 

statement from Novalis as follows: 

'Wilhelm Meisters Apprenticeship is, in a certain sense thoroughly 
prosaic and modem — the Romantic is completely levelled in it — so 
is the poetry of Nature, the Wonderful. The book treats only of the 

ordinary affairs of men; nature and the Mysterious (Mysticismus)28 are 
utterly forgotten. It is a politicized, dvic and domestic story, the 
Wonderful in it is expressly treated as fiction and enthusiastic 
dreaming. Artist-like Atheism is the spirit of the work. The Economy 
is worthy of note, with which it produces a poetical effect, by means of 
cheap prosaic stuff.' Novalis (12-3) 

Fuller does not give the source of her Novalis statement, unfortunately, and I 

have been unable to locate it. Even though the source is unknown at this 

time, it nonetheless is dear to me that Fuller is translating from the German 

here. In the first place, she translates "Mystizismus" as "mysterious," 

undoubtedly knowing full well that others would have chosen "mystidsm"as 

the more literal translation. Second, her reference to "stuff" in the last 

sentence doubtless is a translation of the German "Stoff," perhaps better 

translated as "material" in English in this context. Fuller very likely chose 

"stuff" because it is doser in sound to "Stoff than is the English word 

"material." My point here is not to criticize Fuller's translation, but rather to 

establish that she had in fact read this statement from Novalis somewhere, 

and that she read it in the original German. The disagreement over Bildung 

between Novalis and Goethe was real, and it must have been the subject of 

some review by Novalis to which Fuller had access. 

Fuller prefaces her translation from Novalis as follows: "Novalis' 

opinion of Wilhelm Meister appears to me very unworthy of him. I do not 

know what he means by Nature if he can say Goethe ever forgets her" (12). 



122 

She then provides her translation of the statement from Novalis given in 

full above, and she continues as follows: 

I should think there were many half meanings in all this. Goethe had 
no rancour against his criticks provided mediocrity did not seize on 
some weak point for the sake of depreciating superiority and genius. It 
was only about science that Goethe was irritable . .. The Lehrjahre was 
an attempt at a reconcilement with life as a whole — but not a 
completely successful attempt. As the poef s doubts increase, the nearer 
he approaches to the result of the experiment in moral culture, so his 
work doubts, and our ^rest expectations, from the situations and the 
views he has Laid before us, are often suddenly baffled and overthrown 
by an uncontrollable burst of irony. A culture that finds nothing to 
cultivate . . . produces only a sort of polished conmion-place: a 
developing process which fritters away and destroys its subject by 
multipljang aims and tendencies: on the other hand, a mysteriously 
enfolded germ justifying high expectations, but crushed in its 
unfolding; these are the conflicting elements which come perpetually 
to view in the Lehrjahre. The conclusion is a tragical expiring breath of 
life crushed under excefiive as mistaken education; a mere scaffolding; 
a conventional character and condition, a theatrical combination of the 
features of life and (one word illegible] rules dispel the rich throng of 
our expectations, these are the results which crown so many toils! It is 
possible indeed, that the poet when he began to write hoped to be 
enabled to draw a more satisfactory conclusion than that which of 
necessity closes his work. Howeverll this detracts nothing from the 
merit of the work itself. Novels will perhaps never attain to their full 
significance and importance, till the poet, instead of writing them 
according to a p>reconceived plan is inspired by a genius which dictates 
the course and turn of the incidents out of the course of his own life. 
(13-6) 

These somewhat lengthy selections from Fuller's unpublished journal set 

forth her understanding of Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship in far richer 

detail than the descriptions that appear in the Memoirs or in her collected 

letters.29 The journal entry must be analyzed with exceptional care, because 

it holds important keys to understanding Fuller's appreciation of Goethe and 

the limits of her appreciation. By extension, this journal entry tells us a great 
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deal about Fuller's debt to German letters in general, and it hints at some of 

the ways in which she finally came to differ from her German mentors, 

especially Goethe. 

In the first place. Fuller obviously had high regard for Novalis as well 

as for Goethe. She prefaces the lengthy journal entry with the observation 

that Novalis' criticism of Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship seems 

"unworthy" of him, and she fully disagrees with Novalis about Goethe only 

when Novalis states that "Nature" is fully forgotten in Goethe's work.^ 

Fuller's admiration of Novalis is well-documented in a series of letters to 

Clarke, perhaps most glowingly when she claims that "(hje (Novalis) is 

indeed good, most enlightened yet most pure[.] Every link of his experience 

framed (no! beatenl) from the tried gold" (Letters VI, 190). At the same time 

that she respected Novalis, however. Fuller obviously maintained that 

Goethe was his superior by far. She writes in the unpublished journal entry 

quoted above that Goethe held no grudges against those who criticised his 

work, as long as those critics, all of them examples of "mediocrity," did not 

attempt to deride his "superiority and genius." Elsewhere, specifically in the 

letters to Clarke, Fuller notes that she finds it a relief to read writers like 

Novalis and Komer after confronting "the immense superiority of Goethe" 

(Letters 1,177). 

Fuller's unpublished journal entry readily acknowledges many "half-

truths" in Novalis' criticism of Goethe, but she clearly believes also that 

Novalis went too far in his condemnation of the master. Where Novalis 

apparently found Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship to be merely "prosaic 

and modem," a work dealing only with "the ordinary affairs of men," Fuller 
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finds it "an attempt at a reconcilement with life as a whole — but not a 

completely successful attempt." What she means by this is vitally imp>ortant. 

Fuller first recognizes that Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship was an 

"experiment in moral culture," or an experiment in the inward development 

of a character towards moral and spiritual perfection. The novel thus 

celebrates the importance of Innerlichkeit in the progression of an 

individual, and in this way it has much in common with Novalis' Heinrich 

von Ofterdingen. At the same time, however. Fuller explicitly notes that 

Goethe, the author of Wilhelm Meister^s Apprenticeship, "doubts" his 

experiment will be a successful one. As the author doubts, so the novel itself 

doubts, "and our fairest expectations, from the situations and the views he 

has Laid before us, are often suddenly baffled and overthrown by an 

uncontrollable burst of irony." More important still is that this is non­

productive irony, because it merely describes the existence of "a culture that 

finds nothing to cultivate." Goethe's use of ironic distance offers no hint of a 

solution to the quandary he lays bare. His is not an irony accompanied by any 

directly political impulse to change an undesirable state of affairs; it is a type 

of irony that despairs of any positive change in the status quo. It is at this 

point that Fuller finally finds something to criticize in Goethe's attitude 

toward life, even if she refuses in the end to find fault with his novel as a 

work of art. 

Fuller senses Goethe's resignation. She knows Goethe was a "realist" 

of sorts, forced to accept the conclusion that the striving toward perfection of 

the German Bildtingsroman might be a futile undertaking. Because the 

author knows real progress is impeded by the obstructions placed before any 
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fictional (or non-fictional) character in the course of life, the novel inevitably 

becomes "a sort of polished common-place ... a mere scaffolding; a 

conventional character and condition, a theatrical combination of the 

features of life." 

Fuller notes too that Wilhelm Meister^s Apprenticeship struggles 

against its own author at the same time it finally accepts his enervating slide 

into resignation.^! She writes that the work present its readers with a 

"mysteriously enfolded germ justifying high expectations, but crushed [by the 

author!] in its unfolding." The novel "multipl[ies] aims and tendencies/' 

promising again and again that the title character will gain in wisdom and 

moral stature as he gathers up different experiences, but all its effort ends up 

merely "fritter[ing] away" and ultimately destroying the subject it strives to 

perfect. Most poignantly, the novel's conclusion is "a tragical expiring breath 

of a life crushed under excessive as mistaken education" (emphases mine). 

In the end, Wilhelm Meister experiences all sorts of situations, but few of 

them help him grow toward perfection. Fuller believes the novel fails in its 

purpose, which was the promotion of Bildiing, because its author did not or 

could not believe in his own mission. She leaves open the possibility that 

Bildung might be possible, and it is clear she believes it is desirable. Fuller 

remains optimistic about Bildung, thus directly parting company with Goethe 

in his role as the author of Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship. 

In the concluding remarks of her journal entry. Fuller finds that 

Goethe's non-productive irony brought forth exceptionally good art, despite 

the fact that she rejects his sense of resignation. Her thoughts in this regard 

are fascinating, because they prove Fuller already had begun to make 
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distinctions between literary criticism and cultural criticism. She introduces 

her role as literary critic with the following comment: "HoweverW this (the 

preceding lengthy discussion of Goethe's resignation) detracts nothing from 

the merit of the work itself." She then proceeds to defend Wilhelm Meister's 

Apprenticeship as a work of art. The goal of any novel, including the 

German Bildiingsroman, should not be limited to fulfillment of a 

"preconceived plan," in Fuller's view. On the contrary, the very best works of 

creative writing result from an author's "genius[,] which dictates the course 

and turn of the incidents [in the novel] out of the course of his own life." 

Fuller's unpublished journal entry finally proves without question 

that she had understood German sensibility, at least insofar as it emerged in 

one of Goethe's most famous works. She had sensed the importance of 

Innerlichkeit and Gelassenheit to the development of ironic distance in the 

greatest poet of the age. In addition, however. Fuller also had sensed and 

fully believed that the virtues of inwardness and serenity ceased to be virtues 

when accompanied by unpolitical or even a-political resignation. In Fuller's 

view here, Goethe's despair detracted somewhat from his worth as a teacher, 

even though his art was flawless. She already had made a sharp distinction 

between the critique of German Poesie and the real life events she was to 

criticize in her New York journalism and her feminist writings and the early-

to mid-1840s. 

Even though the important journal entry about Goethe and Novalis is 

not dated, 1 will speculate that it was written well before October 2, 1835, the 

date of Timothy Fuller's death. There are at least two good reasons for 

believing that Fuller wrote her opinions about Goethe and Novalis in the 
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early spring of 1835. First, she does not mention or even allude to her 

summer trip with the Farrar family up the Hudson River to Trenton Fails. 

The Farrars asked her to accompany them in May, and the trip itself was 

planned for and subsequently took place in June and July. A second reason 

for my suspicion that the journal entry about Goethe and Novalis was 

written in the spring of 1835 is that Fuller does not mention her own serious 

illness there. In mid-September she became critically ill, probably with 

typhoid fever. It seems logical to conclude that Fuller would have 

acknowledged her condition if this journal entry had been written after the 

illness occurred, at least tangentially, especially since she almost died. For 

these reasons, 1 believe it is safe to surmise that she wrote the entry between 

late March and early May of 1835. 

Establishing an exact date for the journal entry is a worthwhile 

endeavor, because it sheds light on Fuller's probable state of mind when she 

wrote it. During the months immediately before her father's sudden death 

from cholera. Fuller still was trying to reconcile herself to her situation at 

Groton, and she did not as yet know that money would become scarce after 

Timothy Fuller died.^^ other words. Fuller had not yet considered that her 

studies might lead her to a career in letters. Instead, she still was trying to 

come to terms with the family's sudden unhappy move to Groton following 

the halcyon years in Cambridge. The dramatic change in Fuller's outlook 

between Cambridge and Groton is critical to the notion that she was well-

positioned to appreciate German Innerlichkeit and Gelassenheit as she 

discovered them in Novalis and Goethe. For that reason, the Cambridge-to-

Groton period of her life warrants discussion in some detail. 



128 

ii 

Fuller had become acquainted with Germany in her last years at 

Cambridge, or during that brief period of her life dubbed the "Cambridge 

Renaissance" by Charles Capper, one of her most recent biographers.33 

Fuller's first encounters with Germany probably occurred in the years 1825 

through 1828, between her return from the Misses Prescotts School for Young 

Ladies at Groton and the election of Andrew Jackson as president. As 

Capper's apt phrase indicates, these were especially happy years for Fuller for 

several reasons, and not just because she became increasingly fascinated with 

Germany. First, Fuller must have been relieved when her father allowed her 

to return home to Cambridgeport from Groton in the Spring of 1825. She 

had been sent to the Misses Prescotts school by Timothy Fuller, who was 

determined she should acquire a sense of "female propriety" to complement 

her already remarkable erudition and make her a proper hostess at the 

Fuller's Cherry Street house in Cambridgeport.^ Fuller had felt isolated, 

abandoned, and intellectually unchallenged at the country school in Groton, 

even as she apparently did her best to fulfill her father's wishes and acquire 

the proper manners and demeanor for a young woman of her high social 

standing. When she received permission to return home. Fuller must have 

enjoyed the feeling that she finally had satisfied her father's expectations 

concerning proper social deportment, even as she earlier had pleased him 

with her absolute commitment to her studies.^^ 

In addition to her pleasure at having found another means to satisfy 

her father. Fuller also was delighted at the prospect of entering society as an 

adult for the first time. Her social circle at Cambridgeport was a particularly 
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dynamic and engaging one, and it nourished her intellectually in ways that 

were impossible at the country school in Groton. Most important here is that 

Fuller was introduced to German letters from several of her friends during 

this time, but she also enjoyed an elite social standing that brought her into 

contact with world-famous military leaders and the president of the United 

States, among others. Timothy Fuller was at the height of his career at about 

the same time Margaret returned from finishing school in Groton, and his 

moderate fame brought social recognition to the extended Fuller family. 

Though no longer a member of Congress, Timothy maintained a well-

respected law practice, and he commanded enough prestige socially to be 

counted as a guest at a private reception for General Lafayette, who arrived in 

Boston to lay the cornerstone of the Bunker Hill monument on June 17, 1825. 

