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Literary Criticism in the Epistolary Mode

ANTIE RICHTER
University of Colorado at Boulder

Abstract: This paper is an inquiry into the distinct potential of the epistolary voice in liter-
ary criticism. What can writers do in letters to address literary matters that other genres do
not allow with the same ease and persuasive power? And if so, what is it that letters can do
and how is it done? In this paper, | examine two early medieval Chinese texts about litera-
ture—an essay and a letter, both written by Cao Pi—and compare their rhetorical strategies
in the light of epistolarity. | draw upon letters about literature by other writers, in particular,
by Cao Zhi, Hugo von Hofmannsthal, John Keats, and Gertrud Kolmar. | propose that
writers throughout history and across cultures were highly aware of the generic possibilities
of the epistolary mode for the writing of literary criticism and purposely employed it in a
variety of ways spanning the range from intimate family letter to openly fictional, pub-
lished letter.

his paper is an inquiry into the distinct potential of the epistolary voice for the discussion of

literary matters—an inquiry that was triggered by the strong presence of letters on literature
and literary criticism across time and cultures. Is there anything writers can do in letters to address
literary matters that other genres do not allow with the same ease and persuasive power? And if
so, what is it that letters can do and how is it done? Trying to answer these questions, | will first
take a close look at two early medieval Chinese texts about literature—an essay and a letter, both
written by the poet and statesman Cao Pi (187-226) in the early third century—and compare rhe-
torical strategies of each in the light of epistolarity. To test and support my findings, | will then
draw upon letters about literature by other authors, in particular, by Cao Pi’s brother Cao Zhi (192—
232), by the Austrian writer Hugo von Hofmannsthal (1874-1929), by the English Romantic poet
John Keats (1795-1821), and by the German-Jewish poet Gertrud Kolmar (1894-19437?). These
letters were chosen for their diversity in several respects: they not only differ in epistolary form
and content, but their authors are also of varying prominence in their respective literary traditions.
| propose that writers throughout history and across cultures were highly aware of the generic
possibilities of the epistolary mode for the writing of literary criticism and employed it in a variety
of ways spanning the range from intimate family letter to openly fictional, published letter. The
paper also serves as an appeal: letters are still in need of being fully recognized for what they are
as literary texts and as a genre with distinct conventions.

Introduction: Genre in the West, Very Briefly

That genres differ in their potential is usually taken to be self-evident, both in China and the west.
Western literary thought has produced a great diversity of approaches to genre, from ancient Greek
typologies, such as Aristotle’s differentiation of epic, tragedy, and comedy in his Poetics in the
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fourth century BCE, to the still consequential, early nineteenth-century formulation of the three
“natural forms” of literature—epic, dramatic, and lyric—set forth by Johann Wolfgang Goethe
(1749-1832).1 In the twentieth century, these and other traditional approaches have drawn criti-
cism from all sides, although the ideas of neither Aristotle nor Goethe were quite as simplistic as
critics sometimes seem to imply. Both authors were far from offering clean-cut generic categories
and did certainly not suppose that there is anything more to genre than formal typology. In recent
genre studies, text type and taxonomy have become less important criteria than the social function
of texts, including their social performance and practice.? Scholars emphasize the openness and
interrelatedness of genre categories and focus on “an understanding of genre that connects kinds
of texts to kinds of social actions,” assuming that they “reflect, help shape, and even generate what
they represent in culturally defined ways (and therefore play a critical role in meaning-making).””®
While discussions of genre had somewhat faded from discussions of literary thought toward the
end of the twentieth century, they appear to be on the rise again, especially in film and new media
studies, now often driven by questions of audience response and, ultimately, commercial consid-
erations.

Cao Pi’s “Discourse on Literature”: Criticism, Genre, and Immortality

In China, one of the earliest examples of genre-awareness is Cao Pi’s & “Discourse on Litera-
ture” (“Lun wen” g 32), a short text of less than six-hundred words (Fig. 1). The essay is one of
the few surviving fragments from Cao Pi’s largely lost work Normative Discourses (Dianlun #i
). The “Discourse on Literature” was probably written in 217 or 218, when Cao Pi was heir
apparent of a dynasty yet to be formally established. The “Discourse on Literature” is central to
Chinese literary thought and has been discussed extensively, but since it will be the foil against

which I will read Cao Pi’s letter, let me briefly summarize its structure and basic ideas.*
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Figure 1: Cao Pi, “Discourse on Literature”

The notorious first sentence of the essay, “writers belittle one another; this has been so since an-
tiquity,” introduces a passage reflecting on psychological obstacles to impartial criticism: our lack
of self-awareness leads us to overestimate our literary strengths while underestimating our weak-
nesses, and we go on to project this distortion of judgment on the works of other writers: “People
are good at flaunting themselves. But there is more than one literary genre, and few are those
writers who are good at them all. That is why everybody takes pride in their own fortes and uses
them to belittle the weaknesses of others. As the saying goes: ‘If you have an old broom of your
own, you love it like it is worth a thousand pieces of gold.” This is an affliction caused by not
knowing oneself.”

In the next passage, Cao Pi, a poet in his own right, sketches the literary scene of his day.
He first identifies a group of poets, now known as the “Seven Masters of the Jian’an period”—
authors whose work has been largely lost and who are mostly remembered today for their associ-
ation with the Cao family.> Cao Pi follows this with another reminder of the importance of self-
awareness for the critic: “Only if the gentleman examines himself before judging others, may he
avoid self-deception and can therefore critically discuss literature.” Cao Pi then turns to each of
the Seven Masters, listing individual works they composed or genres for which they were famous
or generally defining their literary and personal strengths and weaknesses. Chen Lin and Ruan Yu

.-..7.-..
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are praised for their memorials and letters, in Cao Pi’s opinion “currently the most outstanding.”
The following passage presents a brief catalogue of genres, framed by renewed reminders of the
epistemological obstacles presented by the lack of self-awareness—a concern that is something of
a leitmotif in Cao Pi’s essay:

People usually prize the faraway but disdain the nearby. They look up to reputa-
tions but turn their back against reality. Afflicted with not knowing themselves, they con-
sider themselves as worthies.

As for literature, its roots are the same, but its branches are different. Hence:
presentations and appeals should be decorous, letters and discourses should be structured,
in inscriptions and dirges one values truthfulness, in poems and rhapsodies one desires
beauty.

Because these four classes are not the same, those who are skilled in one genre are

prejudiced in favor of it. Only a universal talent can master all genres.®

Cao Pi’s catalogue of “four classes,” or eight genres, of literature is as important in Chinese literary
history as Aristotle’s three genres have been, although Cao Pi’s list was obviously meant to be
selective rather than comprehensive. Because of the different literary landscape in early China,
there is hardly any overlap with traditional western genres: we see none of the three genres that
are traditionally traced back to ancient Greek literary thought and only one of Goethe’s three “nat-
ural forms” of literature—poetry, represented by poems and rhapsodies. If poetry as the preeminent
genre of Chinese literature is covered well in Cao Pi’s catalogue, prose appears to be unevenly
represented by the genres. Given this selectiveness, it is all the more striking that three of Cao Pi’s
six prose genres are types of written communication. The two that are examples of official com-
munication—presentations (zou) and appeals (yi)—fall into one group, for which decorousness or
elegance (ya) is prescribed. Letters are grouped with discourses (lun, also translated as “essay,”
“treatise,” and “disquisition™) and are expected to be structured or well organized (li).” This sug-
gests that Cao Pi assumed that letters, shu, follow genre conventions that are different from written
official communications, here represented by presentations and appeals. It also suggests that letters
and discursive texts such as essays are closely associated—an observation that is familiar from
western epistolary theory, as well .

In the following section of the “Discourse on Literature,” Cao Pi elaborates on the connec-
tion between an individual writer’s innate qi, or vital breath, and his or her literary productions.
The single most influential statement from the “Discourse on Literature” may be Cao Pi’s decla-
ration that “literature is dominated by vital breath, whose clarity or turbidity is of a certain form
and cannot be brought about forcibly.” In what follows, Cao Pi characterizes every writer’s unique,
individual endowment with qi by comparing it to the highly individual character of a musical per-
formance.

The last quarter of the essay is concerned with the legitimization of literature, expressed in
two spheres. One is political: here Cao Pi emphasizes the importance of literature for the state; the
second is individual and possibly personal, and concerns the potential of literature as an antidote
to the ephemerality of human life: “nothing compares with the inexhaustibility of literature.” This
leads Cao Pi to lament the relentless passing of time and to the admonition not “to neglect the
occupation [that is, literature] that will last for a thousand years” over the pursuit of more imme-
diate concerns.
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Although we can only partly assess the rhetorical structure of this essay, since it may be an
excerpt from a larger composition, the transmitted “Discourse on Literature” meets the ideal fea-
tures of an essay as put forward by Cao Pi himself. It is reasonably well organized, which for the
reader translates into lucidity. As we expect from an essay, the text is addressed to “posterity”
rather than to a specific interlocutor. Although essays, despite their expository character, often
operate with an autobiographical lens, in this case the author remains in the background throughout,
with the one exception toward the end, when Cao Pi implicitly acknowledges his own mortality
and thus sheds some of the aloofness that informed much of his essay up to this point.

Cao Pi’s “Further Letter to Wu Zhi”’: Mortality, Friendship, and Criticism

Lamenting the ravages of time and the frailty of human life is crucial, too, in one of the letters that
Cao Pi wrote to his old friend and advisor Wu Zhi %8 (177-230).° This text, written in 218 and
only two dozen characters shorter than the “Discourse on Literature,” shares other topics with the
essay as well, in particular the assessment of almost the same group of contemporary writers, five
of whom had perished just a year earlier during an epidemic. So how does Cao Pi’s letter differ
from his essay? Are we seeing just iterations of the same concerns?

Two of the most pronounced features of a letter are its mode of address and the fact of its
transmission. While essays speak to a large and usually undefined audience, letters typically ad-
dress someone specific, and they are part of an exchange. In order to reach their spatially removed
addressees, letters are transmitted by a third party. Several features are derived from this basic
epistolary situation, some of them textual, others extralinguistic. Due to the time transmission takes,
the most consequential of the extralinguistic features is the lag between writing a letter and re-
sponding to a letter. It creates a distinct, staggered type of communication that determines a num-
ber of textual characteristics. Another important extralinguistic feature is that letters are transmit-
ted in envelopes, as we know from early medieval China, or in other formats that prevented a letter
from being read freely. It accentuates the particular directedness and exclusiveness of epistolary
communication, both of which are also expressed on the textual level.

The most significant textual features of a letter are based on its inherent dialogicity and
self-referentiality. Dialogicity (or reciprocity) denotes a range of textual features that prove a
writer’s sustained efforts to engage a specific, usually absent addressee, which in turn also in-
creases the narrative presence of the writer. Self-referentiality describes a letter’s peculiar ability
to draw attention to itself. Patrizia Violi writes of the letter’s illocutionary force as being bound up
with its “capacity to refer to itself and to its own communicative function independently of any
propositional content it may express.”'? Claudio Guillén makes a similar observation when he de-
scribes the letter as “writing proclaiming itself as writing in the process of correspondence.”*! Both
dialogicity and self-referentiality are expressed through manifold and recurring references to the
time, place, and other circumstances of a letter’s writing and expected reading, including refer-
ences to the letter’s materiality; to the addressee and his or her world; to the physical separation
between writer and addressee; and to the time lag between writing, reading, and responding. These
basic features of the epistolary mode apply to most “real” letters, but they also shape fictional or
semi-fictional letters, that is, “imitation[s] of the letter by the letter.”
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Let us now take a closer look at Cao Pi’s “Further Letter to Wu Zhi” (Fig. 2). Judging by
its frame, it appears to be complete, since it has not only a proem and epilogue (here marked in
red), but also a prescript and postscript, the outer margins of the epistolary frame enclosing the
body of the letter (marked in green).

—HA =H %8 ° (Prescript)
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X o HEZHMAR - REMES 4 - (Proem)

TFEE - MK HEELEL R~ B o —BFRH BT I -

S HWR o ATRIEE o SRR - fTEARARK - ﬁi%%mﬁ°%%#

F oo BB E c PMBRIF o T AARRB L c FEFOLH, 0 T

REARGR ATEBFZM - £%5BREF - T2HC o
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zé% WBEEA o UM Z0RIA - R Ld - PEE A ENFRK - %%

B35 o REARX - EWNAE - T ABUEDG o

BT RE4EL - P RBEBEN T - i 5288 - FPIAZIER - #

FEeBRkBREA B—F2EbL - S22 GH CAREL - HBATE - RE

o RBBUMETARARRL -

FITCRRN - FIREMN - BAME - ZRRAE - TEMIFEHELER - &
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FAfTIA B 4%  BEIR A AT R - RENE - R EF KV ° (Epilogue)

A & - (Postscript)

Figure 2: Cao Pi, “Further Letter to Wu Zhi”

While prescript and postscript have the function of providing salutation and signature (both of
which in early medieval China served to identify the writer of a letter), proem and epilogue are
concerned with the embedding of the letter into the communicative thread connecting the corre-
spondents.'® The proem is dedicated to the recollection and reaffirmation of their preceding rela-
tionship, and tries to secure the goodwill of the addressee. In order to “update” their personal
relationship, correspondents mention the weather or the time of year as well as the reception or
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non-arrival of letters; they report the state of their health and inquire about the others’ well-being;
they express good wishes and complain about their continuing physical separation. The inherent
focus on both the moment of writing and that of reading—the “fragmentation of time” that char-
acterizes epistolary communication—is an important expression of the letter’s self-referentiality
and dialogicity.!* The epilogue voices concerns that are similar to those expressed in the proem,
among them wishes for good health and the lament of separation. Unlike the proem, which is
concerned mainly with the past, the epilogue looks ahead, trying to secure the correspondents’
future relationship. This intention is also expressed in a number of elements that typically are re-
served for the epilogue, for instance the request for letters or expressions of the desire for a reunion
of the correspondents. Finally, there are conventional reflections about the act of writing, espe-
cially its limitations compared to a face-to-face meeting. Such reflections appear to have been a
favored way of concluding a letter in early medieval China.™®

The beginning of Cao Pi’s letter to Wu Zhi reflects all of the typical concerns of a proem:

On the third day of the second month, Cao Pi lets you know:

Years and months are easy to come by. It has already been four years since we
parted. Not seeing each other for three years is lamented as a long time in the ode “Eastern
Mountain.”*® How much more so when three years have been exceeded! How can | cope
with my longing for you? Although we exchange letters, they do not suffice to relieve the
weariness of longing.

Last year when the epidemic raged, our relatives and friends were struck hard by
this calamity. Xu Gan, Chen Lin, Ying Yang, and Liu Zhen all passed away at the same
time. Can the pain be expressed in words?

This point in the letter, when four of the Seven Masters have been mentioned, seems to indicate
the onset of the body of the letter: an assessment of contemporary literature. Reading on, however,
we discover that Cao Pi does not continue as we might have expected, but instead digresses into
memories of the past and thus continues to stay with his addressee, Wu Zhi:

In former days, whether traveling or staying at home, our carriages would be con-
nected when we drove and when we stopped our mats would touch. When did we ever lose
sight of each other, if only for a moment? When the goblet went round amid the sound of
strings and pipes, when our ears were hot from wine and we looked up to recite rhapsodies
and poems, | was too careless to realize my own happiness. | assumed that each of us had
been allotted a hundred years and that we could forever be together and take care of each
other. Who could have imagined that within a few years almost all of us would be withered
and fallen? My heart aches if | so much as talk about it.

I have just compiled the writings that our friends left behind and gathered them in
one collection, where their names look like a register of the dead.

Again, we might expect that Cao Pi at this point will finally have arrived at the letter’s main body.
That he has mentioned his editorial work will undoubtedly lead to the heart of the letter. It will
indeed, but not quite yet, since Cao Pi again lingers on the thought of his lost friends: “When |
think back to our past excursions, I can still see all these masters in my mind’s eye, but they have
already become dung and soil. Is there anything more I can say?” The blurred boundaries between
proem and the body of the letter arise from the character of this letter: despite its distinct literary
agenda, it was at the same time also a letter of friendship. As such, it is characterized by a high



Literary Criticism in the Epistolary Mode

degree of attention to the addressee and to the epistolary situation, and thus showing a pronounced
dialogicity and self-referentiality: Cao Pi addresses his friend through the lament of separation and
of the passing of time, through the evocation of a shared past and the loss of mutual friends, and
through expressions of his sentiments about all this. He repeatedly alludes to the epistolary char-
acter of his text by declaring that he is at a loss for words, which is both a ubiquitous epistolary
topos and an important matter in early medieval Chinese philosophy of language.l’ One way to
describe this rhetorical strategy would be to say that the conventional subjects of the proem spill
over into the letter’s narratio, infusing it with a strong epistolary flavor. This amalgamation of
general interpersonal concerns, as they are typical of the frame, with particular communicative
intentions that are usually reserved for the letter body, produces the rhetorically and aesthetically
most convincing of personal letters.

Cao Pi’s letter proceeds to reflect on the frequent disconnect between a writer’s talent and
moral integrity, praising Xu Gan and in turn Ying Yang. But then, when we were sure that he will
continue with his characterization of the Seven Masters, Cao Pi thwarts our expectations again by
inserting an intensely personal remark: “Ying Yang was always brilliant, and he was intent on
creating literature.'® Both his talent and his learning were adequate for writing. That he could not
pursue his fine ambitions is really excruciatingly regrettable. Glancing through the writings of
these masters, | had to rub my tears in front of their texts.*® Grieving for the departed, we turn our
thoughts to our own death.” The passage following is dedicated to Chen Lin, Liu Zhen, Ruan Yu
and Wang Can. Cao Pi praises Ruan Yu’s letters as “full of verve and producing ample enjoyment.”

Structurally, the end of Cao Pi’s letter mirrors its beginning: the actual closing is not clearly
separated from the body of the letter. There is talk about friendship, evoking Confucius and the
legendary ancient zither player Bo Ya, who both famously grieved for a dead friend, which again
mingles artistic appreciation with personal concerns. Cao Pi also contemplates his own advanced
age, conceding that it causes him a myriad of worries that often keep him awake through the night.
He laments that he has “already become an old man,” even if his “hair has not turned white yet,”
which is not that remarkable, given that Cao Pi was in his early thirties when he wrote this letter.
After expressions of modesty triggered by immodestly comparing himself with Emperor Guangwu
of the Han dynasty (reigned 25-57), Cao Pi eases into the densely allusive epilogue:

I am afraid | will never be able to go on travels as in the former days. We really
must take advantage of our youth.?> How could a year, once it has passed, be retrieved??
The ancients longed to wander all night long, a candle in hand—there is certainly some-
thing to be said for that.?2 How have you been amusing yourself recently? Surely there is
something to tell. Are you writing? | am looking east, full of distress. | have written this
letter to relieve my heart.

This is what Pi lets you know.

The epilogue is as exemplary in its epistolarity as the proem was: addressing the recipient, pro-
fessing interest in his pursuits, sharing personal feelings with him, and expressing longing for the
continuation of the conversation.