Margaret accompanied her father on this occasion, and she helped her family 

host a dinner for President John Quincy Adams on September 26, 1826.36 

Fuller enjoyed relatively large amounts of free time during the short 

years that made up her "Cambridge Renaissance." By the time they hosted 

the dinner dance for President John Quincy Adams, the Fullers had moved to 

the large and imposing Dana Mansion in Cambridge, There, they benefited 

from the immediate proximity of Harvard college and its professors, many of 

whom had studied in Germany. Equally important for Fuller, her family 

now had the financial means to hire and keep a large staff of household help, 

thereby freeing her to pursue her own agenda.37 The presence of household 

staff certainly gave Fuller the time she needed to begin her German studies, 

forge her special friendships, and develop her unique conversational style, 

despite the fact that she still was expected to help her mother with the 
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younger children.^ 

Fuller's "Cambridge Renaissance" included countless stimulating 

events, from sleigh rides and cotillions to tea parties and social calls. She 

frequently was in the company of the most educated and interesting 

individuals in America immediately after her return from finishing school at 

Groton, and many of them were the women who became her most important 

role models. Principal among these women were Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, 

the future expert on early childhood education who would publish Fuller's 

translation of Gunderode in 1842; Lydia Maria Francis, who at age twenty-

three already had published a novel called Hobomok (1824) and was the toast 

of Boston literary circles; and Eliza Farrar, a French-bom Quaker socialite who 

helped Fuller overcome the last awkwardness of adolescence, took her along 

on the important trip up the Hudson River, and also introduced her to a vast 

circle of friends. 

Each of these women encouraged and supported Fuller in unique ways. 

Peabody's unprecedented success with her translation of Joseph De G^rando's 

Self-Culture may have spurred Fuller to begin her own first translation, her 

rendering into English of Goethe's Torquato Tasso.^^ Lydia Maria Francis, 

who would become Lydia Maria Child as the consequence of her unhappy 

marriage to David Child, had started a progressive school in Watertown, and 

she invited Fuller to join her there once or twice a week. Together, they 

studied Locke, and they also read Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Lord B5nx)n, John 

Milton, and, most importantly for Fuller's developing interest in Germany, 

de Stael's De L'Allemagne. 

In Peabody and Francis, Fuller found intellectually-stimulating kindred 
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spirits. Her long friendship with Eliza Farrar was equally imjxjrtant, because 

Farrar showed Fuller how to reconcile her intellect with the social 

requirements of her sex. Charles Capper notes it was Farrar who taught 

Fuller that it was "perfectly possible to carry on intellectual and literary 

pursuits while pursuing the role of 'Lady"'(97). Feirrar showed Fuller how to 

dress and how to style her hair becomingly, but she also encouraged Fuller to 

maintain a sense of individuality and perhaps even to nourish a certain still-

feminine forcefulness in her conversation. In other words, Farrar showed 

Fuller how to be socially acceptable in speech and deportment while 

simultaneously displaying incredible intellectual prowess. The social polish 

she received through Farrar's tutelage allowed Fuller to display her greatest 

gift, her special art of conversation, to its very best advantage. Fuller actually 

could not have asked for a better teacher, since Farrar's manners book called 

A Young Lady's Friend, by a Lady (1836) went through six editions and 

became the standard work for "young ladies" by mid-century.^0 In addition 

to teaching Fuller how to behave in society, Farrar introduced her to some of 

the people who were to become vitally important to her later. The most 

notable of these were Samuel Ward and Anna Barker, both of whom Fuller 

loved for a time, and Harriet Martineau, the English social critic whom Fuller 

met on the trip up the Hudson River. Martineau provided Fuller with yet 

another powerful female role model and encouraged her to go to Europe to 

collect material for her planned biography of Goethe.^^ 

As complements to her strong and intelligent female friends. Fuller 

was surrounded by the most prestigious of Harvard's current and former 

professors during her early adult years in Cambridge. Among them were 
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Edward Everett, a professor of Greek who replaced Timothy Fuller in the U. S. 

House of Representatives, Joseph Cogswell, who taught geology and 

reorganized the Harvard library, George Bancroft, who was a tutor in Greek, 

and George Ticknor, a professor of French and Spanish. All four of these 

men had received advanced degrees at Gottingen, generally considered to be 

the most progressive and dynamic university in the German-speaking 

regions of Europe.^ 

The most important of the distinguished Harvard professors who 

knew Fuller was Charles (Karl) Follen, a charismatic former leader of two of 

Germany's Burschenschaften, the radical student organizations dedicated to 

political reform. Follen, who became Harvard's first professor of German 

language and literature in the mid-1820s, was the most knowledgeable expert 

on German culture to arrive in New England during the first quarter of the 

nineteenth century. He was expelled from Germany because of his political 

activity and his implication in the assassination of the anti-nationalist 

playwright August von Kotzebue. Follen brought from his homeland a 

steadfast commitment to the idealistic world view of the newest in German 

philosophy, and he was an extremely popular professor and lecturer on the 

Cambridge scene.43 Fuller's letters to James Freeman Clarke during the 1830s 

indicate that she knew Follen, his wife, and her two sisters quite well socially, 

but there exists practically no direct evidence concerning what Follen might 

have told her about German literature, philosophy, or politics.^^ 

In the end, it might not matter whether or not Fuller had direct 

instruction from Follen and the other Harvard professors, because she was 
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living in a sodety that was being shaped by their influence.45 As current 

parlance would have it. Fuller herself was being formed by the discourses 

these famous professors were weaving at Harvard. And even if she could not 

converse with the professors themselves outside a tightly-restricted social 

setting. Fuller could and did talk to their students about substantive matters 

related to Germany. During the happy years of her "Cambridge Renaissance," 

Fuller associated frequently with many members of Flarvard's famous class of 

1829.46 She had known some of these young men, most notably Oliver 

Wendell Holmes, since her childhood years at the Port School in 

Cambridgeport. She also was close friends with Frederick Henry Hedge, a 

somewhat older divinity student who probably was bilingual, having 

received almost all his early education in Germany. 

Hedge was among the first of her friends to provide Fuller with 

incentives to study German language and culture for pleasure and 

intellectual stimulation. Among other things, he may have loaned her 

RusselTs Tour in Germany, a travel book that Fuller read and then 

recommended to Susan Prescott, her former teacher at Groton. Fuller wrote 

Prescott in 1828 that Russell's tour book contained "intelligent and detailed 

accounts ... of the state of the German universities, Viennese court, secret 

associations . . . and other very interesting matters. There is a minute account 

of the representative government given to his subjects by the Duke of 

Weimar" (Letters 1, 155). This last remark about the Duke of Weimar could 

indicate that Fuller already had started reading Goethe, or at least that she 

already was interested in his work. Carl August, Duke of Sachse-Weimar-

Eisenach, was Goethe's young patron in Weimar. 



134 

Her associations with Hedge, Clarke, and their friends probably formed 

the most exdting memories connected with Fuller's "Cambridge 

Renaissance." Clarke and the others were nineteenth-century student 

radicals, calling into question everything and anything that did not suit their 

passionate, romantic, and idealistic world views. Among other things, Clarke 

and his friends petitioned Harvard for a change of textbooks, arguing that the 

old ones encouraged only bloodless rote learning and bloodthirsty 

competition among the students. This circle of friends also regularly ignored 

their daily assignments and read books that were more in line with their 

romantic seeking. Among their favorite authors were Ben Johnson, Charles 

Lamb, William Wordsworth, and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, but these young 

men also were reading Thomas Carlyle, who was encouraging them to read 

the Germans, especially Goethe, 

Fuller caught on to (or perhaps helped to ignite) the unbridled 

enthusiasm for self-education, and she undertook a reading regimen that 

might have been impossible for any lesser intellectual talent. During the 

years between 1825 and 1828, Fuller read virtually all the great works of 

English, French, and Italian literature, and she also read the American 

Charles Brockton Brown.47 Given her enthusiasm for learning, it would 

have been surprising if Fuller had wof been eager to add the latest and best of 

German literature to her already very long list of accomplishments. She 

certainly would have been willing to add still more to the impressive number 

of classical Roman and Greek works she had acquired during her childhood 

and early adolescence. According to Joan von Mehren, another of Fuller's 

most recent biographers, her enormous erudition during the "Cambridge 
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Renaissance" actually allowed Fuller to create and then conduct her own 

salon at the Dana mansion (34). Von Mehren's reference to salons, though 

perhaps a bit overstated, still sums up this period of Fuller's life aptly. She 

was living well, enjoying the relative leisure that was available only to 

women of the upp)er middle classes, reading everything she could find, and 

partaking of stimulating conversation with the best minds of her society, both 

men and women. 

The "Cambridge Renaissance" was one of the most satisfying periods in 

Fuller's life, matched or exceeded only by her equally brief lastyecirs in Italy. 

Given the amount of freedom she enjoyed at this time, it is not surprising 

that Fuller really did believe she could continue to develop her intellect in 

the same way her male friends were expanding theirs. A first indication that 

her contentment would end was the election of Andrew Jackson as president 

in 1828. This news was politically and personally devastating for Timothy 

Fuller, because he had made no secret of his support for John Quincy Adams. 

Timothy even had held out hopes of obtaining an ambassadorship in the 

event that Adams was reelected. As time passed and no ambassadorship 

materialized, however, Timothy became more and more impatient. Finally, 

in the summer of 1831, he had had enough. Timothy suddenly announced 

that he was through with political life. He decided he was ready to retire to 

the country and lead the life of a country gentleman in the best Jeffersonian 

tradition. In short, Timothy informed his family that they were to move to 

Groton as soon as he could find a farm to his liking. 

For his daughter, this news was devastating- Margaret Fuller had 

tolerated her seclusion at Groton from spring 1824 until spring 1825 fairly 

well, thanks in large part to the friendship she had forged with her teacher. 
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Susan Prescott. But the very thought that she would be forced to endure 

Groton as a permanent home was nearly unbearable.48 To make matters 

worse. Fuller increasingly was confronted with the knowledge that she 

already was considered a "spinster/' an elder daughter who probably had 

failed to find a suitable husband and who now would be assigned the tedious 

chores of raising her younger siblings and taking care of her parents as they 

aged. Her one romantic liaison, an ^notional "attachment" to George T. 

Davis, as she called it, had ended in disappointment when he went to read 

law at Greenfield in western Massachusetts after graduating from Harvard in 

1829.49 Davis was a distant cousin of Fuller's and a close ftiend of Clarke's. 

He had once been a friendly, even ardent, admirer and a frequent visitor to 

the Dana mansion, but he distanced himself completely from Fuller after 

1829. Her estrangement from Davis brought Fuller closer to Clarke, though it 

is doubtful they ever truly were in love with each other.^ 

Two other unhappy events occurred shortly before the move to 

Groton, and both of them brought home to Fuller her restricted position as a 

woman and a spinster daughter. The first of these was the death of her baby 

brother, Edward, who had been bom on May 21, 1828, just two days before her 

eighteenth birthday. Edward had been Margaret's specicil charge, given into 

her care by their mother, Margarett Crane Fuller. Like so many other infants 

and young children, Edward became iU suddenly and died in his sister's arms 

on September 29, 1829. Although such events were common, Edward's death 

must have represented a personal failure as well as a loss for Fuller. She 

undoubtedly felt responsibility for her brother's death in a way that was 

exclusive to women, who were solely in charge of the health, nourishment. 
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and general well-being of babies. On top of the grief following the death of a 

baby, women very often also were tormented by guilt, whether or not the 

guilt was warranted. 

The second distressing event occurred in the fall of 1830, when Fuller's 

eldest brother, Eugene, entered Harvard at age 15. This exclusively male rite 

of passage, happy though it was for the rest of the family, must have been 

exceptionally painful for Fuller. She had heard Eugene's daily lessons since 

he was a child, corrected and guided him, and she had to know she was far 

more intellectually gifted and far more fit to enter Harvard than he. It had to 

be galling to Fuller and also emotionally devastating that her lackluster 

brother was free to enter Harvard, while she, so much more talented, could 

not. To make matters even worse. Fuller had to continue hearing the 

recitations of her other siblings during her final years at Cambridge and later 

at the Fuller farmhouse in Groton. She also was put in charge of handling 

Lloyd, the youngest surviving brother, who suffered some sort of severe 

emotional or developmental disorder and finally was institutionalized at the 

Brattleboro Asylum in Vermont during the 1840s. 

By 1829, when she was nineteen, many of Fuller's closest friends were 

moving away and starting families of their own, thereby adding to her 

growing feelings of loss and isolation. Many of her Cambridgeport school 

friends had married and moved away, and she lost touch with Susan Prescott, 

her beloved teacher at Groton. Frederick Henry Hedge, among the first of 

those who turned Fuller's attention to the study of Germany, also had moved 

away, having accepted a ministry at the Unitarian church in Arlington for a 

time. Fuller felt abandoned by her friends and scorned by George Davis, and 

she increasingly turned to Clarke for friendship and comfort. Very soon, they 
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made the decision to undertake an intense study of German together, he in 

order to further his self-education, and she primarily in order to escape the 

stifling confinement of her real situation. 

By the summer of 1831, when her father made the decision to move to 

Groton, Fuller's "Cambridge Renaissance" already had ended. She knew she 

could never go to college, probably never get married, never enjoy absolute 

freedom in order to realize her intellectual potential. The depth of her 

unhappiness shows in a letter she wrote to an unknown recipient on 

December 17, 1829. In the letter. Fuller quotes a few lines from the Italian 

poet Torquato Tasso's heroic epic poem Gerusalemme Liberata. written in 

1575. The English translation follows: 

A sad example must I still remain; 
A woeful monster of unhappy love. 
Who still must live, lest death is comfort prove: 

Still must I live in anguish, grief, and care; 
Furies my guilty conscience that torment. 
The ugly shades, dark night, and troubled air. 
In grisly forms her slaughter still present; 
Madness and death about my bed repair. 
Hell gapeth wide to swallow up his tent; 
Swift from myself I run, myself I fear. 
Yet still my hell within myself I bear. (Letters 1,158) 

Fuller was writing to her unknown correspondent of the supposed dangers 

that result from taking words out of context when she quoted these lines by 

Tasso. She insisted to the contrary that certain words can stand alone, and she 

proceeded to quote this selection to prove her point. These agonized lines 

made perfect sense to Fuller, even out of context, because they spoke to her 

particular agonizing situation at the time. Fuller could not have helped but 
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see herself as a "sad example," a "woeful monster of unhappy love," 

following her aborted love affair with George Davis. Worse, she was living 

daily with "furies" that "tormented her conscience" after the death of her 

youngest brother. And finally, she was forced to bear the "hell within 

[herjself," because her position in her family was not a matter for debate. It 

was simply accepted by everyone except Fuller herself that she would adapt to 

fit the roles forced upon her. These lines spoke so powerfully to Fuller that 

they doubtless spurred her to read Goethe's play Torquato Tasso at the very 

beginning of her German studies. I believe it is safe to say Goethe's Tasso 

may have been and probably was the first major work of German literature 

she ever read.^l 

That Fuller quotes this particular verse by the poet Tasso proves she 

already was miserable by late 1829, Still, the worst was yet to come, and it 

came when Timothy moved the entire family into his brother Abraham's 

house in the summer of 1831. In a way, the eighteen-month stay at 

Abraham's Brattle House in Cambridge was even worse than the seclusion 

that followed on the farm in Groton, because the Fullers were guests in 

Abraham's house, £md Timothy was gone for long periods of time. Timothy 

had moved the family into his younger brother's house after putting the 

Dana mansion up for sale, and then he virtually abandoned them while 

scouring the countryside near Groton in search of a suitable farm. 