Cao Pi, the letter writer, appears to be striving for objective and relevant observations about
literature just as the essayist did, but in the letter, as we have seen, he frequently interrupts his
reflections about the literary accomplishments of his friends or other critical remarks to make room
for very subjective and personal words that effectively evoke the dialogicity of correspondence. In
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Figure 3, | have tried to indicate this intertwining of personal and literary reflections by marking

different types of utterances in different colors: those parts of the letter body that share functions
with the proem and thus serve to enhance the text’s epistolarity are marked in red. What remains
in black are those parts of the letter dedicated to literary criticism and thus form the narratio proper

we expect in the body of the letter.
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Figure 3: Cao Pi, “Further Letter to Wu Zhi”

Most striking in its expression of epistolary emotion is the passage about Ying Yang that | already
mentioned. It suggests that Cao Pi, distracted by his agitated feelings and overwhelmed by a flood
of memories, suspends the continuation of his catalogue of literary talents. Thinking of Ying
Yang’s prematurely crushed literary ambitions, Cao Pi is moved to painful sorrow and eventually
to tears, while at the same time turning his thoughts and those of his friend and addressee, Wu Zhi,
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to their own mortality. Despite the apparently informal character of this letter, it is unlikely that
this passage reflects an impromptu stream of consciousness or inner monologue. The harmonious
composition of the letter and its stylistic elaboration suggest that it was not penned spontaneously
but with considerable attention to detail, not least because its writer, given his exalted social stand-
ing, certainly expected that this text would circulate more widely. Cao Pi masterfully exploited the
generic potential in the inherent dialogicity of the letter, which allows the loose succession or even
juxtaposition of different subjects and a relaxed train of thought resembling the back-and-forth of
a conversation. It also allows for the dramatization of arguments and charges them with personal
concern. The epistolary persona Cao Pi has created in this letter—moved to tears pondering the
compositions of his dead friends—fabricated and polished as it may be, comes across as authentic
enough to lend additional credibility to his catalogue of literary fortes and weaknesses. All this
means that he communicates immensely successfully in rhetorical, aesthetic, and personal respects.

First Point of Comparison; a “Cover Letter”: Cao Zhi's Letter to Yang Xiu

The pied beauty of Cao Pi’s letter with its intermingled concerns is not common in letters about
literary thought. A famous letter by Cao Pi’s younger brother, Cao Zhi &g (192-232), is a case
in point. Written a few years earlier, Cao Zhi’s letter to Yang Xiu #5{Z (175-219) is the first extant
letter about Chinese literary history. Slightly longer and also transmitted in its entirety but featur-
ing only a very brief epistolary frame, the letter may at first sight look similar in its focus on the
literary scene of the day, including a brief assessment of several of the Seven Masters (Fig. 4).2
A closer look at the letter soon reveals a picture that is rather different and much less dappled than
Cao Pi’s letter.
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& ° (Prescript)
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Figure 4: Cao Zhi, “Letter to Yang Xiu”

Cao Zhi, more acclaimed today as a poet than his older brother, probably wrote this letter in 216,
at a time when he still cherished hopes of being made heir apparent. These hopes were thwarted
in the following year, when their father, Cao Cao &#% (155-220), designated Cao Pi. Yang Xiu,
the recipient of this letter, was among those friends and political supporters of Cao Zhi who were
executed after Cao Pi’s appointment as heir apparent. The beginning of the letter reads:

Cao Zhi lets you know:

I have not seen you for several days. Longing for you | have become weary. | think you
must feel the same.

Your servant has had a penchant for literature since | was child, for twenty-five years now.
Thus | can briefly describe the writers of our time. Formerly, Wang Can strode without par south
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of the river Han, Chen Lin soared like an eagle north of the Yellow River, Xu Gan made himself a
name in Qingzhou, Liu Zhen vitalized literature on the coast, Ying Yang left his marks here in Wei,
while you from up high command a view of the capital .

In Cao Zhi’s letter, the prescript is followed by an extremely brief proem consisting of only a
lament of separation. The intensity of longing that Cao Zhi professes seems at odds with the short-
ness of their separation and with the abrupt onset of the body of the letter, whose remainder is
exclusively dedicated to literary matters. The last sentence of the passage quoted above is the last
reference to the addressee in this letter before he is mentioned again several hundred words later
in the epilogue, resulting in a weak dialogicity matched by the letter’s almost complete absence of
self-referentiality.

After the catalogue of prominent poets of his day, Cao Zhi moves on to a number of aspects
of literary criticism: he praises his father as a benefactor of literature, criticizes fellow poets for
their shortcomings, justifies his criticism by casting it as required by the demands of literary pos-
terity, insists that criticism is important for the development of literature, and spends a long para-
graph arguing that one needs to be a fine writer in order to be a critic—thus implicitly establishing
his critical legitimacy.?® In the last third of the body of the letter Cao Zhi writes about his own
literary work. Unlike his brother Cao Pi, whose letter mentions that he compiled an anthology of
the compositions left behind by his dead friends, Cao Zhi shares the news that he has put together
a collection of his own poetical works, sent as an accompaniment—a sentence that could be inter-
preted as an element of self-referentiality and/or dialogicity. The customary self-deprecation fol-
lowing this news includes remarks that denigrate literature compared to matters of the state and
are thus often interpreted as expressions of Cao Zhi’s political ambitions: how could he, a feudal
lord, presume that merely composing poetry would be enough to prove his virtue and nobility?

The body of the letter ends as abruptly as it began. In the brief epilogue Cao Zhi mentions
the addressee again, enfolding their relationship within a composite allusion, and finishing with
the letter’s only element of self-referentiality:

If I am not ashamed of my words, then it is only because | trust that Master Hui will un-
derstand me. We will meet tomorrow morning. Writing does not fully capture the heart.

This is what Zhi lets you know.

When Cao Zhi calls Yang Xiu his “Master Hui” he refers to the legendary friendship between the
Warring States philosopher Zhuangzi and his intellectual sparring partner Hui Shi ZJi. The
phrase he uses to do that contains another allusion to another iconic friendship, that between the
powerful Springs and Autumns politician Guan Zhong &' (d. 645 BCE) and his collaborator
Bao Shuya fifl£{ 7f-. Cao Zhi is alluding to this prototypical pair of friends via an epistolary refer-
ence, a letter by the eminent poet and polymath Zhang Heng 51 (78-139) that reads, “I trust that
Master Bao will understand me.”?® Yet another allusion, a reference to the Odes, is nested within
the phrase “the one who understands me.”?” As caring as the sentence “I trust that Master Hui will
understand me” may seem, it is essentially self-flattering, since through his comparisons Cao Zhi
assumes not only the place of the great statesman and reformer Guan Zhong, who is credited with
the rise of his home state, Qi, but also that of the peerless word-smith Zhuangzi.
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With its weak dialogicity and nearly absent self-referentiality, the body of Cao Zhi’s letter
to Yang Xiu resembles a loosely structured essay rather than a letter to a friend. Proem and epi-
logue are short and almost perfunctory, just as the rare instances of dialogicity within the body
(see Fig. 5).
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Figure 5: Cao Zhi, “Letter to Yang Xiu”

We may wonder if this text ever was a letter at all or if it was rather an essay in disguise. There is
no way of knowing, but if the text was indeed composed as a letter, the reason for its lack of
epistolarity may have been that it was, at least on the surface of it, a more utilitarian endeavor than
Cao Pi’s letter: where Cao Pi seeks exchange with an absent and sorely missed friend, Cao Zhi
writes in anticipation and preparation of an imminent meeting. Even more consequential may be
that his text accompanied a manuscript gift of his own collected works. Given these circumstances,
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the letter to Yang Xiu may never have been sent at all; written on the day before their meeting, it
may literally have been the “cover letter” that was handed over along with Cao Zhi’s gift to Yang
Xiu. Under these circumstances, one of the main drivers of the epistolary imagination is missing—
the wish to bridge the separation between the correspondents through a letter’s content and mate-
riality. The letter may well have been meant to provide a frame for his collected works, guiding
their reading as a preface would, another paratextual genre. In the case of this letter, too, it is safe
to assume that Cao Zhi expected that his audience would not be restricted to his friend Yang Xiu.
Even if Cao Zhi’s text is not infused with the same epistolarity as that of his elder brother, Cao Zhi
nevertheless chose his genre wisely, because the letter provided a looser corset than an essay or
preface. It also gave the writer the opportunity to insert himself into an otherwise less personal
communicative situation and to establish himself at a certain position in a social network.

In personal letters, the presence of a clear communicative purpose is often felt to be slightly
problematic and associated with “ulterior motives.” The lack of any particular message or intention,
on the other hand, is read as proof of the affectionate, sincere nature of a letter—an observation
that was made in the west as early as in ancient Rome.?® The “purposelessness” of many intimate
Chinese letters may have been a reflection of the notion of pure friendship that had been an im-
portant ideal since early China: it seems to have been an attempt to create a sphere unblemished
by the utilitarian purposes that necessarily dominated much of social life and relationships.

Cao Pi and Cao Zhi were by no means the only writers who expressed their ideas about
literature in letters; there are many more, in early medieval China and later.?® In western literary
history, letters about literature are common as well, from ancient Greece and Rome to Dante and
up through the centuries.® In what follows, | would like to draw on three examples from the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries in order to test their epistolarity: a fictional letter by Hugo von
Hofmannsthal, and two family letters by John Keats and Gertrud Kolmar.

Second Point of Comparison; a Fictional Reply: Hofmannsthal’s “Letter of Lord Chandos”

Hugo von Hofmannsthal (1874-1929) was sixteen when his poems took the literary circles of his
home town Vienna by surprise. Although he enjoyed a growing reputation as a poet, he had virtu-
ally stopped writing poems by twenty-two, turning to drama and a wide variety of prose works,
including critical essays. A letter of Hofmannsthal’s, published as “A Letter” (“Ein Brief”) in the
Berlin newspaper Der Tag in October 1902, is a compelling document of an intellectual and liter-
ary crisis and came to be regarded as a major document of the emerging modernist movement. In
addition to its tremendous relevance for literary criticism, Hofmannsthal’s letter has inspired a
range of literary responses—another proof of this text’s continued momentousness. !

As far as personal letters go, Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s piece is exemplary. Figure 6 shows
the beginning of the text, which comprises almost 4,000 words and is thus much longer than the
Chinese texts | have quoted above.*
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Dies ist der Brief, den Philip Lord Chandos, jingerer Sohn des Earl of Bath, an Francis Bacon, spéter Lord Verulam
und Viscount St. Albans, schrieb, um sich bei diesem Freunde wegen des génzlichen Verzichtes auf literarische
Betéatigung zu entschuldigen.

Es ist gltig von lhnen, mein hochverehrter Freund, mein zweijahriges Stillschweigen zu ubersehen und so an mich
zu schreiben. Es ist mehr als glitig, lhrer Besorgnis um mich, lhrer Befremdung uber die geistige Starrnis, in der ich
Ihnen zu versinken scheine, den Ausdruck der Leichtigkeit und des Scherzes zu geben, den nur groBe Menschen,
die von der Geféahrlichkeit des Lebens durchdrungen und dennoch nicht entmutigt sind, in ihrer Gewalt haben.

Sie schlieBen mit dem Aphorisma des Hippokrates: » Qui gravi morbo correpti dolores non sentiunt, iis mens
aegrotat« und meinen, ich bedirfe der Medizin nicht nur, um mein Uebel zu bandigen, sondern noch mehr, um mei-
nen Sinn fir den Zustand meines Innern zu schéarfen. Ich méchte lhnen so antworten, wie Sie es um mich verdienen,
mdchte mich Ihnen ganz aufschlieBen, und weiB nicht, wie ich mich dazu nehmen soll. Kaum weif ich, ob ich noch
derselbe bin, an den lhr kostbarer Brief sich wendet; bin denn ich's, der nun Sechsundzwanzigjahrige, der mit neun-
zehn jenen »neuen Paris«, jenen »Traum der Daphne«, jenes »Epithalamium« hinschrieb, diese unter dem Prunk
ihrer Worte hintaumelnden Schaferspiele, deren eine himmlische Kénigin und einige allzu nachsichtige Lords und
Herren sich noch zu entsinnen gnadig genug sind? Und bin ich's wiederum, der mit dreiundzwanzig unter den
steinernen Lauben des groBen Platzes von Venedig in sich jenes Geflige lateinischer Perioden fand, dessen
geistiger Grundrif3 und Aufbau ihn im Innern mehr entziickte als die aus dem Meer auftauchenden Bauten des Palla-
dio und Sansovin? Und konnte ich, wenn ich anders derselbe bin, alle Spuren und Narben dieser Ausgeburt meines
angespanntesten Denkens so véllig aus meinem unbegreiflichen Inneren verlieren, daB mich in lhrem Brief, der vor
mir liegt, der Titel jenes kleinen Traktates fremd und kalt anstarrt, ja daB ich ihn nicht als ein gelaufiges Bild zusam-
mengefaBter Worte sogleich auffassen, sondern nur Wort fir Wort verstehen konnte, als traten mir diese lateinischen
Worter, so verbunden, zum ersten Mal vors Auge? Allein ich bin es ja doch, und es ist Rhetorik in diesen Fragen,
Rhetorik, die gut ist fir Frauen oder fir das Haus der Gemeinen, deren von unsrer Zeit so Uberschatzte Machtmittel
aber nicht hinreichen, ins Innere der Dinge zu dringen.

Mein Innres aber muB ich Ihnen darlegen, eine Sonderbarkeit, eine Unart, wenn Sie wollen eine Krankheit
meines Geistes, wenn Sie begreifen sollen, daB mich ein ebensolcher briickenloser Abgrund von den scheinbar vor
mir liegenden literarischen Arbeiten trennt, als von denen, die hinter mir sind und die ich, so fremd sprechen sie mich
an, mein Eigentum zu nennen zégere.

Ich weiB nicht, ob ich mehr die Eindringlichkeit Ihres Wohlwollens oder die unglaubliche Schérfe lhres
Gedachtnisses bewundern soll, wenn Sie mir die verschiedenen kleinen Plane wieder hervorrufen, mit denen ich
mich in den gemeinsamen Tagen schoner Begeisterung trug. Wirklich, ich wollte die ersten Regierungsjahre unseres
verstorbenen glorreichen Souverans, des achten Heinrich, darstellen! Die hinterlassenen Aufzeichnungen meines
GroBvaters, des Herzogs von Exeter, Uber seine Negoziationen mit Frankreich und Portugal gaben mir eine Art von
Grundlage. Und aus dem Sallust floB in jenen gliicklichen belebten Tagen wie durch nie verstopfte Roéhren die
Erkenntnis der Form in mich herlber, jener tiefen wahren inneren Form, die jenseits des Geheges der rhetorischen
Kunststlcke erst geahnt werden kann, die, von welcher man nicht mehr sagen kann, daB sie das Stoffliche anordne,
denn sie durchdringt es, sie hebt es auf und schafft Dichtung und Wahrheit zugleich, ein Widerspiel ewiger Krafte,
ein Ding, herrlich wie Musik und Algebra. Dies war mein Lieblingsplan. Was ist der Mensch, daB er Plane macht! ...

[ca. 1/6 of the text]

Figure 6: Hugo von Hofmannsthal, “A Letter”

Hofmannsthal not only created a fictional letter writer, “Philipp Lord Chandos,” but also an fic-
tional addressee, based on the historical figure of Francis Bacon, whom he equipped with personal
features and to whose letter Lord Chandos now, after two years of silence, pretends to reply, setting
the time at August 22, 1603. The addressee gains additional substance and credibility because the
letter he is supposed to have sent makes occasional appearances in the “Letter of Lord Chandos,”
in the form of both references and quotations. Hofmannsthal was even more successful in creating
the writer of this letter, his Lord Chandos: a twenty-six-year-old poet with his own extensive per-
sonal history, with a grandfather and an infant daughter with a proper name, with notable literary
works, and with abandoned plans for future works. By fashioning a writer and an addressee along
with a history of correspondence, Hofmannsthal provides an “epistolary fullness” that convinc-
ingly simulates a letter of friendship. This fullness is supported by another fictional player, an
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anonymous editor who placed the letter in the Der Tag and provided its brief paratextual introduc-
tion.

Into this openly fictional letter Hofmannsthal wove elements that are clearly meant to ap-
pear autobiographical, among them both writers’ precociousness and the fact that their daughters
share a name. Chandos also expresses ideas that are important elsewhere in Hofmannsthal’s oeuvre,
most prominently the insufficiency of language and the difficulty in grasping the mutability of
one’s personality throughout one’s life.3* To complicate matters, Hofmannsthal himself suggested
an interpretation in autobiographical terms, for instance in his Ad me ipsum (1916-28), a collection
of notes about his earlier works, and in private letters announcing the publication of the “Letter of
Lord Chandos”—sent to several correspondents together with the enclosed published letter.3* We
cannot assume the identity of author and narrator in any fictional text, but the persona of the letter
writer in particular is a decidedly flexible entity, in both fictional and non-fictional epistolary writ-
ing, created by the writer depending on the addressee and the overall communicative situation.
That Hofmannsthal has succeeded in merging his own persona with that of Chandos may be an-
other indication of the longing he ascribes to Chandos in the letter, the longing to merge with
certain mythological and literary figures, “to disappear in them and talk out of them with tongues.”

The most famous passage of the letter is Chandos’s confession that he has “lost completely
the ability to think or speak of anything coherently”—paradoxically eloquent, as so much else
written in the area of language skepticism. This loss followed another loss, that of being able to
conceive “the whole of existence as one great unit” where “the spiritual and physical worlds
seemed to form no contrast”; Chandos described this lost naiveté as ““a state of inflated arrogance.”
Despite the agony of feeling words crumbling in his “mouth like moldy fungi” and the fragmenta-
tion of his perception—“for me, everything disintegrated into parts, those parts again into parts”—
Chandos recognizes that the loss of “the simplifying eye of habit” yielded something precious:
previously unknown ecstatic, almost revelatory states, and an immense sympathy, triggered by
animals, things, and ideas, by “the Present, the fullest, most exalted Present.” He writes, “I expe-
rience in and around me a blissful, never-ending interplay, and among the objects playing against
one another there is not one in which I cannot flow.” Describing “these strange occurrences” he
admits that he hardly knows whether to ascribe them “to the mind or the body,” adding, that “the
whole thing is a kind of feverish thinking, but thinking in a medium more immediate, more liquid,
more glowing than words.”

So why write fictional autobiography in the form of a fictional letter and not an essay about
the loss of trust in the intelligibility and expressibility of the world and one’s mind? The letter
itself suggests that Hofmannsthal chose the epistolary form with good reason, because he lets
Chandos express doubt that content can be expressed in any form, but that form (and thus genre)
has a transformative effect. At the beginning of the letter, following the paratextual introduction,
Chandos writes of “his realization of form”—*"“that deep, true, inner form which can be sensed only
beyond the domain of rhetorical tricks: that form of which one can no longer say that it organizes
subject-matter, for it penetrates it, dissolves it, creating at once both dream and reality, an interplay
of eternal forces, something as marvelous as music or algebra.””®® In light of the particular personal
crisis at the center of the letter, it would seem only logical that Hofmannsthal chose not to write
an essay with its greater expectation of stringency and formal unity, but rather a letter—and a letter
of response (as we will see directly)—as a more suitable medium to convey the idea of fragmen-
tation and confusion. The letter form also permits Lord Chandos to write about episodes from his
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everyday life that carry strong allegorical or metaphorical overtones. A pragmatic reason for
choosing the letter form may have been that writing letters was thoroughly familiar to Hofmanns-
thal. Going by his surviving oeuvre alone, Hofmannsthal emerges as an uncommonly prolific cor-
respondent: roughly 11,000 of his letters are extant; they are addressed to approximately 1,000
correspondents.®’ Several other fictional letters (as well as fictional dialogues) in Hofmannsthal’s
oeuvre also indicate that the form of the “Letter of Lord Chandos” was not a happenstance but that
Hofmannsthal was drawn to a way of writing about critical matters that imitated and re-created
types of everyday communication.®

Let us take a closer look at Hofmannsthal’s creation of epistolarity. The usual epistolary
frame is embedded into another framing device, the opening paragraph that establishes the episto-
lary character of the following text and thus ensures that the text be read as a letter. The letter’s
self-referentiality is evident as well: Chandos repeatedly brings up his friend’s letter and his own
process of writing (or keeping silent). The letter’s most pronounced feature may be its strong dia-
logicity. Chandos’s sustained references to his correspondent—“whose presence alone distin-
guishes the letter from other first-person forms,” as Janet Altman reminds us—help to create a
convincing epistolary situation and a history of Chandos’s interrupted correspondence with Fran-
cis Bacon. %

Chandos’s arguments throughout the letter are following cues of his own making, though,
since they are taken from an entirely imaginary letter, whose existence we have to accept sight
unseen. For instance, when Chandos quotes Bacon’s letter in the second paragraph—by quoting a
quotation from Hippocrates—he introduces the idea that he suffers from a malady of the mind, an
idea which runs through the letter as a leitmotif. This conceit of “the letter of reply” is the most
conspicuous rhetorical device of the “Letter of Lord Chandos.” In pretending to respond to a letter
that is withheld from the reader (whether such a letter ever existed or not) writers gain enormous
freedom in the creation of their own texts. The imaginary letters they respond to provide an exter-
nal system of reference and sanctions liberties that otherwise would elicit criticism, in particular
sudden and apparently arbitrary changes of topic. What we observed with respect to Cao Pi’s let-
ter—the loose succession or juxtaposition of subjects and a relaxed train of thought—is thus po-
tentially yet more pronounced in an imaginary letter of reply: writers can present their ideas in an
even less stringent form and in a more personal fashion than a regular letter, not to mention an
essay, would have allowed.