According to Joan von Mehren, Abraham Fuller was exceptionally easy 

to dislike (47). A bachelor by choice, he was domineering to his servants and 

to his brother's family, fastidious in dress and demeanor, and perfectly at ease 

in his knowledge that women were lesser creatures who needed forceful or 
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even forced guidance from men. Timothy Fuller might have been acquitted 

of the charge of practicing insufferable patrimony because of his keen sense of 

humor and his genuine love for his wife and two daughters, but Abraham 

Fuller's dominance over women apparently was unmitigated by humor or 

affection. He was a wealthy man, having made a fortune in the import 

business, and Brattle House was even grander than the Dana mansion had 

been. Still, Fuller and her mother felt like prisoners there. Fuller wrote 

several years later to her friend and student Jane Tuckerman of her first 

months at Brattle House: 

For bitter months a treble weight had been pressing on me; the weight 
of deceived friendship, domestic discontent, and bootless love. I could 
not be much alone; a great burden of family cares pressed upon me; I 
was in the midst of society, and obliged to act my part there as well as 1 
could. It was at the time I took up the study of German, and my 
progress was like the rebound of a string pressed almost to bursting. 
My mind being then in the highest state of action, heightened by 
intellectual appreciation, every pang, and Imagination, by prophetic 
power, gave to the painful present, all the weight of as painful a future. 
At this time I never had any consolation, except in long, solitary walks^ 
and my meditations then were so far aloof from common life that on 
my return, my fall was like that of the eagle which the sportsman's 
hand calls bleeding from his lofty flight to stain the earth with his 
blood. (Letters 1, 347) 

Fuller's language here is even more florid than usual, indicating that the 

memories this letter drew forth were especially froubling ones. Her mention 

of deceived friendship could have referred to George Davis or to any one of 

the large number of minor spats she experienced with Clarke. Her allusion to 

"bootless love" doubtless was called up by memories of her unhappy 

experience with Davis. Worst of all. Fuller remembers that she "could not be 

much alone" in the midst of her society at Brattle House. She had only two 
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consolations. The first was a meager opportunity for "long, solitary walks" 

that took her "aloof from common life" for a time but still did not prevent 

her return to the horrors of reality. She equates her situation on returning to 

Brattle House to the brutal death of an eagle at the hands of a "sportsman." 

The second diversion, and by far the more important of the two, was 

her total immersion in German language and literature. The excitement of 

this adventure produced a feeling in Fuller that she compares to the 

quivering of a string stretched almost to the breaking point. Even in the 

study of German, though, the escape was not complete. Even German could 

not protect Fuller from a "painful present," nor could it prevent her from 

meditating on "all the weight of as painful a future." German was a means of 

escape, but it was merely an intellectual escape in the early -to mid-1830s. 

Only after her father's death did Fuller truly consider that German might give 

her access to a career as a literary critic and translator of foreign works. Before 

that time. Fuller still was trying to decide how to live her own life, how to 

carve out her own existence, and especially how to make sense of the fact that 

she had been allowed to grow so far and then suddenly and dramatically 

denied the opportunity to grow still further. 

Fuller's preoccupations at Brattle House and later at Groton were 

directed inwards toward herself, largely in an effort to come to terms with the 

unpleasant changes in her personal situation. She could not have been better 

situated emotionally to begin her study of German letters, heavily laden as 

they were with appreciation for Innerlichkeit and Gelassenheit. Her 1832 

study of Novalis' writings, especially his Hymns to the Night confirmed 

Fuller's growing belief that the best answers to her unhappiness were to be 
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found by directing spiritual and mental energy back into her self and toward a 

mystical union with God. Moreover, Novalis taught Fuller the importance 

of serenity, or peaceful acceptance of those things she felt powerless to change 

at the time. 

In the end, though, serenity and the accompanying feelings of 

enervation and resignation proved to be too much for Fuller to tolerate. It is 

to her credit that she refused to allow serenity to slide over into helplessness 

and despair, even in the midst of her own trying circumstances during the 

early- to mid-1830s. In her 1835 journal entry about Goethe's Wilhelm 

Meister's Apprenticeship. Fuller concluded that maintaining a critical 

distance from her society was not the same thing as resignation to the status 

quo. She already had made it clear that her mature voice would agitate for 

change. 
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Notes 

Publication of selected quotations from Fuller's Reading loumal B is by 
permission of Houghton Library, Harvard University. The shelf mark is bMS 
Am 1086 (1). I am also grateful to Mr. Willard P. Fuller, Jr., custodian of 
Margaret Fuller's literary estate, for his kind permission to publish this 
material. 

1 One of the most interesting avenues of recent Fuller scholarship 
follows her growing involvement in the great political questions of her day. 
See for example Fritz Fleischmann, introduction, Margaret Fuller's Cultural 
Critique: Her Age and Legacy, ed. Fritz Reischmann (New York: Peter Lang, 
2000) 1-24; and Bell Gayle Chevigny, '"Cheat Me [On] by No Illusion'": 
Margaret Fuller's Cultural Critique and Its Legacies," Margaret Fuller's 
Cultural Critique: Her Age and Legacy, ed. Fritz Fleischmann (New York: 
Peter Lang, 2000) 27-41. 

^The best existing reports on the chronology of Fuller's German studies 
can be found in Russell E. Duming, Margaret Fuller. Citizen of the World 
(Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1969), especially 83-9; and in Renate Delphendahl, 
"Margaret Fuller: Interpreter and Translator of German Literature," Margaret 
Fuller: Visionary of the New Age, ed. Marie Mitchell Olesen Urbanski 
(Orono, ME: Northern Lights, 1994) 54-100. 

^Fuller wrote several articles for the Deutsche Schnellpost. and many 
of these were reprinted in the New York Daily Tribune and the New York 
Weekly Tribune. For details see Joel Myerson, Margaret Fuller: A Descriptive 
Bibliography (Pittsburgh: U of Pittsburgh P, 1978). Most of Fuller's articles for 
the Deutsche Schnellpost have not yet received critical attention. 

^Clarke reports on Fuller's progress as follows: "Margaret began to 
study German early in 1832. Both she and I 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 in the old 
Foreign Review, the Edinburgh Review, and afterwards in the Foreign 
Quarterly. I believe that In about three months from the time that Margaret 
commenced German, she was reading with ease the masterpieces of its 
literature. Within the year, she had read Goethe's Faust, Tasso, Iphigenia, 
Hermann and Dorothea, Elective Affinities, and Memoirs; Tieck's William 
Lovel, Prince Zerbino, and other works; Komer, Novalis, and something of 
Richter; ail of Schiller's principal <Iramas, and his lyric poetry. Almost every 
evening I saw her, and iieard an account of her studies. Her mind opened 
under this influence, as the apple-blossom at the end of a warm week in May. 
The thought and the beauty of this rich literature equally filled her mind and 
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fascinated her imagination." See Memoirs of Margaret Fuller Ossoli. ed. J, F. 
Clarke, W. H. Charming, and R. W. Emerson, vol. 1 (Boston: Phillips, 
Sampson and Co., 1852) 114. 

5lt is unclear exactly which edition of Goethe Clarke had obtained. It is 
likely that he owned or had access to at least the first forty volumes of 
Vollstandige Ausgabe letzter Hand, the last important edition of Goethe's 
complete works partially published before his death in 1832. Fuller's notes for 
her planned biography of Goethe, notes that are housed in Havard's 
Houghton Library under the shelf number bms Am 1086(1) FULLER PAPERS 
Miscellaneous A, indicate that she was aware of the contents of at least 55 
volumes of the Vollstandige Ausgabe letzter Hand. The final edition 
contained 60 voliimes. 

^Clarke is a fascinating figure, and he probably was the most 
sympathetic of Fuller's male contemporaries, rivaled perhaps only by Thomas 
Wentworth Higginson. Clarke was a member of Harvard's class of 1829. He 
also was a divinity student, and he came to German literature by way of 
German theology. Clarke's greatest accomplishments concerning the spread 
of German thought were his many translations, including his unfinished 
translation of Schiller's lungfrau von Orleans (Maid of Orleans). This and 
others of his translations from the German were reviewed and critiqued by 
Fuller over the course of their friendship. Clarke'^ literary journal called the 
Western Messenger, published from Cincinnati and then from Louisville 
beginning in 1835, foreshadows the Dial in its emphasis on German theology, 
criticism, and translations. Fuller wrote several pieces for the Western 
Messenger, including a two-piece article on the minor German poet Karl 
Theodor Komer in 1838. For information on Clarke see his Autobiography. 
Diary, and Correspondence, ed. Edward Everett Hale (Boston: Houghton, 
Mifflin, and Co., 1891), and The Letters of Tames Freeman Clarke to Margaret 
Fuller, ed. John Wesley Thomas (Hamburg: Crcim, de Gruyter, and Co., 1957). 

7paula Blanchard provides an excellent analysis of Fuller and de Stael. 
See Paula Blanchard, "Corinne and the 'Yankee Corinna': Madame de Stael 
and Margaret Fuller," Woman as Mediatrix: Essays on Nineteenth-Century 
European Women Writers, ed. Avriel H. Goldberger (New York: Greenwood, 
1987) 39-46. 

®For de Stael's view of Leibniz, see De L'Allemagne. vol. 2 (Paris: 
Treuttel and Wiirtz, 1820) 214-25. For her opinions on Kant, refer to De 
L'Allemagne. vol. 2 (Paris: Treuttel and Wiirtz, 1820) 225-52. De L'Allemagne 
comprises volumes 10 and 11 of the Oeuvres Completes de Mme. La baronne 
de Stael. 14 vols. (Paris: Treuttel and Wiirtz, 1820-1). 

^ De Stael devoted a large percentage, about one-half, of the first 
volume of De L 'Allemagne to the discussion of recent German literature. 
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Among the many authors she critiqued there are Goethe, Schiller, Christoph 
Martin Wietand, Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock, and Gotthold Ephraim Lessing. 
De Stael devoted chapter eleven in volume one to the differences between 
classical and romantic literature in Germany. See De L'Allemagne. vol. 1 
(Paris: Treuttel and Wiirtz, 1820) 270-7. She took up the topics of German 
comedy and German novels in volume two. See De L'Allemagne. vol. 2 
(Paris: Treuttel and Wiirtz, 1820) 40-58 and 83-112. 

De Stael's discussion of Faust can be found in De L'Allemagne. voL 1 
(Paris: Treuttel and Wurtz, 1820) 503-44. 

l^De Stael's opinions about Iphigenia auf Tauris and Torquato Tasso 
are to be found in De L'Allemagne. vol. 1 (Paris: Treuttel and Wurtz, 1820) 
487-502. De Stael maintains that Goethe's Iphigenia reunit le calme d'un 
philosophe a^ la ferveur d'une pretresse" {^7-8). 

l^De Stael discusses Goethe's Elective Affinities in De L'Allemagne. 
vol. 2 (Paris: Treuttel and Wiirtz, 1820) 93-7. She mentions Hermann tind 
Dorothea in vol. 1, 302-3, and again passim in vol. 1, 502. 

l^See Harold Clarke Goddard, Studies in New England 
Transcendentalism (New York: Columbia UP, 1908) 202. 

l^Elsewhere in this study, 1 argue that Fuller knew Ticknor personally, 
and she probably invited him to take part in an experimental series of 
conversations on Goethe that she conducted in the spring or summer of 1839. 
See Chapter 3. Frank Ryder, the well-known American Germanist who re­
discovered Ticknor's translation of Werther in 1948, also found evidence that 
Ticknor's English translation was well-known during Ticknor's lifetime. It is 
plausible to suggest that Fuller read it. See Frank G. Ryder, Foreword, George 
Ticknor's The Sorrows of Young Werther (Chapel Hill, NC: U of North 
Carolina P, 1952) 1-2. 

l^De Stael's De L'Allemagne makes mention of W e r t h e r  in the 
following places: vol. 1, 240-2, 312 passim, and 501 passim; vol. 2, 85-6. 

would be impossible to prove beyond doubt that Fuller followed de 
Stael exclusively, because there existed too many other factors that may have 
influenced exactly what she read at the beginning of her German studies. 
Nonetheless, the overlap between those works expressly recommended by de 
Stael and the works Fuller apparently read during the first year of her study is 
amazingly exact. Fuller's first German reading list also included all or at least 
most of Schiller's dramas, and de Stael highly recommended Schiller, perhaps 
even more highly than she recommended Goethe. In fact, de Stael devoted 
almost one hundred pages of the first volume of De L'Allemagne to Schiller's 
dramas. See Germaine de Stael, De L'Allemagne. vol. 1 (Paris: Treuttel and 
Wiirtz, 1820) 368-463. De Stael also recommended Jean Paul Richter, who 
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likewise appears on Fuller's earliest reading list. See Germaine de Stael, De 
L'Allemagne. vol. 2 (Paris: Treuttel and Wiirtz, 1820) 101-12. 

l^Among other things. Fuller wrote the following on the subject of 
women acting as their own best teachers in Woman in the Nineteenth 
Century: "I believe that, at present, women are the best helpers of one 
another. Let them think; let them act; till they know what they need." See 
Margaret Fuller, Woman in the Nineteenth Century, ed. Larry J. Reynolds 
(New York: Norton, 1998) 101. 

^^There is some controversy at present concerning the proper way to 
refer to Bettine von Amim. In most past German scholarship, she is called 
"Bettine" or "die Bettine," yet both these names contain paternalistic or sexist 
overtones. Calling her "Amim" or "von Amim" is also problematic, because 
it can create confusion between her and her husband, the German romantic 
writer Achim von Amim. To make matters even more difficult, the name 
"Amim" is a male first name in German. Most critics who write in German 
currently elect to refer to her by using her full name, Bettine von Amim, and 
I have chosen to follow their example here. 

^^In Chapter three of this study, I transcribe Fuller' Reading Journal O. 
a manuscript that proves she planned and carried out an experimental series 
of Conversations in the spring or summer of 1839. In the manuscript. Fuller 
expresses displeasure with Francis Graeter, one of the men who was present. 
Her experience with Graeter clearly was the reason Fuller closed most of her 
Conversations to men. The best record of the 1841 Conversation series in 
which men were present can be found in Caroline Healey Dall, Margaret and 
Her Friends, or Ten Conversations with Margaret Fuller Upon the Mythology 
of the Greeks and its Expression in Art (New York: Amo Press, 1895, [rpt. 
1972]). Nancy Craig Simmons, who recentiy published another of Fuller's 
Conversation series in Studies in the American Renaissance, notes that 
"Dall's book prints her record of ten conversations held in the spring of 1841 
at the Bedford Place home of George and Sophia Ripley. As everyone 
recognized, this class was an anomaly: it was iield in the evenings, it was the 
only time that men participated, and Fuller considered the experiment a 
failure" (195). See Nancy Craig Simmons, "Margaret Fuller's Boston 
Conversations: the 1839-1840 ^ries," Studies in the American Renaissance 
1994. ed. Joel Myerson (Charlottesville: U of Virginia P, 1994) 195-226. 
Simmons notes in her opening remarks that Fuller practiced "a pedagogy that 
encouraged participation, not passivity" in most of her Conversation series, 
specifically in those sessions that were closed to men (196). See also Annette 
Kolodny, "Inventing a Feminist Discourse: Rhetoric and Resistance in 
Margaret Fuller's Woman in the Nineteenth Century." New Literary History 
25 (1994): 355-82. Kolodny suggests the rhetorical strategies that emerge in 
Fuller's Boston Conversation series, in her classes at the Greene Street School, 
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and finally in Woman in the Nineteenth Century were the result of Fuller's 
acquaintance with Richard Whately's Elements of Rhetoric. Whately's tactics 
involved conducting an argument as the joint investigation of truth between 
and among interlocutors. 

^OCarlyle was a favorite essayist of the students in Harvard's class of 
1829. His essay called "The State of German Literature/' published in 1827, 
probably galvanized a whole generation of scholars, women as well as men. 
See Henry Pochmann, German Culture in America: Philosophical and 
Literary Influences. 1600-1900 (Madison, WI: U of Wisconsin P, 1957) 96-100. 
Fuller undoubtedly read Carlyle too, but she was more influenced by 
Germaine de Stael, as I hope to have proven here. 

See Henry Pochmann, German Culture in America: Philosophical 
and Literary Influences. 1600-1900 (Madison, WI: U of Wisconsin P, 1957) 110-
11. 

^Fuller probably never completely abandoned hopes of writing a 
Goethe biography. She certainly still fully intended to do so in 1836. At that 
time, she probably already was translating or thinking about translating 
Eckermann's Conversations with Goethe, which finally was published in 
1839. Her translation of Eckermann clearly was meant as one in a series of 
interim steps toward-writrng the Goethe biography. See Frederick Augustus 
Braun, Margaret FuHer and Goethe (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1910) 223-
6. 

^^For an interesting account of Emerson's German studies, see Ren^ 
Wellek, "Emerson and German Philosophy," New England Quarterly 16 
(March 1943): 41-62. 

^^See the discussion of the "infidelity" of German letters in Henry 
Pochmann, German Culture in America: Philosophical and Literary 
Influences. 1600-1900 (Madison, WI: U of Wisconsin P, 1957)109-12. See also 
Stanley M. Vogel, German Literary Influences on the American 
Transcendentalists (New Haven: Yale Up, 1955). Vogel's first two chapters are 
especially helpful to the understanding of the initial resistance to German 
culture in the United States. See pages 3-20. 

25joumal fragment, 1840. Quoted in The Essential Margaret Fuller, ed. 
Jeffrey Steele (New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1992) 11. 

^^Novalis was most vocal about his plan to poeticize the world in his 
aphorisms. He states that goal perhaps most plainly in a somewhat lengthy 
selection on three different types of translations. The selection is found in 
Bliitenstaub (Pollen), the most complete collection of Novalis' aphorisms: "A 
translation is either granunatical, or transformative, or mythic. Mythic 
translations are translations in the grand manner. They portray the pure and 
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perfect character of the individual art work. They do not give us the actual art 
work, but its ideal. There still does not exist a total model of such. But in the 
spirit of many criticisms and descriptions of art works there are lively traces of 
such to be found . . . Grammatical translations are translations in the usual 
sense. They require much erudition ... To the transformative translations 
belongs, if they are to be genuine, the highest poetic spirit. .. The true 
translator of this sort must in fact be the artist himself and be able to present 
the idea of the whole this way or that way at wilL He must be the poet's poet 
and thus be able to allow him to speak in accordance with his own idea and at 
the same time in accordance with the poef s idea . .. Not only books, but 
everything can be translated in these three manners." See Novalis^ Hymns to 
the Night and Other Selected Writings, trans. Charles E. Passage 
(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1960) 69. 

27The Reading Toumal B manuscript is held at Houghton Library 
under the same shelf number given in note 5 above. 

^Spuller misspells the German word. The proper spelling in modem 
German is^ "Mystizismus." 

29Fuller is strangely silent about the WUhelm Meister novels in the 
Memoirs and in her letters. She discusses the successor to Wilhelm Meister's 
Apprenticeship, the novel called Wilhelm Meister's Wandering Years 
(Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre) only tangentially in the Memoirs. See 
Memoirs of Margaret Fuller Ossoli. ed. J. F. Clarke, R. W. Emerson, and W. H. 
Charming, vol. 1 (Boston: Phillips, Sampson and Co., 1852) 167. There exist 
onJy a scant handful of references to the two Wilhelm Meister novels 
throughout Fuller's collected letters. For more information, see the index to 
Margaret Fuller, The Letters of Margaret Fuller, ed. Robert Hudspeth, vol. 6 
(Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1994) 425. Fuller did write quite extensively about 
Wilhelm Meister in her July 1841 Dial essay on Goethe. See Margaret Fuller, 
"Goethe," E>ial 2.1 Quly 1841) 1-41. She concludes among other things there 
that"[tlhe reason for Goethe's choosing so negative a character as Wilhelm, 
and leading him through scenes of vulgarity and low vice, would be obvious 
enough to a person of any depth of thought, even if he himself had not 
announced it. He thus obtained room to paint life as it really is, and bring 
forward those slides in the magic lantern which are always known to exist, 
though they may not be spoken of to ears polite." (24) 

30l suspect that Fuller and Novalis were offering different 
interpretations of the word "Nature" in this context. Fuller probably meant 
"life as it really is" when she referred to "nature" here, whereas Novalis 
probably meant "nature" as a sort of all-encompassing Pantheism. 

31 Fuller does not mention or even allude to the two features of 
Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship that have garnered the most critical 
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attention from generations of Goethe scholars in this unpublished journal 
entry. She does not talk about the sixth book of the novel, called the 
Bekenntnisse einer schdnen Seele (Confessions of a Beautiful Soul), nor does 
she discuss the Turmgesellschaft, the tower society. Both these features 
problematize the notion of Bildung still further, and they hold out the 
possibility that Goethe perhaps was not completely pessimistic about it. The 
Confessions seem to suggest that himian perfection is possible, but only to 
those in whom it is innate. All of the schdne Seelen (beautiful souls), those 
to whom perfection was given by God, are women. The tower society, which 
contains strong overtones of Freemasonry, hints that Enlightenment might 
provide a path to perfection. Recent full-length studies on Wilhelm Meister^s 
Apprenticeship include Michael Neumann, Roman und Ritus:Wi7/ig/m 
Meisters Lehrjahre (Frankfurt Klostermann, 1992); and John Blair, Tracing 
Subversive Currents in Goethe^s Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship 
(Columbia, SC.* Camden House, 1997). 

32i believe Paula Blanchard provides the best description of the critical 
shortage of money the Fuller family experienced in the inmiediate wake of 
Timothy's death. Blanchard writes: "Margaref s first duty, although she had 
neither experience nor aptitude in business, was to try to disentangle her 
father's affairs. It was a shock to realize that Timothj^s methodical habits had 
been abandoned when it came to financial management. His cash income 
had been much reduced since his retirement and most of his assets were tied 
up in unproductive real estate scattered around the state, some of it needing 
repairs, some tenants, some both. The total estate amounted to about $20,000, 
but for the foreseeable future there was almost no money . . . Uncle Abraham, 
hired as an attorney to help manage the estate, took advantage of what he 
believed to be his authority as senior male of the family to try to impose his 
will on his sister-in-law and especially on his niece, whose unwomanly 
forwardness he now saw a change to ^astise . . . Except for the small and 
uncertain income from the rental properties they were almost without funds, 
and Abraham's recalcitrance in providing for their future was alarming." See 
Paula Blanchard, Margaret Fuller: From Transcendentalism to Revolution 
(New York: Delacorte, 1978) 94. 

33The title of chapter four of the first volume of Capper's recent Fuller 
biography is "Cambridge Renaissance (1825-1833)." See Charles Capper, 
Margaret Fuller, an American Romantic Life, vol. 1, The Private Years (New 
York: Oxford UP, 1992) 84-120. 

34Fuller Manuscripts and Works, Houghton Library , Harvard 
University, no call number provided. Quoted in Joan von Mehren, Minerva 
and the Muse: A Life of Margaret Fuller (Amherst: U of Massachusetts P, 
1994) 27. 

35virtually all of Fuller's biographers make mention of the academic 
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rigors imposed on her from her earliest childhood by her father. The earliest 
of the biographers, including Thomas Wentworth Higginson, also note that 
such strenuous early education would not have been unusual, except for the 
fact that Margaret was a girl. Fuller knew from the earliest age that she was 
exceptionally lucky to receive such an education, and the result was that she 
consistently tried as hard as she could to please her father. See Thomas 
Wentworth Higginson, Margaret Fuller Ossoli (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin 
and Co. 1891) 20-42. 

^Joan von Mehren believes Margaret actually became more important 
as a hostess during this period of time than her mother, Margarett Crane 
Fuller. Von Mehren notes that Margarett Crane Fuller was very often ill 
during her childbearing years and adds that she "did not assiune the social 
leadership that her husband's distinction and her fine mansion might have 
encouraged . . . Timothy often took Margaret to the official functions his 
station required." See Joan von Mehren, Minerva and the Muse: A Life of 
Margaret Fuller (Amherst: U of Massachusetts P, 1994) 36. 

^^At the height of his prosperity, Timothy Fuller employed a 
houseman, a seamstress, two maids, and kitchen help, probably a cook and 
one or two assistants. See Joan von Mehren, Minerva and the Muse: A Life 
of Margaret Fuller (Amherst: U of Massachusetts P, 1994) 31. 

38By 1825, there were five children younger than Margaret in the 
Fuller household. A second daughter, Julia, had died in 1813. The other 
living children were Eugene, William Henry, Ellen, Arthur^ and lUchard. 
They would be joined by another brother, Lloyd, who was bom in 1826, and 
finally by Edward, who was bom in 1828 and died 18 months later. Even 
though she had more time for herself, Margaret Fuller never was entirely 
without the duties of child care. 

39see Joan von Mehren. Minerva and the Muse: A Life of Margaret 
Fuller (Amherst: U of Massachusetts P, 1994) 52. 

40paula Blanchard writes a lengthy and amusing analysis of Farrar's 
book for young ladies. Among other things, Blanchard notes that calling 
FcUTcir's work a book of etiquette is "something of an understatement. The 
author anticipates most of the situations a young woman is likely to 
encounter^ from nursing the sick to refusing a proposal, and tells her how to 
steer through them without causing the least ripple in her surroundings." 
See Paula Blanchard, Margaret Fuller: From Transcendentalism to 
Revolution (New York: Delacorte, 1978) 63-4. 

41See the discussion of Fuller's meeting with Martineau in Joan von 
Mehren, Minerva and the Muse: A Life of Margaret Fuller (Amherst U of 
Massachusetts P, 1994) 69-70. 

42Everett was the first American to receive the Ph.D. from a German 
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university, and he went on to become one of the most influential men in 
nineteenth-century America. In addition to his tenure in Congress, Everett 
also served as governor of Massachusetts. Bancroft probably ttie second most 
influenticil of these four men, is credited with creating American 
historiography. He was the first American to place historical events in 
cultural context, noting that philosophical and other movements often 
preceded or even caused certain events in history to occur. For more 
information, refer to the discussions of each man in Henry Pochmann, 
German Culture in America: Philosophical and Literary Influences. 1600-1900 
(Madison, Wl: U of Wisconsin P, 1957). 

^^FoUen maintained that the developing German philosophies of 
idealism — broadly defined as optimistic, forward-looking and individually 
enabling world views — informed and sustained the latest and best of 
German literature and theology. In Pollen's opinion, idealism as philosophy 
was never to be sundered from its expression in literature or elsewhere, nor 
was it to be confined to the contemplative world. On the contrary. Pollen 
suggested that German idealism was applicable to real-world situations and to 
everyday life. For this reason, he sought to engage himself in as many public 
venues as possible. He lectured widely, received a second academic 
appointment at the Harvard Divinity School, and also preached from the 
pulpits of some of the most progressive Unitarian churches in New England. 
His marriage to Eliza Lee Cabot in 1827 brought him into the drcle of the 
social elite in Boston and Cambridge. Pollen's broadly-conceived idealism 
finally prompted him to become one of the leading abolitionists in the 
northeastern United States. He died in 1840, but not before having had a 
profound influence on many of that group of Americans who were to become 
known as Transcendentalists. There exists a recent full length study of 
Pollen. See Edmund Spevack, Charles Pollen's Search for Nationality and 
Freedom: Germany and America. 1796-1840 (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1997). 