How powerful the autobiographical and literary potential of a letter in reply can be was
demonstrated in China as early as around 100 BC by Sima Qian =] #8 (ca. 145 — ca. 86 BCE).
In his magnificent letter in reply to Ren An {£:% (d. ca. 91 BCE), Sima Qian explains why he
rather suffered to live with the shame of castration than choose to die by his own hand and leave
his magnum opus, the Records of the Historian (Shi ji 522¢), unfinished.*® This letter, written at
about the same time when Cicero elevated letter writing to an art form in the west, acquired the
highest literary fame and developed paradigmatic power for centuries to come, “setting the pattern
for more intimate and personal autobiographical writing” in China.*! Chinese writers have made
use of the literary conceit of the letter in reply in following centuries as well; the most famous
example in fiction may be the female protagonist’s letter in Yuan Zhen’s JCfE (779-831) novella
Story of Yingying (Yingying zhuan & & {g).4?

Another indirect connection between Hofmannsthal’s letter and ancient and early medieval
Chinese letter writing lies in their common focus on the limitations of language and writing, as
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mentioned above in the description of the typical Chinese epilogue in general and in Cao Pi’s letter
in particular. Given Hofmannsthal’s interest in Chinese and Asian philosophy, this may well re-
flect not merely an indirect, coincidental connection, especially if we consider other vaguely “east-
ern” themes that the letter raises, for instance the recurring idea of a cosmic unity with all things
and creatures.*®

Despite its pronounced epistolarity, however, the “Letter of Lord Chandos” shows a dif-
ferent rhetorical pattern from those we have seen above, as the color treatment shows (Fig. 7).

Dies ist der Brief, den Philip Lord Chandos, jingerer Sohn des Earl of Bath, an Francis Bacon, spéter Lord Verulam
und Viscount St. Albans, schrieb, um sich bei diesem Freunde wegen des génzlichen Verzichtes auf literarische
Betétigung zu entschuldigen.

Es ist gltig von lhnen, mein hochverehrter Freund, mein zweijahriges Stillschweigen zu tibersehen und so an mich
zu schreiben. Es ist mehr als gltig, Ihrer Besorgnis um mich, lhrer Befremdung (ber die geistige Starrnis, in der ich
lhnen zu versinken scheine, den Ausdruck der Leichtigkeit und des Scherzes zu geben, den nur groBe Menschen,
die von der Gefahrlichkeit des Lebens durchdrungen und dennoch nicht entmutigt sind, in ihrer Gewalt haben.

Sie schlieBen mit dem Aphorisma des Hippokrates: » Qui gravi morbo correpti dolores non sentiunt, iis mens
aegrotat« und meinen, ich bedurfe der Medizin nicht nur, um mein Uebel zu bandigen, sondern noch mehr, um mei-
nen Sinn fliir den Zustand meines Innern zu scharfen. Ich mochte lhnen so antworten, wie Sie es um mich verdienen,
mochte mich lhnen ganz aufschlieBen, und weiB nicht, wie ich mich dazu nehmen soll. Kaum weiB ich, ob ich noch
derselbe bin, an den |hr kostbarer Brief sich wendet; bin denn ich's, der nun Sechsundzwanzigjahrige, der mit neun-
zehn jenen »neuen Paris«, jenen »Traum der Daphne«, jenes »Epithalamium« hinschrieb, diese unter dem Prunk
ihrer Worte hintaumelnden Schaferspiele, deren eine himmlische Kénigin und einige allzu nachsichtige Lords und
Herren sich noch zu entsinnen gnadig genug sind? Und bin ich's wiederum, der mit dreiundzwanzig unter den
steinernen Lauben des groBen Platzes von Venedig in sich jenes Geflige lateinischer Perioden fand, dessen
geistiger GrundriB und Aufbau ihn im Innern mehr entziickte als die aus dem Meer auftauchenden Bauten des Palla-
dio und Sansovin? Und konnte ich, wenn ich anders derselbe bin, alle Spuren und Narben dieser Ausgeburt meines
angespanntesten Denkens so vollig aus meinem unbegreiflichen Inneren verlieren, daB3 mich in lhrem Brief, der vor
mir liegt, der Titel jenes kleinen Traktates fremd und kalt anstarrt, ja daB ich ihn nicht als ein geléufiges Bild zusam-
mengefaBter Worte sogleich auffassen, sondern nur Wort fiir Wort verstehen konnte, als traten mir diese lateinischen
Worter, so verbunden, zum ersten Mal vors Auge? Allein ich bin es ja doch, und es ist Rhetorik in diesen Fragen,
Rhetorik, die gut ist flr Frauen oder flir das Haus der Gemeinen, deren von unsrer Zeit so Uberschatzte Machtmittel
aber nicht hinreichen, ins Innere der Dinge zu dringen.

Mein Innres aber muB ich Ihnen darlegen, eine Sonderbarkeit, eine Unart, wenn Sie wollen eine Krankheit
meines Geistes, wenn Sie begreifen sollen, daB mich ein ebensolcher briickenloser Abgrund von den scheinbar vor
mir liegenden literarischen Arbeiten trennt, als von denen, die hinter mir sind und die ich, so fremd sprechen sie mich
an, mein Eigentum zu nennen zdgere.

Ich weiB nicht, ob ich mehr die Eindringlichkeit lhres Wohlwollens oder die unglaubliche Schéarfe Ihres Ge-
dachtnisses bewundern soll, wenn Sie mir die verschiedenen kleinen Plane wieder hervorrufen, mit denen ich mich
in den gemeinsamen Tagen schoner Begeisterung trug. Wirklich, ich wollte die ersten Regierungsjahre unseres
verstorbenen glorreichen Souverans, des achten Heinrich, darstellen! Die hinterlassenen Aufzeichnungen meines
GroBvaters, des Herzogs von Exeter, tber seine Negoziationen mit Frankreich und Portugal gaben mir eine Art von
Grundlage. Und aus dem Sallust floB in jenen glucklichen belebten Tagen wie durch nie verstopfte Réhren die
Erkenntnis der Form in mich herlber, jener tiefen wahren inneren Form, die jenseits des Geheges der rhetorischen
Kunststlicke erst geahnt werden kann, die, von welcher man nicht mehr sagen kann, daB sie das Stoffliche anordne,
denn sie durchdringt es, sie hebt es auf und schafft Dichtung und Wahrheit zugleich, ein Widerspiel ewiger Kréfte,
ein Ding, herrlich wie Musik und Algebra. Dies war mein Lieblingsplan. Was ist der Mensch, daB er Plane macht! ...

[ca. 1/6 of the text]

Figure 7: Hugo von Hofmannsthal, “A Letter”
Although Hofmannsthal’s letter appears distinctly dappled if studied with this type of lens—ref-

erences to the addressee and to the epistolary situation, marked in red, make up a considerable part
of the text—the dapples appear in neater blocks than in Cao Pi’s letter. It is tempting to speculate
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that the orderliness and regularity of references to the correspondent and the epistolary situation
could unintentionally reveal the fictionality of this letter: the fact that it was carefully constructed
without an actual interlocutor or epistolary situation, but with a good, if not exactly perfect under-
standing of what it takes to write a decent personal letter. It is just as possible, of course, that this
effect was calculated and meant to enhance the fictionality of the letter.

Third Point of Comparison; a Family Letter: John Keats to His Brothers

In letters written by John Keats (1795-1821) a much less orderly image of the back and forth
between personal and literary reflections emerges. T. S. Eliot pointed to just that quality when he
said, in a lecture about Keats and Shelley at Harvard in 1933, that Keats’s letters “are what letters
ought to be; the fine things come in unexpectedly, neither introduced nor shown out, but between
trifle and trifle.”** Keats, the Romantic poet whose brief life and poetic oeuvre have been the object
of admiration and investigation for the last two hundred years, was a prolific letter writer, although
his letters fill no more than two volumes.* His letters are not only mined for biographical data and
information about the circumstances surrounding the composition of certain works, but have also
been appreciated for their literary and epistolary qualities. To quote T. S. Eliot again, he called
Keats’s letters “certainly the most notable and the most important ever written by any English
poet.”*® Lionel Trilling, in his introduction to a collection of Keat’s selected letters, emphasized
their unique character when he wrote that “even among the great artists Keats is perhaps the only
one whose letters have an interest which is virtually equal to that of their writer’s canon of created
work.”*

Several of the approximately 250 letters by Keats’s hand are so-called “crossed letters,” a
technique that was meant to make the best use of a sheet of paper. One of these crossed letters is
particularly interesting from a sinological perspective, because Keats crossed his letter with part
of an early version of his poem “Lamia” (Fig. 8).*® This poem has been discussed in connection
with the Chinese Legend of White Snake (Baishe zhuan [5f#{#). The roots of this narrative about
a snake spirit in human form can be traced back to the ninth century, although it appears to have
lain dormant until the seventeenth century, when it started to gain in popularity. Since then, the
Legend of White Snake has been told in China and other East Asian cultures in a variety of narrative
and dramatic forms.*®
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Figure 8: John Keats, Letter to John Taylor, September 5, 1819
(MS Keats 1.63, Houghton Library, Harvard University)

The letter that serves as our third point of comparison is a family letter, written in late December
of 1817 in London and addressed to Keats’s younger brothers George (1797-1841) and Thomas
(1799-1818), who had left for a visit to the seaside town of Teignmouth in Devon.>® Unfortunately,
the autograph of the letter has not survived, only a transcript in the hand of John Jeffrey (1817-
1881), second husband of Keats’s sister-in-law Georgiana (ca. 1797-1879). Since Jeffrey also
transcribed letters that have survived in Keats’s own hand, we know that Jeffrey was far from
being a faithful copyist, so that it is quite unlikely that the letter as we have it now is an exact copy
of the one that Keats wrote in late 1817.%! This uncertainty has not done damage to the reception
of the letter at all. On the contrary, the “Negative Capability” letter, as it is known today, became
one of Keats’s most celebrated letters, and might even rank first among those of his letters that
were awarded a “title” by later readers and critics, such as the “Mansions of Many Apartments”
letter or the “Vale of Soul-making” letter.>?
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The “Negative Capability” letter (Fig. 9) was written over several days and gives a vivid
record of Keats’s busy social life during this “drear-nighted December,” to allude to the only poem
that Keats wrote that month, as far as we know.>® Within the letter, hidden among incidental chit-
chat, are embedded casual critical reflections. They may not have been taken very seriously by
George and Thomas Keats, but were literally “pursued through Volumes” by generations of later
readers of Keats’s work. Two of these reflections stand out. While the first, provoked by a painting
Keats had seen, is concerned with the essential quality of an artistic product—"“the excellence of
every art is its intensity, capable of making all disagreeables evaporate, from their being in close
relation with Beauty & Truth”—the second observation, which gave the letter its title, turns to the
preconditions of the artistic process. Thanks to the letter’s narrative, we know that Keats’s obser-
vation was triggered by a process, too.

Hampstead, Sunday

My dear Brothers 22 December 1817

| must crave your pardon for not having written ere this & & | saw Kean return to the public in Richard lll,
& finely he did it, & at the request of Reynolds | went to criticize his Luke in Riches - the critique is in today's
Champion, which | send you with the Examiner in which you will find very proper lamentation on the
obsoletion of christmas Gambols & pastimes: but it was mixed up with so much egotism of that drivelling
nature that pleasure is entirely lost. Hone the publisher's trial, you must find very amusing; & as Englishmen
very encouraging — his Not Guilty is a thing, which not to have been, would have dulled still more Liberty's
Emblazoning - Lord Ellenborough has been paid in his own coin — Wooler and Hone have done us an essential
service. | have had two very pleasant evenings with Dilke yesterday & today; & am at this moment just come
from him, & feel in the humour to go on with this, began in the morning, & from which he came to fetch me. |
spent Friday evening with Wells & went next morning to see Death on the Pale Horse. It is a wonderful picture,
when West's age is considered; But there is nothing to be intense upon; no woman one feels mad to kiss; no
face swelling into reality. the excellence of every art is its intensity, capable of making all disagreeables
evaporate, from their being in close relationship with Beauty & Truth — Examine King Lear & you will find this
exemplified throughout; but in this picture we have unpleasantness without any momentous depth of
speculation excited, in which to bury its repulsiveness — The picture is larger than Christ rejected - | dined with
Haydon the sunday after you left, & had a very pleasant day, | dined too (for | have been out too much lately)
with Horace Smith & met his two brothers with Hill & Kingston & one Du Bois, they only served to convince
me, how superior humour is to wit in respect to enjoyment — These men say things which make one start,
without making one feel, they are all alike; their manners are alike; they all know fashionables; they have a
mannerism in their very eating & drinking, in their mere handling a Decanter — They talked of Kean & his low
company - Would | were with that company instead of yours said | to myself! | know such like acquaintance
will never do for me & yet | am going to Reynolds on wednesday — Brown & Dilke walked with me & back from
the Christmas pantomime. | had not a dispute but a disquisition with Dilke, on various subjects; several things
dovetailed in my mind, & at once it struck me, what quality went to form a Man of Achievement, especially in
Literature & which Shakespeare possessed so enormously — | mean Negative Capability, that is, when man is
capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason -
Coleridge, for instance, would let go by a fine isolated verisimilitude caught from the Penetralium of mystery,
from being incapable of remaining content with half knowledge. This pursued through Volumes would perhaps
take us no further than this, that with a great poet the sense of Beauty overcomes every other consideration,
or rather obliterates all consideration.

Shelley's poem is out & there are words about its being objected too, as much as Queen Mab was. Poor
Shelley | think he has his Quota of good qualities, in sooth la!! Write soon to your most sincere friend and
affectionate Brother

John
Figure 9: Letter to George and Thomas Keats, December 21-27, 1817

Although it is difficult to determine a first step in the chain of events that led to the formulation of
Negative Capability as a decisive precondition of creativity, the Drury Lane Christmas pantomime
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Keats attended with his friends Charles Brown (1787-1842) and Charles Dilke (1789-1864) prob-
ably played an important role and may even have been among “the various subjects” of Keats’s
“disquisition” with Dilke on the way back from the performance, one of the “several things [that]
dovetailed in [his] mind.”>* We thus see the idea of Negative Capability emerging from a succes-
sion of different types of communicative situations: the pantomime performance leading to a lively
conversation with friends, which was then, probably after further reflection, added to a letter that
had been in progress for a few days. Keats described Negative Capability as “when man is capable
of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason,”
“of remaining content with half knowledge,” a characterization that has been interpreted in differ-
ent and sometimes contradictory ways.>®

Figure 10 visualizes the intermingling of elements—dedicated to dialogicity and self-ref-
erentiality (marked again in red and green)—and reflections on art and literature (left in black),
resulting in an image that is familiar from Cao Pi’s letter to Wu Zhi discussed earlier.

Hampstead, Sunday

My dear Brothers 22 December 1817

| must crave your pardon for not having written ere this & & | saw Kean return to the public in Richard I,
& finely he did it, & at the request of Reynolds | went to criticize his Luke in Riches - the critique is in today's
Champion, which | send you with the Examiner in which you will find very proper lamentation on the
obsoletion of christmas Gambols & pastimes: but it was mixed up with so much egotism of that drivelling
nature that pleasure is entirely lost. Hone the publisher's trial, you must find very amusing; & as Englishmen
very encouraging — his Not Guilty is a thing, which not to have been, would have dulled still more Liberty's
Emblazoning - Lord Ellenborough has been paid in his own coin — Wooler and Hone have done us an essential
service. | have had two very pleasant evenings with Dilke yesterday & today; & am at this moment just come
from him, & feel in the humour to go on with this, began in the morning, & from which he came to fetch me. |
spent Friday evening with Wells & went next morning to see Death on the Pale Horse. It is a wonderful picture,
when West's age is considered; But there is nothing to be intense upon; no woman one feels mad to kiss; no
face swelling into reality. the excellence of every art is its intensity, capable of making all disagreeables
evaporate, from their being in close relationship with Beauty & Truth — Examine King Lear & you will find this
exemplified throughout; but in this picture we have unpleasantness without any momentous depth of
speculation excited, in which to bury its repulsiveness — The picture is larger than Christ rejected - | dined with
Haydon the sunday after you left, & had a very pleasant day, | dined too (for | have been out too much lately)
with Horace Smith & met his two brothers with Hill & Kingston & one Du Bois, they only served to convince
me, how superior humour is to wit in respect to enjoyment — These men say things which make one start,
without making one feel, they are all alike; their manners are alike; they all know fashionables; they have a
mannerism in their very eating & drinking, in their mere handling a Decanter — They talked of Kean & his low
company - Would | were with that company instead of yours said | to myself! | know such like acquaintance
will never do for me & yet | am going to Reynolds on wednesday - Brown & Dilke walked with me & back from
the Christmas pantomime. | had not a dispute but a disquisition with Dilke, on various subjects; several things
dovetailed in my mind, & at once it struck me, what quality went to form a Man of Achievement, especially in
Literature & which Shakespeare possessed so enormously — | mean Negative Capability, that is, when man is
capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason —
Coleridge, for instance, would let go by a fine isolated verisimilitude caught from the Penetralium of mystery,
from being incapable of remaining content with half knowledge. This pursued through Volumes would perhaps
take us no further than this, that with a great poet the sense of Beauty overcomes every other consideration,
or rather obliterates all consideration.

Shelley's poem is out & there are words about its being objected too, as much as Queen Mab was. Poor
Shelley | think he has his Quota of good qualities, in sooth la!! Write soon to your most sincere friend and
affectionate Brother

John

Figure 10: Letter to George and Thomas Keats, December 21-27, 1817



Antje Richter

It is important to note, though, that Keats’s surviving letters are quite diverse in character. The
dappled type is most common in letters to family and friends, where everyday observations are
frequently interspersed with literary reflections and excerpts from poems Keats was writing at the
time. But there are also letters—usually written to literary figures rather than family members or
friends—that are neat essays on literary matters framed by some form of hello, goodbye, and in
that way similar to Cao Zhi’s “cover letter” to Yang Xiu. A good example of a more essayistic
letter by Keats is the so-called “Chameleon Poet” letter addressed to Richard Woodhouse (1788—
1834).%°

The casual and partly cursory narration of the “Negative Capability” letter—skipping many
of the day-to-day activities of the week when it was written—and its easy movement from “trifle”
to “fine thing” suggests that Keats did not write with the expectation of seeing this letter published,
although he may well have assumed that his letters would be saved, copied, or forwarded, as was
the case for many letters written at the time. It is unlikely that Keats wrote in letter form because
he believed that an essay would have been less effective in communicating his views, but rather
because he longed to connect with his absent brothers and share his experiences and ideas with
them, and a letter was the only means to do so.