^The only tangible evidence that Fuller knew at least something of 
Germany by way of Pollen's influence occurs in a letter she wrote to James 
Freeman Clarke on April 19, 1836: "In a brief, but seemingly, calm and 
authentic notice of Goethe's life which I met with in an English publication 
the other day I find it stated that (Goethe's) son was illegitimate, that he lived 
out of wedlock with the mother for twenty years and only married her on acct 
of the son as late as 1806 — I confess this has greatly pained and troubled me 
— I had no idea that the mighty 'Indifferentisf went so far with his 
experimentalizing in real life. I had not supposed he 'was' all he 'writ/ and 
have always maintained that stories which have been told me as coming 
from Dr Pollen which represented him as a man of licentious life could not 
be true because he was living at a court whose outward morality, at least, 
must be pure under the au^ices of a princess like the Grsmd duchess 
Amelia." See Margaret Puller, The Letters of Margaret Fuller, ed. Robert N. 
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Hudspeth, vol. 6 (Ithaca, NY: ComeU UP, 1994) 287. 
Obviously, this letter has very little to do with Goethe's thought or his art and 
a great deal more to do with the way his "immoral" life was received in the 
United States and England. Fuller later would defend Goethe against those 
who condemned his work in the same breath that they criticized his many 
romantic (and out of wedlock) involvements. The point here is that there is 
nothing even remotely substantive in Fuller's letter to Clarke, no mention of 
the content or the importance of Goethe's writing, and also no way to know 
what if anything else she might have heard second-hand from Follen about 
Goethe. If nothing else, though, the letter certainly provides evidence of the 
enormity of the obstacles Fuller faced in her efforts to educate herself, even 
during ^e blissful years of her "Cambridge Renaissance." She could not hear 
anything "official" about Goethe first hand from Follen, because she was a 
woman and could not attend classes at Harvard. Even if she could have, such 
matters as the ones she mentions here were not open for discussion in mixed 
company, cind it is remarkable that Fuller addressed her concerns to Clarke at 
all. Presumably, Follen also talked about German literature and German 
ideas in his classes at Harvard, but Fuller obviously could not be privy to 
those either. 

^^Thomas Wentworth Higginson was the first of Fuller's biographers 
to note the many ways she was influenced by the opinions of the Harvard 
professors with whom her family socialized. Higginson writes: "She (Fuller) 
was, at any rate, formed in a society which was itself formed by their 
presence." See Thomas Wentwor^ Higginson, Margaret Fuller Ossoli 
(Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, and Co. 1891) 33. 

^Among the members of the class of 1829 included in Fuller's social 
circle were James Freeman Clarke, George T. Davis, Wendell Phillips, Charles 
Sumner, and William Henry Channing. 

'^^See Joan von Mehren, Minerva and the Muse: A Life of Margaret 
Fuller (Amherst: U of Massachusetts P, 1994) 34. 

4®See Abby Slater, In Search of Margaret Fuller (New York: Delacorte, 
1978) 22-4. 

^^Quoted in Joan von Mehren, Minerva and the Muse: A Life of 
Margaret Fuller (Amherst: U of Massachusetts P, 1994) 43. 

^^On the contrary. Fuller and Clarke acted as romantic confidantes to 
one other. She told him of her thwarted love for Davis, and he told her of his 
unrequited love for Elizabeth Randall, another in their wide circle of friends, 

^iThis is a guess, but I believe it is an educated guess. I surmise Fuller 
already was aware that Goethe had written a play called Torquato Tasso when 
she read and then commented so forcefully on the lines from Gerusalemme 
Liberata. She probably already had begun to leam German language, too, and 
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she may have felt that Goethe's Tasso would provide good practice for her. 
The iambic pentameter of Tasso created lines that were relatively short, 
making translation somewhat easier. Fuller also writes an intriguing 
comment to the unknown recipient of the letter in which she quotes 
Gertisalemme Liberata. She states that she hofjes her reader has "Italian 
enough to appreciate the singular perfection in expression." I think it is 
reasonable to speculate that Fuller may have wanted to see if she herself had 
German enou^ to appreciate "the singular perfection in expression" of 
Goethe's Tasso. See Margaret Fuller, The Letters of Margaret Fuller, ed. 
Robert N. Hudspeth, vol. 1 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1983) 156-8. 
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IV. CHAPTER THREE 

i 

One of Margaret Fuller's unpublished manuscripts catalogued by the 

Houghton Library at Harvard University as a reading journal is not a reading 

journal at all. Instead, this fascinating document presents the fragmentary 

record of a prototype for the first series of her now-famous Boston 

Conversations. The manuscript proves that Fuller plaimed and then 

presided over four meetings on the subject of art in the spring or summer of 

1839, several months before her Conversations began in earnest. The journal, 

erroneously called Reading loumalO. is housed in Houghton Library's Fuller 

archive.^ It consists of eleven pages written on folded sheets, recognizably in 

Fuller's hand. Because the manuscript is relatively short, it is transcribed and 

published here in its entirety. I have sought to reproduce the document as 

exactly as possible, and for that reason, it will be helpful to explain Fuller's 

idiosyncratic shorthand and explore some possible explanations for her word 

choices and her phrasing before proceeding to the document itself. 

Fuller made frequent use of slashes (/) in this manuscript and 

elsewhere in her private writings. These slashes generally do not indicate 

line breaks, but instead seem to have been Fuller's somewhat unusual way to 

denote the insertion of a related thought, or even the introduction of an 

entirely new subject. Because Germany was the topic of discussion at this first 

series of Conversations, Fuller occasionally used the German character "C" 

instead of the English "ss," even though she was writing in English. In at 

least two and possibly in three or four cases. Fuller very likely was thinking in 

German at the same time she was writing in English, and her blending of the 
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two languages produced some rather strange results. In those cases where she 

was thinking German and writing English, Fuller either inserted a seemingly 

improper preposition, or she wrote a slightly odd-sounding English phrase. 

The instances where Fuller probably was thinking in German and 

simultaneously writing in English have been marked, and the most likely 

explanations for them have been given in footnotes. Translations of 

individual German words and phrases in squcire brackets are my translations. 

Finally, it should be noted that Fuller left the tide of one piece in the original 

German, and the translation of that title is the preferred English translation. 

My transcription of the Reading loumal O manuscript follows: 

[No date; no title] 

ist reading from works of Goethe.^ 

— In every new thing I undertake I have to serve an apprenticeship 
before 

For 

I can leam to content myself with doing little enough. To^ this eve 

g I did not use a quarter of the materials I had collected-

I gave them a short acct of Goethe's advantages of position for 

observation on these subjects as also^ of the way in which nature and 

education had combined to form him to an observer. — 1 spoke of the 

woes of his falsche 

[falsej tending^ in acquainting him with the technical part^ I said that 
if 

he ever went astray it was, k moi, that he so loved gradation and 
natural 
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of 
growth that he hated miracles, and showed what use this had been 

to him on the other side-7 

I spoke of his view of the uses of a half-knowledge® and mentioned 

what Mr Alston said on the other side^ 

I showed why people on first knowing him undervalue his 

profoundest remarks / because he never comes to impose or make a 

point, and you must see how one thing bears on another in his 

thought to appreciate him at all. He will not let you stay in your own 

place but draws you to himself "Und fort und fort" [and onward and 

onward 1. But if you are one of any worth you can return from him 

more easily than from almost any strong man, for the very nature of 

his genius forbids your mingling in his stream. 

I then read a part of the Laocoon, showing what a work of art was in his 

view, and what his way of viewing it.^0 

They wanted to hear this twice and the second time f gave some 

explanations and read one or two short palSages from my extract book 

to elucidate parts.H 

Then 1 gave them an account of the natural growth of art from Der 

Sammler und die Seinigen ["The Collector and His Circle") and read 

them the table of the different sorts of artists and connoifieurs and the 

remarks upon it.^^ 

Then to illusfrate his views of the differences between the Truth of 

Nature and the Truth of art, I read the paOage about Jove's eagle,^^ 
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one other short one from the same volume. 

Then followed some discu£ion and I wound up the piml^ by reading 
skill and 

three or four descriptions of pictures to show with what precision he 
finds 

the centre of a subject and then brings out the points one after the 

other. 

I was more succeOful than I expected in getting a good arrangement the 

first time, the circle is small, but I do not care for that as I consider the 

present a mere experiment which, if succefiful 1 may continue next 

winter on a larger scale. 

I have omitted the mention I made of G's [Goethe's] Greek [and] Italian 

nature, so opposed to the Teutonic mists-15 

Second eve g. introduction to 

Read extracts from the Propaylia^^ 

Letter from Goethe, written at Rome, at the time when he began to feel 

sure of himself as to Art,^^ "Ruysdael as Poet."^® — i 

Inventor 

made some remarks on the Word Dichter [poet].!^ 

"A Glance at Leonardo"20 Remarks upon his constant use of models! 

"On the grouping of figures in The Last Supper"—21 

Third eve g, I read his sketch for a treatise on Dilettantism and 

Dilettante: —22 jhis gave rise to a good deal of conversation. 

On Polygnotos's pictures at Delphi^^ (Mr Ticknor has Riepenhausen's 
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book.)^^ 

I read the whole of the remarks on Helen,25 and gave them an acct of 

the way in which Goethe has taken up this thought in 2 d part of 

Faust.26 

Read remarks on the engravings of Christ and the Twelve Apostles by 

Marc Antonio [Raimondi] after Raphael chiefly for sake of what is said 

about draping 27 

A discuiBion about Goethe. They said the usual things. Marianne was 

greatly excited. She thought him a "most miserable being"— 

Fourth eve g 

Read, a little piece giving reasons why a painter should take leCons of 

a sculptor,28 One on the influence of Xty [ecstasy?] in Art,^^ 

N[|u[][]caa in Homer,30 Hackert on landscape painting^l Theoreticcil 

fragment arranged by Meyer:32 jhig occasioned a good deal of talk. 

That etemal33 Graeter brought up as usual, how any man who 

knows any 

eventually 
thing leaves his mark on his ignorant community, though, probably, 

he cannot succeed in his own time. 

Read also some descriptions of pictures, and was led to give an account 

of Makaria and her connexion with the solar systemi^^ 

[Manuscript breaks off.] 
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Even though it is not dated, Reading Toumal O must be a record of 

Fuller's private musings about four conversational meetings she conducted at 

an undisclosed location in Boston or Cambridge between late April and late 

summer of 1839. The manuscript can be assigned to that four-month period 

with relative confidence for two reasons. First, Fuller's allusion to "Mr 

Alston" refers to the exhibition of Washington Allston's paintings that came 

to Harding's Gallery on School Street in Boston on April 24, 1839. According 

to Charles Capper, one of Fuller's most recent biographers, the Allston 

exhibition caused a sensation among New Englanders, and it had a dramatic 

effect on Fuller herself. Capper writes: 

Enormously popular, the show attracted, over its two-and-a-half 
month extended run, thousands of Bostonians, who squeezed into the 
gallery's small rooms to gaze in hushed reverence and awe at the city's 
— and America's — only internationally certified Romantic artistic 
genius. Fuller took it all in. She had had ... an interview with 
Allston when she had been in Boston at the end of December and had 
certified that he was, indeed, the genuine article. . . . During the 
summer, every few days she went. . . to . . . her 'home' at Harding's, 
(indeed, so devotedly did she go to the Allston exhibit that a rumor 
spread that she actually fainted while looking at a picture . . . ). She also 
tried to give an accounting of what she saw. She wrote a detailed 
critique of the Allston show after it closed. She took voluminous notes 
that summer and fall on her impressions of Leonardo da Vinci, 
Raphael, Michelangelo, and others of her favorite Renaissance 
painters. And she read — 'pen in hand', Emerson recalled — 'Condivi, 
Vasari, Benvenuto Cellini, Duppa, Fuseli, and Von Waagen.' Her 
notes show she read many others as well. (257-8) 

The existence of Reading Toumal O proves that one of the "many others" 

Fuller read was Johann Wolfgang Goethe, one of Germany's greatest lyric 

poets, who also was an expert on painting and statuary. Goethe's frequently 

arcane essays about art were the principal topics of discussion during all four 

of these experimental Conversations^ although there also is some mention of 
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his literary oeuvre. 

A second sound reason for assigning Reading Toumal O to the late 

spring or summer of 1839 is Fuller's remark that she considers the series a 

"mere experiment which, if succefifuJ I may continue next winter on a larger 

scale." This statement suggests that Fuller had picked a rough date for the 

opening series of her famous Conversations for women before she wrote a 

frequently-quoted letter to Sophia Ripley about her plans.35 This letter, 

which is dated August 27, 1839, sketches out Fuller's thoughts about the 

upcoming series in detail. Among other things. Fuller wrote the following to 

Ripley: 

I look upon it {the proposed Conversation experiment] with no blind 
enthusiasm, nor urdimited faith, but with a confidence that I have 
attained a distinct perception of means which if there are persons 
competent to direct them, can supply a great want and promote . . . 
high objects. So far as I have tried them yet they have met with success 
so much beyond my hopes, that my faith will not be easily shaken, or 
my earnestness chilled. 
Should I however be disappointed in Boston I could hardly hope that 
such a plan could be brought to bear upon general society in any other 
dty of the U.S. But 1 do not fear if a good beginning can be had, I am 
confident that twenty persons cannot be brought together for better 
motives than those of vanity or pedantry to talk upon such subjects as 
we propose without finding in themselves great deficiencies which 
they will be very desirous to supply. Should the enterprise fail, it will 
be either from incompetence in me or that sort of vanity in others . . . 
which wears the garb of modesty. (Letters II, 87). 

This section of her letter to Sophia Ripley does not show Fuller to her best 

advantage stylistically, yet the sense of what she is saying can be recovered 

with some effort. There actually are two key points here. First, Fuller is 

alerting Ripley that at least one conversational series "experiment" already 

has taken place, and that the experiment "met with success . . . much beyond 
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[her] hopes." Reading Toumal Q is the record or partial record of that 

endeavor. The manuscript thus corrects the conclusions of other scholars, 

those who have theorized that Fuller was referring to her senior girls' 

rhetoric classes at the Greene Street School in Providence when she 

mentioned her "experiment" in the letter to Sophia Ripley.36 Furthermore, 

the first official Conversation series started almost exactly when Fuller 

predicted it would in her Reading Toumal O: the "next winter" she mentions 

there coincides more or less with the date of the first Conversation: 

November 6, 1839. Because the journal manuscript breaks off abruptly, there 

is no way to be certain at this time that there were not more than four 

meetings during the preceding spring and summer, nor is there any way to be 

sure that Fuller did not conduct more than one experimental series. 