Fourth Point of Comparison; a Family Letter Again: Gertrud Kolmar to Her Sister

The letters | have discussed so far enjoy major, even canonical standing in their respective fields,
and have each received immense scholarly attention practically since the time they were written.
That the same is not true for the letters of the German-Jewish poet Gertrud Chodziesner, better
known by her pen-name Gertrud Kolmar (1894-1943?), has a number of reasons. One of them
overshadows all others: Gertrud Kolmar’s persecution and enforced silence during the Third Reich
and her untimely and violent death in the Holocaust. Gender certainly plays a role too: women
writers have rarely achieved the fame of their male counterparts, and even when critics are enthu-
siastic, as they have been about Kolmar’s poems, these works are usually described in the limiting
terms of “women’s poetry.” Another reason for Kolmar’s relative obscurity may have been her
personal reticence and the resulting detachment from the literary scene of her day. Kolmar may
not yet be as well-known as the male writers | have discussed above, but as both a towering poet,
whose eminence was already recognized during her lifetime, and as a letter writer of the first rank
she undoubtedly deserves to be mentioned in the same breath as the Cao brothers, Hofmannsthal,
and Keats.

Kolmar, who started writing as a child, published her first book of poetry in 1917, followed
by two more volumes of poetry, published in 1934 and 1938, as well as several writings in other
genres.®” Much of her oeuvre has meanwhile been translated into English.®® Her work has long
been obscure, but is seems to be gaining in appreciation. The bulk of Kolmar’s approximately one-
hundred and thirty letters are addressed to her youngest sister, Hilde Wenzel (1905-1972). A hand-
ful of letters to Kolmar’s famous cousin, Walter Benjamin (1892-1940), and other luminaries of
her time have survived as well.>® With a few exceptions, Kolmar’s letters to her sister were written
after Hilde, together with her young daughter Sabine (born in 1933), had escaped to Switzerland
in 1938.5° Kolmar wrote every one of her letters to Hilde knowing that they, as letters sent abroad,
were subject to postal censorship and would very likely be read by hostile official eyes before they
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would reach their addressee.®! Under these conditions, the inevitable, innocuous gaps in a letter’s
narrative that we have mentioned above in connection with Keats’s “Negative Capability” letter
assume a very different meaning. The things Kolmar does not write about—especially the horrific
effects that the increasing anti-Jewish persecution must have had on herself, her father, and society
as awhole—Iend her letters an ominous character that is often at odds with the dignity, composure,
and occasionally even cheerfulness (especially in the parts addressed to her beloved niece) on the
surface of the text. Reading Kolmar’s affectionate letters to her sister in light of what would prove
to be their irrevocable separation, and Kolmar’s eventual deportation and death in a concentration
camp, is a disturbing and yet illuminating experience.

The context of postal censorship that made writing about much of daily life off limits for
Kolmar partly explains why her work as a poet plays such an important role in the letters to her
sister. Another reason must have been that Kolmar could no longer publish after the November
pogroms in Germany in 1938 and lost every opportunity for public exchange of her work. Under
these conditions, correspondence became the only form of communication on matters of poetry
and was probably also one of the few remaining outlets for Kolmar’s literary creativity. The letters
to her sister Hilde include not only autobiographical reflections on her development as a poet and
on her earlier works, but also tales written for her niece Sabine (“Piippi”), especially after the girl
had started school and began to read and write herself.

The example 1 would like to introduce here is a letter that Kolmar wrote to Hilde on August
12, 1940.%% The letter (Fig. 11) starts with a reference to another letter to Hilde, written the day
before but not yet sent. In this earlier letter Kolmar had expressed regret that she would have to be
brief because she had just written a long letter to a young poet.®® Both letters to Hilde appear to
have been sent together on the 13th, together with two postscripts, also written on the 13th, one by
Kolmar and the other by her father.%* This postal complexity is not unusual: many of Kolmar’s
letters carry postscripts by her father (although she sometimes also mentions that she is not sharing
every one of her own or of Hilde’s letters with him) or passages addressed to her niece. Her letters
also frequently mention or quote other correspondence, and thus show how important this form of
epistolary connection was for a family that had been scattered across the world.
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D. 12.VIII.40.

Liebe Hilde,

Nun ist der Brief wider Erwarten doch noch hiergeblieben, und ich kann mich also etwas mehr »ausbreiten«, wie
ich’s gewollt. Freilich fallt einem das Schreiben leichter, wenn man vor seinem leiblichen oder geistigen Auge einen
Brief des anderen liegen hat — wie ein Knéuel, dessen Faden man an sich zieht, um nun drauf los zu stricken. Solch
ein Strickknauel hab’ ich heute nicht von Dir; aber schlieBlich geht es auch so; ich muB mir mein Garn eben selbst
verschaffen. Wollen wir mit dem Lesestoff anfangen? Was hab’ ich zuletzt gelesen? Seit geraumer Zeit ausschlieB-
lich das umfangreiche Lavaterbuch von Mary Sleman-L: Lavater-Sloman, fast jeden Abend im Bett 1-2 Kapitel — das
war gegen meine Gewohnheit; aber tagstiber kam ich niemals dazu. Das sehr anregende Werk, in dem eine Fulle
von Arbeit steckt, hatte verdient, mit gréBerer MuBe und ausgeruhterem Kopfe studiert zu werden, als ich sie mit-
brachte, doch hab ich geliehene Blicher immer bald wiedergeben mégen, selbst wenn mir, wie hier, ein langes Be-
halten ausdricklich gestattet ward. Und darum wollt’ ich das Lesen nicht auf gelegenere Zeit verschieben; diese Zeit
ware wohl erst wer wei3 wann gekommen; denn die Baume, Plppis gemalte Baume, fingen inzwischen an, in
meiner Phantasie Wurzelr auszuschlagen, und sobald ich in Bezug auf das Dichten »Selbstversorger« bin, muf} ich,
wie billig, auf die dichterischen Erzeugnisse anderer Hersteller verzichten. Ich schrieb wohl schon, daB ich die Bau-
me auf eine von mir geschaffene Insel, die Arlatinsel im Indischen Ocean (1743 von dem gleichfalls von mir geschaf-
fenen franzésischen Seefahrer Arlat du Moutier entdeckt), versetzt hatte; inzwischen ist aber die Insel, nachdem ich
sie mit allen méglichen Tieren und Pflanzen belebt, wieder im Meer versunken. Nur die Baume hab’ ich gerettet und
bin dabei, mich nach einem neuen Standort flir die umzusehen. Zur Zeit fahre ich zwischen der Landschaft um Eber-
mergen (Nordlingen, Donauwdérth) und der Landschaft um Bad Pyrmont (Hoxter, Hameln) hin und her; vielleicht ver-
menge ich beide Gegenden in einer kiinftigen Erzéhlung. Wollen sehen. Ich bin ein biBchen gespannt, was wird, fast
so als ware ich an dem Entstehen des Neuen gar nicht beteiligt. Und es ist ja auch etwas, was »Uber einen kommt«
... Gern wuBt’ ich (ich schrieb Dir’s im letzten Brief) ein wenig mehr (iber Deine »schriftstellerische Tatigkeit«, von
der Du mir nur andeutungsweise erzahltest.

Da ich gerade bei Dichten und Dichtung bin: wiirdest Du mir einen kleinen Gefallen tun? Er ist wirklich nur klein
— wenn Du namlich die »Welten« nicht allzusehr verkramt hast. In dieser Sammlung hab' ich namlieh erst kirzlich
beim Wiederlesen in dem Gedicht »Barsoi« (S. 23) einen bléden Tippfehler entdeckt, der sich nicht gleich als solcher
zeigt und den zu verbessern ich Dich bitte. Unten (Z. 22) steht »... und hebst mir dein Frauenantlitz mit jener Milde
der Hindin, des Einhorns entgegen,«—da muB es nicht »Hlndin« sondern »Hindin« heiBen. Willst Du, wenn, wie
gesagt, die »Welten« nicht allzugut verpackt sind, ein »i« statt des »U« hinschreiben? Sonst gibt es noch einige
hundert Jahre nach meinem Tode einen groBen Gelehrtenstreit darliber, ob die umstrittene genannte Stelle in dem
»Schweizer Manuskript« oder in der nur noch in Bruchstiicken vorhandenen »Berliner Abschrift« Gltigkeit fordern
kénnte. Mit einem Gedicht von Fontane ist es ja heute so ahnlich ... ich glaube, daB an all dem Hin und Her der
Sache vielleicht nur ein Schreibfehler des Dichters schuld ist; Dichtern geschieht sowas auch und durchaus nicht
selten ...

Verzeih'’ die ausschlieBliche »Fachsimpelei« in diesem Brief; einandermal von anderem. Unser auBeres Leben
geht seinen gewohnten Gang. Helene 1aBt Dich griiBen und hofft, Dir bald wieder zu schreiben, und, wie gesagt,
wenn Du einmal eine gute Stunde hast, so schick wieder ein paar Maschinenseiten an

Trude.

Figure 11: Letter to Hilde Wenzel, August 12, 1940

Kolmar, alluding to the regret mentioned the day before, announces that this will be a letter in
which she can “spread” herself out a little more, as she had intended. However, she does not turn
to news right away but first dwells on her situation: having to write without the letter from her
sister that she had expected. She compares the letter from the other person to “a ball of yarn from
which one pulls the thread to start knitting along” and concedes that “such a ball of yarn I don’t
have from you today, but I’ll make do without.” This exemplary proem shows both dialogicity and
self-referentiality, and it does so in an original and poetic form—Kolmar’s image of the ball of
yarn exquisitely combines literary connotations of Ariadne’s thread with the lowly sphere of fe-
male domesticity that Kolmar and her sister had shared in the past. Leaving the proem behind,
Kolmar continues to address her sister, asking “shall we start with the reading material?” The
following passage focuses less on the content of the book she had been studying than on how
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difficult it is to find time to read, and the “clearer, rested head” the book would have deserved. She
also mentions that she “didn’t want to put off reading it to a more convenient time,” and adds,
apparently in passing, “such a time will come who knows when.” At the time when this letter was
written, almost a year into the war, the situation for Jews in Germany had already become very
dangerous.®®

The ominous implications of her last remark are immediately defused by the following
passage. Of remarkably poetic quality, it works both on the level of a fantastic story, possibly
meant to be told to her niece, and on a metaphorical level. Turning to a picture by her niece, Kolmar
describes how “Plippi’s painted trees meanwhile have begun to bloom in my imagination.” She
mentions in passing that she cannot read other people’s poetry when she is in the process of writing
herself, and goes on to describe the imaginary island where she had planted her niece’s trees and
how this place has “sunk back into the sea” with all the creatures she had invented for it. “All I
saved were the trees, and I’m just now in search of a new place in which to plant”—another aside
that may have been intended to convey a deeper meaning. Kolmar then mentions another facet of
her poetic process: “I’m curious how it will all turn out, almost as if I had no part in this new
creation myself. After all, it is something that ‘comes over’ a person....”% This last remark, rather
than setting Kolmar up as special and creating a distance between herself and her addressee, segues
into a question about her sister’s recent writings.