Nonetheless, the existing record leaves little doubt that these four meetings 

really were Fuller's dress rehearsal of sorts for the Boston Conversations for 

women, those watershed events in her life that commenced in earnest the 

winter after she jotted down the private notes that make up Reading Toumal 

Q. 

Fuller's second point in her letter to Sophia Ripley is less directly 

stated, but it is vitally important for understanding her state of mind at the 

time she was planning the Conversations, and it also bears directly on the 

importance of the experimental series outlined in Reading Toumal O. Fuller 

notes that she has neither "blind enthusiasm" for nor "unlimited faith" in 

the upcoming Conversations, even though her experimental four-part series 

on Goethe must have been resoundingly successful. The delicately phrased 

reason for Fuller's continuing fears obviously has to do with money. Fuller 
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writes that she has "attained a distinct perception of means which if there are 

persons comfjetent to direct them, can supply a great Wemt and promote . . . 

high objects." Fuller is alerting Ripley that she plans to charge a subscription 

fee for the upcoming Conversation series, a move she may or may not have 

made in the experimental series on Goethe and art. Fuller defends her 

decision by adding that the Conversations could fill a real need and bring 

about praiseworthy results. In addition. Fuller must have been heartened by 

her awareness that Bronson Alcott recently had begun "a series of moderately 

successful traveling conversations in various towns in eastern 

Massachusetts."37 Nonetheless, Fuller obviously is not at all sure her own 

Conversations will work. She continues by noting that if the experiment 

fails, she will not follow Alcotf s lead and take her show on the road — either 

it plays well in Boston, or she will abandon it. 

In the next breath. Fuller defends her decision to proceed with her 

plans. She refuses to believe her idea will not be successful in Boston. Given 

the right leadership, such a venture cannot help but succeed, she writes, 

because the participants are sure to recognize the "great deficiencies" in their 

own educations. Fuller believes the members of a conversational circle are 

bound to understand that there are other, more important reasons for 

becoming educated than mere "vanity or pedantry." In the last sentence to 

Ripley quoted above. Fuller voices her worst fears about the outcome of her 

experiment. If she fails, it will be on account of her own incompetence, or, 

probably more likely in her mind, it will be due to "that sort of vanity in 

others . . . which wears the garb of modesty." What Fuller means here is that 

she suspects women's trained reticence might result in their refusal to 
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participate for fear of appearing ignorant or forward. Fuller does not add that 

failure would add additional finandal stress to her family's situation, 

probably because she did not have to do so. Almost all her friends and 

acquaintances were aware that the Fuller family's financial situation was 

nearing the crisis point. 

In short, the letter to Sophia Ripley shows that Fuller was exceptionally 

interested in making the Conversation series successful, primarily because 

she and her family were in near-desperate straits financially. Timothy 

Fuller's sudden death in October of 1835 had precipitated a protracted 

financial crisis for his family, a fact that has been well documented by almost 

all of Fuller's biographers. Fuller's first job as a teacher in Alcotf s Temple 

School had been an unqualified financial disaster — most sources indicate 

that she never received any compensation at all for her year's work with him. 

Her second teaching assignment at the Greene Street School thankfully had 

provided Fuller with a steady and substantial income, but her tenure there 

ended in December of 1838, leaving her once more almost totally without 

funds. She knew at that time too that she did not want to teach school again, 

provided she could find another way to support herself and her family. 

Instead of teaching large groups of students, she again began to offer private 

lessons for those who wanted to leam German. Fuller also wrote the odd 

piece or two for various literary journals in the northeast, but these 

occupations netted her very little finandal reward. 

Sadly, Fuller probably did not receive any compensation either for her 

fine translation of Johemn Peter Eckermarm's Gesprache mit Goethe 

(Conversations With Goethe), the project that had occupied her throughout 

much of her stay in Providence. Nor had she raised any money from her 
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ot±ier translations from the German. Since 1836 she had tried, repeatedly and 

without success, to have her translation of Goethe's Torquato Tasso 

published, an accomplishment that would have given her some influx of 

cash for a time. In the end, though. Fuller never received any compensation 

at all for the Tasso translation. It was not published until 1860, when her 

brother, Arthur, saw fit to include it in the collection of her works called Art. 

Literature, and the Drama. Finally, Fuller fully intended to earn money as 

the result of her expertise on Goethe, but she lacked the financial resources to 

go to Europe and gather materials to complete her planned biography of 

him.38 

Neither the private German lessons, nor the Eckemnann and Tasso 

translations, nor Fuller's extraordinary expertise on Goethe could provide 

enough money for her family to survive, and it thus is little wonder that she 

was even more determined than usual to make her first series of 

Conversations a success. Given the severity of the financial crisis, it would be 

interesting to know if Fuller charged a fee for her experimental series on 

Goethe and art. But unless more evidence surfaces, there is no way to be sure 

whether she did or not. Good arguments exist on both sides of the question 

concerning whether or not Fuller was paid for the Goethe series. In the first 

place, it would have made sense for her to charge a fee, if only a nominal one, 

because she would have wanted to know if her contemporaries were willing 

to compensate her for such a venture. On the other hand, she may have 

been persuaded that she needed to prove her Conversations worthy of a 

subscription fee before asking for money. Unless evidence to the contrary is 

found, it is more plausible to suggest that Fuller did not charge for these 
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meetings on Goethe and art, because there were only four of them. Even if 

she did not charge a subscription rate. Fuller had to make sure this short 

series was worthwhile for the participants. The pressure to succeed with the 

Goethe series must have been enormous, perhaps even greater than it would 

be four months later at the official beginning of the Boston Conversations for 

women. If the series on Goethe failed, there simply would have been no way 

for Fuller to justify charging a subscription fee the following fall. 

Identifying those who were present at the meetings on Goethe is one 

way to assess how important Fuller's experiment was to her. In the 

manuscript, she mentions two people who obviously were present, <md she 

alludes to one more person who may have been there. "Marianne," the 

participant who found Goethe "a most miserable being" during the third 

meeting, is Fuller's student Marianne (or Maryanne) Cabot Jackson (1820-46) 

of Boston. Marianne was the daughter of Judge Charles Jackson and Frances 

Cabot Jackson. She became Fuller's student in 1836, when she took part in the 

German and Italian classes Fuller taught in Boston shortly after her father's 

death. According to the only existing record of Fuller's first Conversation 

series, the series that began on November 6, 1839, Marianne Jackson was 

among the 25 or so women in attendance.^^ Even though Marianne was 

about ten years Fuller's junior, the two enjoyed a friendship that went well 

beyond the usual teacher/student relationship. She would have been a 

natural choice for Fuller to include in the four-meeting series on Goethe. 

A second person who was present at these meetings is described as "Mr 

Graeter" in Fuller's manuscript. There are two possible identities for this 

man. He may have been the German-bom Friedrich Grater, who gave 
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drawing and sketching lessons at Harvard during Fuller's formative years at 

Cambridge.^ Grater's presence at these four conversations would have been 

logical, since painting, drawing, and sculpture were the most important topics 

under discussion. Or, Mr. Graeter could have been a certain German 

immigrant named Francis Graeter, a man who helped teach drawing at 

Alcotfs Temple School and also made engravings and translated stories for 

Lydia Maria Child's Juvenile Miscellany.^^ The presence of this second man 

likewise would have been perfectly plausible, given that Fuller recently had 

been associated with the Temple School herself, and also considering that she 

was a friend of Child's. A third possibility is that Grater and Graeter were one 

and the same man. This conclusion makes sense, because both men are 

identified as German immigrants who were also artists. In any event, Graeter 

is important in this context primarily because of his negative effect on Fuller. 

She mentions him only once in the manuscript, but the allusion contains 

undisguised overtones of exasperation and even contempt. In fact. Fuller 

gives Graeter more attention than almost anything else she discusses in the 

document. Most of her literary and theoretical references consist of a mere 

two or three words, yet Graeter's annoying presence warranted much more 

from her quickly scribbling p>en — "That eternal Mr Graeter," Fuller writes, 

"brought up as usual, how any man who knows any thing eventually leaves 

his mark on his ignorant community, though, probably, he cannot succeed in 

his own time." Fuller may have decided after the last meeting on Goethe 

that she would limit her official Conversations to women participants 

because of Graeter's overbearing "eternal" presence. 

A third person who might have been present at Fuller's experimental 
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Conversation series on Goethe was George Ticknor (1791-1871), Ticknor, 

whom Fuller credits with possessing "Riepenhausen's book" in the 

manuscript, was an extremely important transmitter of German culture in 

the United States. In the 1940s and 195C)s, Frank G. Ryder, the eminent 

twentieth-century German scholar, recorded Ticknor's career in some 

detail.42 Among other things, Ryder edited, introduced, and finally 

published Ticknor's translation of Goethe's Die Leiden des Inngen Werthers 

(The Sorrows of Young Werther). Ticknor began translating Goethe's 

Werther as early as 1814 or 1815, when he was a student at Gottingen, but his 

translation was never published. In fact, the manuscript disappeared entirely 

until Ryder found it in an uncatalogued archive at Dartmouth College in 

1948. Even though Ticknor never published the Werther translation himself, 

there is every reason to believe he lent it out to his friends in Boston and 

Cambridge after his return from Gottingen.^^ His possible presence at 

Fuller's experimental Conversation series might be an indication that she was 

among those of Ticknor's acquaintance who had read his translation of 

Werther.'^ 

Ticknor sp>ent four years of his youth in Germany, and he studied at 

Gottingen for two of those years. He returned to the United States in 1819, 

when he received an appointment to teach French and Spanish literatures at 

Harvard. Most important of all in this context, Ticknor, Edward Everett, and 

George Bancroft very likely were the only three men in Fuller's circle who 

had met Goethe in person.45 His meeting with Goethe in October of 1815 

undoubtedly was the primary reason Fuller would have invited Ticknor to 



168 

take part in the four-part series of Conversations in the summer of 1839. He 

had returned to the Boston area only briefly before then, having spent most of 

the three years between 1835 and 1838 traveling throughout the German-

speaking regions of Europe, including Austria. 

Unfortunately, the manuscript in Fuller's hand does not state 

definitively that Ticknor was present at any of the Conversations on Goethe. 

If he was, then the meetings were very important events indeed. Next to 

Charles (Karl) Follen, Harvard's first professor of German, Ticknor 

undoubtedly was the best known and most well respected of the New 

England experts on German culture. Ticknor's presence might explain 

Fuller's first remark, the one that indicates she felt it necessary to "serve an 

apprenticeship" for each and every new venture she undertook. If nothing 

else, the mention of Ticknor's name underscores Fuller's investment of time 

and the amount of emotional energy she must have put into these 

conversational meetings. She notes somewhat wryly that she had collected 

four times the amount of material she needed for the first evening. 

Marianne, Graeter, and Ticknor are the only three participants Fuller 

discusses. Of the three, Graeter is the most important, because Fuller's 

description of him suggests the reason why she immediately limited her 

official Conversation series to women participants. Following her four-week 

ordeal with Graeter, Fuller concluded that the presence of any man at her 

official Conversations would undermine her prinnary goal, which was 

helping women achieve the courage and the authority to think and then 

speak for themselves. 

Fuller's success with the experimental meetings on Goethe also might 

help explain why the official Conversation series became so popular so fast. 
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Word must have gotten around quickly that Fuller's Conversations were well 

worth the time — and the money. According to Joan von Mehren, another 

of Fuller's recent biographers, the first meeting on November 6 was so 

successful that 

Margaret Fuller's Conversations were on the winter calendar of many 
of the most prominent and most highly educated women in Boston, ., 
[LJargely because of her personal style, the thoroughness with which 
she focused on her goals, and the enthusiasm of her influential 
subscribers, her Conversations became a famous Boston institution. 
(114) 

Fuller earned $200 for the first series, which ntet every Wednesday over the 

course of the three months between November of 1839 and January of 1840, 

and she doubled that amount for the second series, which commenced in 

February, 1840. By the second year of her new venture. Fuller was coming 

close to earning the same amount of money she had earned at Providence, 

with far less time commitment.'^ For a time at least, the urgent financial 

need was met, and part of the reason for Fuller's success could have been that 

she had prepared herself and had given advance notice to her patrons by 

leading the experimental series on Goethe. 

In sum, the discovery of Reading foumal O helps answer two lingering 

questions about the origins of Fuller's Boston Conversations. It suggests why 

she refused to allow men to attend — she did not want to risk intimidating 

her female participants by allowing another overbearing presence like 

Graeter's. Second, the manuscript hints at the reasons why the official 

Conversations for women became so popular so quickly — Fuller must have 

been at her very best, discussing Goethe with even greater than her usual wit 

and brilliance. In addition to clarifying the origin of the Conversations, 
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Reading Toumal O also provides new insights about Fuller's expertise on 

Goethe, and it sheds new light on the history of German studies in the United 

States. In other words, the manuscript is of great interest to Fuller scholars, 

but it may prove to be equally important for those who are studying the early 

reception of German letters and culture in the United States. Moreover, 

Reading loumal O explains how thoroughly Fuller had imbibed of German 

sensibility by the summer of 1839. The manuscript shows that she was an 

expert on Goethe's essays about the essence of beauty, Greek and Romam 

statuary, Dutch and Flemish landscape painting, and the critical elements of 

painting and color. These theoretical essays, some of them among the most 

obscure of Goethe's works, are quite literally saturated with appreciation and 

reverence for Innerlichkeit, or inwardness, and Gelassenheit, serenity. These 

two key features of German sensibility are the same ones Fuller recognized as 

being important for her students to leam in order to further their own 

educations, through their own initiatives. 

Finally, the German subject matter contained in Reading Toumal O 

may help explain some odd gaps and omissions in the only known record of 

Fuller's first official series of Conversations for Women. Elizabeth Peabody's 

notes concerning the first two meetings of the first series contain subtle, 

between-the-lines indications that Fuller might have tried to discuss Goethe 

first, then quickly changed her mind and discussed Greek mythology instead. 

If nothing else, Peabody's record of the first Conversation series shows that 

Fuller was trying to educate women who certainly were not ready to receive 

the Germans, especially Goethe. 
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ii 

In his section of her Memoirs. Emerson notes that Fuller was the 

bravest, the most sympathetic^ and the most intelligent reader of Goethe to be 

found anywhere (I, 243). Emerson's appraisal is accurate, as far as it goes, but 

his historical situation prevented him from recognizing too that Fuller knew 

more about Goethe's complete oeuvre than any other American before her 

time or since. Reading Journal O proves that Fuller had read all or most of 

Goethe's essays on art, difficult technical essays that only recently have 

arrived once more at the cutting edge of Goethe scholarship in the United 

States.'^7 Even though some of the art essays appear in most editions of 

Goethe's collected works, they have been almost completely ignored by 

Goethe scholars in favor of his literary productions, especially Faust. Reasons 

for the oversight are complex and beyond the scope of this study, but the 

neglect probably results in large part from the insistence on the 

departmentalization of knowledge at the modem Western university since 

the middle of the nineteenth century. Under the department paradigm, 

German literature and theories of literature have been emphasized to the 

near-exclusion of other types of theoretical or scientific writings. As a result, 

Goethe's literary works have received ongoing scrutiny, in American 

universities and elsewhere, while his theoretical writings on art, color, 

mineralogy, geology, weather, and physics have languished in near-obscurity. 

Sadly, Goethe's brilliant aphorisms also have been sorely neglected and are 

only now beginning to receive the attention they so richly deserve. 

The departmentalization of knowledge affected Fuller scholars, too. In 

fact, virtually all the studies of Fuller's interest in Germany have focused on 
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her studies of German literature during the period between about 1870 and 

about 1830, but not on her study of other disciplines as they were developing 

in Germany at the same time.48 in general. Fuller's interest in the Germans 

has been approached only through their literature, and especially through 

their long and complex fascination with literary romanticism^ Fuller scholars 

have stressed that she was a German-type romantic, following in the footsteps 

of Goethe, her most important mentor. 

The creation of German studies programs in the last ten years has 

begun to correct problems associated with the departmentalization of 

knowledge, and Fuller scholars too have begun to improve their approaches 

to her study of Germany. If nothing else, it has become obvious tiiat for 

Fuller herself, the problem of departmentalization did not exist. She simply 

read all oi Goethe that was available to her, and she did not limit herself to 

his literary productions.^^ In this, she probably was very like the other 

nineteenth-century American literati who professed an interest in Goethe, 

but unlike them. Fuller also wanted to make herself the leading expert on 

Goethe so that she could write her biography of him. Reading loumal O and 

related documents in the Fuller archives at Harvard's Houghton Library 

demonstrate that she had succeeded in achieving a degree of expertise on 

Goethe's collected writings that would rival almost any published study of the 

poet and his life.^O 

Among other things, Reading Toumal O proves that Fuller created an 

"extract book" for herself from the German critical journal called Propaylia. 

Fragments of her extract book from the Propaylia still exist and comprise a 
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small part of one of her three Goethe biography manuscripts at Harvard.^^ 

The Propaylia was devoted to criticcd essays on art and aesthetics, and it also 

was the vehicle through which its editors advertised competitions for essays 

on art. The journal was edited by Goethe and Johaim Heinrich Meyer, the 

well known eighteenth-century Swiss art expert. Even though the Propaylia 

was short-lived — it existed only between 1798 and 1800 — it clearly was at 

the center of German fascination with aesthetics. The most important 

contributions to the journal were Goethe's and Meyer's joint introduction to 

the first edition, and Goethe's essay on the Laocoon statue in Rome. Fuller's 

Reading loumal O mentions both the introduction and the Laocoon essay, 

thereby indicating that she must have discussed them at her experimental 

Conversations on Goethe. Of the two. Fuller probably favored Goethe's 

Laocoon essay. Her notes after the first meeting show that she had "read a 

part of the Laocoon, showing what a work of art was in [Goethe's] view, and 

what his way of viewing it," and she adds that "lt]hey {her listeners! wanted to 

hear this twice and the second time I gave some explanations and read one or 

two short passages from my extract book to elucidate parts." 

These two brief sentences from Fuller's Reading loumal O explain why 

American students who receive advanced degrees in German still study 

eighteenth-century Germany's fascination with the Laocoon. Professional 

aestheticians, including Johann Joachim Winckelmann, Gotthold Ephraim 

Lessing, and Johann Gottfried Herder as well as Goethe and many others, 

fiercely debated one another about the exact reasons why the Laocoon 

encapsulated the sine qua non of beauty. The members of Fuller's 

conversational circle must have been captivated by her stories concerning the 
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Laocoon grouping and the effect it produced in learned circles throughout 

Germany. This particular statue, which was discovered in the ruins of an 

imperial palace in Rome in 1506, is the first century B.C.E. work depicting the 

high point of the Laocoon story as it is told in the Iliad. The statue shows 

Laocoon and his two sons struggling with two gigantic sea snakes that will 

destroy them. The statue shows Laocoon at the exact moment he is being 

bitten by one of the snakes. He is striving in vain to free himself from 

another snake, even as his younger son is being more completely ensnared. 

The older son is stepping out of the coils of one of the snakes, and there 

seems for a brief instant to be the possibility he will escape. 

Fuller might have given the other members of her conversational 

circle Lessing's view of the Laocoon, or she may have given them 

Winckelmann's. Another of her unpublished journals, this one dated March 

of 1835, shows that Fuller was acquainted with some of the opinions of both 

these men. Fuller first writes a note to herself in her 1835 journal — "Let me 

read Lefiing's Laocoon." A few pages later, she also mentions Winckelmann, 

maintaining that she had "finished Winckelman — Life of gratified impulses 

and untamed eagemelS — too delightful."52 she undoubtedly knew that 

Winckelmann proclaimed the Laocoon grouping a stellar example of "edle 

Einfalt und stille Grojie," (noble simplicity and quiet grandeur), and she also 

was aware of Lessing's thesis concerning Laocoon and the differences between 

belles lettres and the plastic arts.53 jn the end, it does not matter how many 

German thinkers Fuller presented at this first of her experimental 

Conversations, nor does it matter that she could have discussed all their 

many disagreements about the Laocoon in detail. The really important result 
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of Fuller's discussion of the Laocoon is that her views must have been 

circulated throughout the northeast and the Laocoon debates subsequently 

became a standard feature of the study of German letters in the United States. 

Fuller's mention of Goethe's Laocoon essay is important for another 

reason, this one having to do with her appreciation of German sensibility as a 

way to promote self-education, or self-culture. Goethe's essay on Laocoon is 

filled to overflowing with praise for Innerlichkeit, inwardness, and 

Gelassenheit, or serenity. At least part of Fuller's purpose in holding the 

experimental series was to introduce those present to the benefits of practicing 

inwardness and serenity themselves. She had become acquainted with these 

two characteristics through her readings of German belles lettres, initially in 

the rejuvenated mysticism that was emerging in German literature towards 

the end of the eighteenth century, and later through her intensive study of 

Goethe. 

In Reading loumal O. Fuller mentions that she discussed Goethe's 

"way of viewing [art]" as one of the most important features of his Laocoon 

essay. Elsewhere in the same manuscript, she notes that "(GoetheJ will not let 

you stay in your own place but draws you to himself 'und fort und forf (and 

onward and onward)." According to Fuller, the readers of Goethe are lured 

into his essays and into his fictional worlds by the power of his writing, but 

they also are drawn to their own inner development through the sustained 

mental activity that comes about as a result of their engagement with him. 

The readers of Goethe return from him, and they return changed. His work 

stimulates the very type of inwardness and self-questioning Fuller was trying 

to get the other members of her conversational drcle to risk trying out for 

themselves. Distinctively German ways of viewing the self and the world 
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became vehicles through which Fuller's students, particularly her women 

students, could begin to develop a sense of themselves, who they were, and 

who they could be. 

Goethe maintained in the Laocoon essay that any world-class 

sculpture, including the Laocoon grouping, must incorporate the following 

characteristics: (1) It must display living beings, ideally human beings, and 

those beings must be presented in correct proportion; (2) it must show those 

beings in harmonious relation to other beings; (3) it must show those beings 

either at rest or in motion; (4) it must display those beings at an ideal 

moment, a moment frozen in time, or at the precise second when they 

project the highest degree of self-contained dignity {Wiirde); (5) it must 

project the highest degree of physical grace or sensory beauty {Anmiit); and (6) 

it must follow the laws of spiritual beauty, (geistige Sch'dnheit), meaning 

primarily that it must avoid the open display of extreme emotion.^ 

The two characteristics that best circumscribe German sensibility in 

Goethe's description of the Laocoon grouping are dignity (Wiirde) and grace 

(Anmut). In fact, the two are virtually synonymous with inwardness 

(Innerlichkeit) and serenity (Gelassenheit). Of the two, Wiirde is easier to 

understcmd. In Goethe's view, the Laocoon is the sine qua non of the plastic 

arts because the father's inner sense of self — his dignity — shines through 

even at the moment of his greatest torment. The statue shows Laocoon 

somehow at peace with himself inwardly, even as he struggles with the 

snakes outwardly. In Goethe's opinion, the father's expression oi Wiirde is 

the very feature that prevents the statue from becoming poor art, because his 

human dignity prevents him from displaying an extreme emotion that 
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would violate the all-important law regarding maintenance of geistige 

Schdnheit, or spiritual beauty (490). 

Goethe is even more resolute about the need for A nmut, or grace, in a 

world-class sculpture. He writes: "The [art] object and the way of presenting it 

must however be subject to the sensory laws of art; that is, order, 

comprehensibility, symmetry, opposition, etc., through which it [the work of 

art| becomes beautiful, that is graceful (anmutig), to the eye" (490, my 

translation). In Goethe's view, the classical Laocoon group also fulfills this 

requirement for excellence in a work of art The presence of grace in the 

sculpture allows it to appear perfectly serene, even though the event depicted, 

the impending strangulation by snakes, is anything but serene. 

Goethe admits that the serenity and grace projected by the Laocoon 

grouping are paradoxical, given the subject matter (490-1). Nonetheless, he 

insists that the presence of grace is vital in order to awaken a proper response 

in the viewer. Grace, and the serenity it suggests, arouse the viewer to a state 

of pleasant sympathy for the figures while avoiding unproductive, non-

educational displays of anguish or passion (491). In other words, the viewers 

of a fine work of art should practice inwardness and serenity themselves. 

They should copy the serene demeanor of the noble figures they are 

contemplating. According to Goethe's Laocoon essay, a work of art is of the 

highest order, and also contains the highest educational potential, when it 

provokes the development of inwardness and serenity in those who enjoy it. 

Stimulating conversation provides another way to develop the virtues 

of inwardness and serenity in Goethe's works, and Fuller would have found 

his interest in conversation in the famous introduction to the Propaylia. It is 

no wonder, then, that she apparently discussed the introduction in some 
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detail during the second meeting of her experimental Conversation series. 

Fuller quite likely read aloud to the group the first couple of paragraphs of the 

introduction. There, Goethe and Meyer call on their readers to imagine 

themselves entering the Propaylia, the vestibule to the Parthenon. They ask 

their readers to picture the scene itself, full of beauty, serenity, and dignity, 

and subsequently ask if their readers can hear the "conversations, the 

entertaining conversations that perhaps were not unworthy of this place" 

(457, my translation). The editors' purpose, of course, was to introduce their 

readers to the atmosphere they wjmted to create in their learned journal on 

art. They visualized a pleasant, elevated conversational exchange of views 

between and among the many German-speaking aestheticans who might be 

expected to contribute to the Propaylia. Fuller's purpose, in contrast, was 

more directly connected to the general education of her listeners. She wanted 

to use conversation as a way to develop the German sensibility that would 

allow the participants in her conversational circle to deepen their 

understandings of themselves. In Fuller's view, pleasant conversations 

concerning art were certain to lead to the cultivation of inwardness and 

serenity in all the members of the circle. 

In addition to the Laocoon essay and the introduction to the Propaylia. 

Fuller certainly discussed many more of Goethe's musings about art over the 

course of her experimental Conversation series. Even more important, 

though, are the scattered references to the women in Goethe's works. Three 

of Goethe's female characters are mentioned in the Reading foumal O 

manuscript. They are: Helen, the venerable queen of Troy who features 

prominently in the third act of Goethe's Faust II (1826); Nausicaa, a minor 
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figure in the Odyssey who also was the title character of a drama fragment 

written by Goethe in 1787; and Makaria, the ideal representative of 

womanhood who appears in Goethe's novel Wilhelm Meister's Wandering 

Years (1821,1829). 

Each of these woman was important to Fuller for two reasons. First, 

each represents an ideal. Helen of Troy is the ideal of beauty, Nausicaa is the 

ideal of love and loyalty, and Makaria is the ideal of womanhood; hence, each 

figure serves as an excmiple of womanhood that truly is worthy of 

emulation. Second, and more critically, each of these women dares to become 

herself and remain true to herself, in classical literature and even more 

particularily in the retellings by Goethe. These are strong and self-assured 

women, even when they might be judged to be in error. Helen's decision to 

leave Menelaus and follow Paris led to the downfall of Troy, for example, but 

it was a decision she made herself, in defiance of her father, her husband, and 

her handmaidens. Helen's personality emerges even more dramatically and 

more powerfully in the third act of Goethe's Faust II. She returns from the 

underworld in order to become Faust's consort, as he had demanded, but after 

she appears, Helen speaks for herself, and always in no uncertain terms. Her 

lines rival or even surpass in beauty the lines spoken by Faust, and they also 

match or supersede in power the lines of the devil Mephistopheles. In sum, 

Goethe's women are self-assured beings who speak and act on their own 

terms, largely the terms they have set for themselves. Thus, Goethe's women 

were perfect role models for the Puritan New England women Fuller was 

trying to help educate through her Conversations. 

The problem, however, was that Fuller's female associates were not 
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ready to hear such a radical message. Like Mariamie, the student who took 

part in Fuller's experimentdJ Conversation series on Goethe and found him 

"a most miserable being>" these 'women had been trained to view Goethe as 

morally tainted and unworthy of study. Goethe's fictional women were not 

the only features of his writing and of his personal life that were suspect to 

Americans. Among other things, Goethe was known to have maintained a 

long succession of mistresses, and he also fathered a child out of wedlock. 

Fuller herself had been deeply troubled by the rumors of Goethe's moral 

shortcomings, so much so that she implored her good friend and fellow 

German student James Freeman Clarke to give her the true state of affairs as 

he would have learned it from his German professors at Harvard. Clarke 

answered her plea by informing her that Goethe's "moral code was not of the 

strictest kind."55 

For all practical purposes, then, the mention of Goethe's name was 

banned in Boston during Fuller's lifetime. She thus would have faced a 

serious dilemma about whether or not to allude to Goethe at all in her 

opening series of Conversations for women. Reading loumal O suggests how 

difficult the decision about whether or not to discuss Goethe must have been 

for her. On the one hand. Fuller's record of the experimental series proves 

that the discussion of Goethe was a stimulating experience for her students. 

The manuscript displays how perfectly the study of Goethe dovetailed with 

Fuller's goals for the Conversations for women. Goethe's many descriptions 

of and his praise for inwardness and serenity underscored the importance of 

cultivating German sensibility in order to become educated, and his fictional 

depictions of powerful, self-assured women provided role models for Fuller's 
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listeners. Even so, it is virtually certain that Fuller faced the risk of alienating 

her audience by daring to mention Goethe's name, let alone his work, given 

that everyone knew his moral character to have been so thoroughly lax. In 

the end. Fuller did not focus on Goethe and the other Germans who so 

captivated her, but there exists every reason to speculate that she may have at 

least mentioned Goethe during the first meeting. 

Strange gaps, deliberate omissions, <md an apparent apology on Fuller's 

behalf, features that occur in the only known record of the first meeting, 

suggest that Fuller might have used Goethe as a way to illustrate her points 

about women's lack of educational opportunities and their critical need for 

self education. Even if she did dare to mention Goethe at the first 

Conversation, though. Fuller must have changed her mind very quickly. 

Already at the second meeting, she talked exclusively about Greek mythology, 

perhaps because Greek art had been the principal topic of discussion at the 

experimental series on Goethe and art detailed in Reading foumal Q. Even if 

she could not talk about Goethe himself, she still could keep Classical lore at 

the center of her endeavors, and she could give the women Goethe's views 

on Greek art without mentioning his name. In the end, even the Greek 

myths proved to be suspect to her readers, as Elizabeth Peabody's record 

demonstrates. Given the negative attitudes of her listeners concerning any 

potentially offensive material, it is little wonder that Fuller chose not to 

pursue her passion for the Germans at her Conversations for women. It 

must have been enough of a challenge to prod these women into beginning 

to think for themselves, let alone get them to approach a writer like Goethe 

with anything remotely resembling an open mind. 

In 1994, Nancy Craig Simmons published Elizabeth Peabody's 
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fragmentary notes on the first series of Fuller's Boston Conversations. 

Simmons found the record in the Elizabeth Palmer Peabody Papers of the 

American Antiquarian Sodety, and she published Peabody's notes primarily 

in order to supplement the existing record of Fuller's Conversations. Among 

other things, the manuscript edited by Simmons describes the give and take 

between Fuller and her female students in some detail, and it also preserves 

many of the written exerdses Fuller asked her students to prepare for the 

classes.^ 

Peabody's notes indicate that most if not all of the first meeting 

centered around the question of women's education and the reasons why it 

was so markedly inferior to men's education. Peabody writes that Fuller 

spoke of the education of our grandmothers as healthy though 
confined, & said that in what was called the improved education of the 
present day the boundaries had been enlarged but not filled up 
faithfully — & consequently superfidalness, unhealthiness, & 
pedantry had been introduced .. . The question is, why is it so? (203) 

Fuller suggested that a lack of active involvement in their own educations 

was the most important reason why women were at such a disadvantage. 

Peabody writes: 

Men are called on from a very early period to reproduce all that they 
leam — First their college exerdses — their political duties — the 
exerdses of professional study — the very first action of life in any 
direction — call upon them for reproduction of what they have leamt. 
— This is what is most neglected in the education of women — they 
leam without any attempt to reproduce — The little reproduction to 
which they are called seems mai^y for the purposes of idle display. It 
is to supply this defidency that these conversations have been planned. 
(203) 

In addition. Fuller must have made it dear that she did not intend to carry on 

the Conversations by herself. Peabody writes as follows: 
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Miss Fuller guarded against the idea that she was to teach any thing. 
She merely meant to be the nucleus of conversation, — & she 
proposed to be o w e to give her own best thoughts on any subject that 
was named, as a means of calling out the thoughts of others (203) 

Further, Peabody reports that Fuller thought it would be useful 

to take up subjects on which we know words — & had impressions, & 
vague irregular notions, & compel ourselves to define those words, to 
turn these impressions into thoughts, & to systematise these thoughts 
— We should probably have to go through some mortification in 
finding how much less we knew than we thought — & on the other 
hand we should probably find ourselves encouraged by seeing how 
much & how rapidly we should gain by making a simple & clear effort 
for expression. (203) 

Fuller obviously spent much of the meeting pointing out to those present 

why their educations were inferior and suggesting possible ways to remedy 

the situation. This record of the first meeting shows too that Fuller had not 

deviated at all from the pedagogical practices she had developed during her 

tenure at the Greene Street School. The twin goals of pleasant conversation 

and clear expression were the same in both educational venues.57 

The reason for reproducing so much of Peabody's record here is to 

underscore her straightforwardness to this point. Peabody seems to be 

reporting what actually happened at Fuller's first Conversation in much the 

same objective way that a secretary would record the minutes for a business 

meeting. In her concluding paragraph, though, Peeibody suddenly and 

inexplicably begins dissembling. Her abrupt coyness opens the possibility that 

Fuller might have used Goethe as a way to illustrate some of the points 

mentioned above, especially the ones concerning active involvement in self-

education. Peabody's entire closing paragraph follows: 

These were Miss Fuller's most important thoughts. They were 
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expressed with much illustration — & many more ideas were mingled 
with them — & all was expressed with the most captivating address & 
grace — & the most beautiful modesty. The p>osition in which she 
placed herself with respect to the rest was entirely ladylike & 
companionable — She said all that she intended, to express the earnest 
purpose with which she came, and expected all who shared her 
purpose to come [—J & with great tact indicated all the things she 
thought might spoil the meeting. (203-4) 

The obvious gaps and omissions here, especially the ones that are glossed by 

vague allusions to "much illustration," pose the possibility that Fuller had 

the temerity to mention Goethe after all. It would have been difficult for her 

to resist talking about Goethe at this first meeting, given that she had been so 

captivated by his ability to stimulate his readers' mental activity. In fact, 

Goethe's works had become synonymous for active thought in Fuller's view, 

as the above review of Reading loumal O shows. Her musings suggest she 

believed Goethe's writing was the most important vehicle through which his 

readers could be drawn onward and onward to the discovery of themselves. 

Peabody dissembles yet again in this important dosing paragraphs She 

writes that "many more ideas were mingled" with Fuller's thoughts about 

women and their inferior educations. Maddeningly, Peabody does not 

elaborate on what these ideas might have been^ and there exists no way to 

recover what actually happened, at least not unless another record surfaces. 

Nonetheless, there is no reason to deny the possibility that the "many more 

ideas" centered around German sensibility as a way for women to overcome 

the stultifying passivity that dominated and destroyed their educations. The 

temptation to mention Goethe and German sensibility might have been too 

strong to resist, especially considering that Fuller's experimental series on 

him apparently was so successful. Given the existence of Fuller's Reading 
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loumal O. there is a strong probability that Goethe and German sensibility 

were at least mentioned and perhaps even discussed in some detail at the first 

of her Conversations for women. 

The remainder of Peabody's thoughts in her concluding paragraph 

appear to comprise an extended compliment to Fuller. Peabody wants anyone 

who might read her record to understand that Fuller's demeanor was 

"entirely ladylike & companionable," and she stresses that Fuller expressed 

herself "with the most captivating address & grace — & the most beautiful 

modesty." Fuller's purpose in calling together the women was "earnest," and 

she wanted those who shared that purpose to continue the discussions with 

her. Peabody might have sung Fuller's praises so emphatically for the simple 

reason that they were friends — she would have wanted to praise her friend 

for a job well done. Read more critically, though, Peabody's compliment 

might more readily be called a defense, or even an apology. Peabody might 

have been alarmed that Fuller would be attacked on the grounds that her 

Conversations for women somehow were "unladylike." By extension, 

Peabody might have been concerned that Fuller's choice of topics truly was 

"unladylike." The very fact that Peabody expends so much ink in defending 

her friend against the possible charge of unseemliness might be one more 

indication that Fuller did talk about German sensibility and Goethe at the first 

meeting of her famous Conversations. Finally, Peabody's concern for Fuller's 

reputation might be the reason she avoided alluding to the Germans at all in 

her written summary of the event. The references to "much illustration" and 

"many more ideas" might have been Peabody's way to circumvent the thorny 

issue about whether or not such delicate ladies should talk about this sensual 

and immoral German reading material. 
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Peabody's concern over the moral rigidity of Fuller's listeners was well 

founded, as her record of the second Conversation proves. According to 

Peabody's notes, the topics of the second Conversation really were ancient 

Greece, its myths, and its fables. Peabody writes: 

Miss F. suggested the Grecian mythology as the subject of the first 
conversations — & on the second meeting she stated fully her reasons 
for doing so. It is quite separated from all exciting local subjects — It is 
serious without being solemn, & without excluding every mode of 
intellectual action it is playful as well as deep. It is a general subject for 
it is a complete expression of the cultivation of a nation — It is 
objective & tangible — It is also generally known — & associated with 
all our ideas of the Arts. (204, emphasis mine) 

Fuller was thinking back to her experimental series on Goethe and art when 

she presented the opening remarks recorded here by Peabody. She was 

recciiling Goethe when she noted that the Greek myths "do not exclude [any! 

mode of intellectual action." Like Goethe's essays on art, the myths are 

important because they compel the learner to think for herself. The reference 

to mental activity is precisely the same sentiment Fuller recorded in her 

Reading loumal O. specifically in that place where she mentions Goethe's 

essay on Laocoon as exemplary of a work of art and the proper way of viewing 

it. Further, the Greek myths are "associated with all our ideas of the Arts," 

even as the Goethean essays Fuller discussed in her experimental 

Conversation series pertained almost exclusively to art. Finally, Greek 

mythology per se "is quite separated from all exciting [read offensive] local 

subjects." This last statement is open to a wide range of meanings, of course. 

Among other things, the separation from "local subjects" might have been 

Fuller's way of saying she would not discuss vexing political issues like 

slavery or Indian removal. At the same time, though, there is no reason to 
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shut out the possibility that Fuller was talking about Goethe as an equally 

vexing "local subject," since all of polite society knew his work to be indelibly 

marked with the stain of profligacy. 

Even without further reference to Goethe, the Greek myths apparently 

were too much for some of Fuller's listeners, at least initially. Peabody 

continues as follows: 

Mrs Quincy expressed a doubt of these fables ever having been of 
serious import to the minds of the enlightened Greeks —& a feeling 
that they were gross and harmful superstitions [2-3 words lostjs of the 
vulgar— Miss F. had expressed at one moment a fervent enthusiasm 
in recalling the joyous life of the Greeks—occupied [2-3 words lost j 
outward nature, or their own nature considered objectively. —& said 
we sometimes could not but envy themsubmerged (sic) as we are in 
analysis & sentiment— Mrs Quincy immediately caught this up, & 
expressed wonder & some horror at the thought of Christians enjoying 
Heathen Greeks— Miss Fuller explained that she spoke with 
qualification— she had no desire to go back— she l^Iieved that we had 
the elements of a deeper & higher cultivation than any preceding the 
Christian cultivation. — but the Christian cultivation was in its 
infancy—the Greek in its maturity.— She could not look upon the 
expression of a great nation's intellect as a series of idle fancies—^These 
fables & forms of Gods were the reverence for & idealization of the 
universal sentiments of religion—aspiration— intellectual action of a 
people whose political & aesthetic life had become immortal.— We 
should approach it then with respect—& distrust our own contempt of 
it— (204) 

Simmons, the editor of Peabody's record of Fuller's Conversations, identifies 

"Mrs Quincy" as the former Eliza Susan Morton (1773-1850) of New York. 

According to Simmons, this woman was married to Josiah Quincy, who had 

been mayor of Boston in the 1820s and was president of Harvard College 

when the 1839-1840 Conversation series took place (202). 

Mrs. Quincy, obviously an exceptionally powerful woman due to her 

husband's position, probably was not the only one present to suspect the 
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"[hjeathen Greeks" of being "vulgar," but she might have been the only one 

there who was sure enough of herself to express her "horror." It is dear that 

Mrs. Quincy could not have approached the mythology of Greece 

"objectively," as Fuller wanted. She was too thoroughly Puritan, in the most 

pejorative sense of that word. At the same time, of course, Mrs. Quincy 

would have been honor-bound to uphold Harvard's mission to remain at the 

center of New England Protestant orthodoxy. In any event. Fuller's handling 

of the event seems to have been remarkably deft. She reminded Mrs. Quincy 

that the Greeks' political democracy foreshadowed American democracy, and 

she bluntly added that their "aesthetic life had become immortal." Peabody's 

record here shows exactly how daring Fuller's experiment really was, and 

how much on her guard she had to remain. Fuller could not count on any 

flexibility in thinking from the proper ladies who surrounded her, and she 

had to be extraordinarily careful in maintaining that "Christian cultivation" 

was the highest and best of any "cultivation" at any time. 

Given the strained reaction to "heathen Greeks," it is little wonder that 

Fuller eschewed any further mention of the fundamentally immoral 

Germans, especially Goethe. She could not have talked about Goethe at her 

Conversations for women, even though his thought opened up the processes 

of active mental involvement she was trying to get her students to practice. 

Fuller could not be as free at these official meetings as she had been during 

the four-meeting series on Goethe and art outlined in Reading loumal O. but 

she nonetheless drew on her knowledge of Goethe's essays on art in order to 

begin educating the women around her. In the end, Peabody's record of the 

first series of Conversations makes it clear that Fuller was an exceptional 

teacher in addition to being an extraordinary intellect. She was able to 