The last third of the letter is dedicated to editorial matters: Kolmar asks her sister to correct
a typographical error in the printed version of one of the poems in her last poetic cycle Worlds
(Welten).5” She writes, “otherwise, there will be for a hundred years to come a dispute among
scholars whether the place cited commands the authority of the ‘Swiss manuscript’ or of the exist-
ing fragments of the ‘Berlin transcription.” There is a poem by Fontane about which something
like this is going on today.” Notwithstanding the slightly ironic flavor of this passage, we are in
no doubt that Kolmar is absolutely serious about her poetic legacy. She was fully aware of her own
eminence in the history of German poetry, an awareness that fortunately was shared by members
of her family who helped to preserve Kolmar’s manuscripts, especially Hilde and her husband
Peter Wenzel (1906-1961) despite their divorce in 1942.

The epilogue of the letter is particularly interesting because Kolmar, turning to her sister
again, offers an apology for “the exclusive ‘shop talk’ of this letter”—although it is quite obvious
that it was far from being exclusive, as the following visualization of the intermingling of the
epistolary elements of the letter (in red) with passages on literary matters (in black) shows (Fig.
12):
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D. 12.VIII.40.

Liebe Hilde,

Nun ist der Brief wider Erwarten doch noch hiergeblieben, und ich kann mich also etwas mehr »ausbreiten«, wie
ich’s gewollt. Freilich fallt einem das Schreiben leichter, wenn man vor seinem leiblichen oder geistigen Auge einen
Brief des anderen liegen hat — wie ein Knéauel, dessen Faden man an sich zieht, um nun drauf los zu stricken. Solch
ein Strickknauel hab’ ich heute nicht von Dir; aber schlieBlich geht es auch so; ich muB3 mir mein Garn eben selbst
verschaffen. Wollen wir mit dem Lesestoff anfangen? Was hab’ ich zuletzt gelesen? Seit geraumer Zeit ausschlieB-
lich das umfangreiche Lavaterbuch von Mary Sleman-L- Lavater-Sloman, fast jeden Abend im Bett 1-2 Kapitel — das
war gegen meine Gewohnheit; aber tagsuber kam ich niemals dazu. Das sehr anregende Werk, in dem eine Fille
von Arbeit steckt, hatte verdient, mit groBerer MuBe und ausgeruhterem Kopfe studiert zu werden, als ich sie mit-
brachte, doch hab ich geliehene Blicher immer bald wiedergeben mégen, selbst wenn mir, wie hier, ein langes Be-
halten ausdricklich gestattet ward. Und darum wollt’ ich das Lesen nicht auf gelegenere Zeit verschieben; diese Zeit
ware wohl erst wer weiB wann gekommen; denn die Bdume, Plppis gemalte Baume, fingen inzwischen an, in
meiner Phantasie Wurzeln auszuschlagen, und sobald ich in Bezug auf das Dichten »Selbstversorger« bin, muB ich,
wie billig, auf die dichterischen Erzeugnisse anderer Hersteller verzichten. Ich schrieb wohl schon, daB ich die Bau-
me auf eine von mir geschaffene Insel, die Arlatinsel im Indischen Ocean (1743 von dem gleichfalls von mir geschaf-
fenen franzdsischen Seefahrer Arlat du Moutier entdeckt), versetzt hatte; inzwischen ist aber die Insel, nachdem ich
sie mit allen mdglichen Tieren und Pflanzen belebt, wieder im Meer versunken. Nur die Baume hab’ ich gerettet und
bin dabei, mich nach einem neuen Standort fiir die umzusehen. Zur Zeit fahre ich zwischen der Landschaft um Eber-
mergen (Nordlingen, Donauwdrth) und der Landschaft um Bad Pyrmont (Héxter, Hameln) hin und her; vielleicht ver-
menge ich beide Gegenden in einer kiinftigen Erzahlung. Wollen sehen. Ich bin ein biBchen gespannt, was wird, fast
so als ware ich an dem Entstehen des Neuen gar nicht beteiligt. Und es ist ja auch etwas, was »Ulber einen kommt«
... Gern wiBt’ ich (ich schrieb Dir’s im letzten Brief) ein wenig mehr iber Deine »schriftstellerische Tatigkeit«, von
der Du mir nur andeutungsweise erzahltest.

Da ich gerade bei Dichten und Dichtung bin: wiirdest Du mir einen kleinen Gefallen tun? Er ist wirklich nur klein
— wenn Du namlich die »Welten« nicht allzusehr verkramt hast. In dieser Sammlung hab' ich rémlieh erst kurzlich
beim Wiederlesen in dem Gedicht »Barsoi« (S. 23) einen bldden Tippfehler entdeckt, der sich nicht gleich als solcher
zeigt und den zu verbessern ich Dich bitte. Unten (Z. 22) steht »... und hebst mir dein Frauenantlitz mit jener Milde
der Hiindin, des Einhorns entgegen,«—da muB es nicht »Hindin« sondern »Hindin« heiBen. Willst Du, wenn, wie
gesagt, die »Welten« nicht allzugut verpackt sind, ein »i« statt des »l« hinschreiben? Sonst gibt es noch einige
hundert Jahre nach meinem Tode einen groBen Gelehrtenstreit darliber, ob die umstrittene genannte Stelle in dem
»Schweizer Manuskript« oder in der nur noch in Bruchstiicken vorhandenen »Berliner Abschrift« Giiltigkeit fordern
kénnte. Mit einem Gedicht von Fontane ist es ja heute so &hnlich ... ich glaube, daB an all dem Hin und Her der
Sache vielleicht nur ein Schreibfehler des Dichters schuld ist; Dichtern geschieht sowas auch und durchaus nicht
selten ...

Verzeih' die ausschlieBliche »Fachsimpelei« in diesem Brief; einandermal von anderem. Unser auBeres Leben
geht seinen gewohnten Gang. Helene |aBt Dich griiBen und hofft, Dir bald wieder zu schreiben, und, wie gesagt,
wenn Du einmal eine gute Stunde hast, so schick wieder ein paar Maschinenseiten an

Trude.

Figure 12: Letter to Hilde Wenzel, August 12, 1940

This is not the only letter in which Kolmar apologizes to her sister for “shop talk.” She also often
includes comments on letter writing itself and on the expectations she assumes her addressee to
hold—citing, for instance, a friend who once reproached her “for not writing letters but treatises,
essays.”%® Overall, Kolmar appears to be deeply concerned with balancing different epistolary
needs, her own and those of her addressees. Explaining this simply in terms of gender performance,
that is, as self-effacing and overly attentive to others, would be reductive. An important reason for
Kolmar’s balanced and controlled epistolary voice is that she clearly saw her letters as writings
that would contribute to her legacy, or, as Monika Shafi suggests, as parts of an “epistolary auto-
biography.”® The superficial similarity between Kolmar’s family letters and those of Keats—both
writing to siblings they missed and sharing their quotidian life along with intellectual and poetic
meditations—turns out to be untenable. It is difficult to imagine a greater contrast between the
easy immediacy of Keats’s letters, probably rooted in a profound trust in the medium, and
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Kolmar’s deliberations in the face of censorship, isolation, persecution, and, at certain point to-
wards the end of her correspondence, probably also the expectation of her own death. How much
it must have cost Gertrud Kolmar under these conditions to achieve the epistolary luminosity of
her letters is hard to imagine.

Conclusion: In Praise of the Epistolary Mode

The five texts whose epistolarity | have probed present five different models of writing about lit-
erature in letter form: the family letter that casually expresses thoughts on art and literature, ap-
parently without ulterior motives regarding its wider dissemination (Keats); the family letter that
appears to have been written as part of the writer’s poetic legacy (Kolmar); the carefully crafted
letter to a distant friend about matters of criticism that was obviously written with a larger audience
in mind (Cao Pi); the essay on literary criticism, thinly disguised as a letter to a friend and meant
to frame its writer’s collected poems (Cao Zhi); and the openly fictional letter about a fictional
letter writer’s intellectual and creative crisis, published in a newspaper but convincingly fashioned
as a response to a letter from friend (Hofmannsthal). Four of these letters show an impressive
mastery of the epistolary mode, and even the fifth, Cao Zhi’s “cover letter,” reflects a carefully
considered choice of genre despite its weak epistolarity. With one exception, the letter by Gertrud
Kolmar, every one of these letters has been of foremost critical relevance in their respective cul-
tural contexts. It also bears mentioning again that these letters are by no means exceptional; if I
did not extend the frame of reference here, it is certainly not because of a lack of letters of compa-
rable significance in other periods and cultures.

From the perspective of epistolary studies it is quite remarkable that the fame of these texts
rests much more on what they have to say about literary criticism and aesthetics than on the fact
that they are letters. Although it is a commonplace that genre shapes the reception of a text or any
other work of art, this does not necessarily translate into a general genre awareness. Letters are
often relegated to an ancillary role and treated merely as sources: they are mined for neat quota-
tions, biographical data, or information about the background of an author’s works with little con-
sideration of the epistolary origins (or epistolary pretenses) in which this information is embedded.
In order to grasp the potential of a text fully, though, we need to take its genre into account. In the
case of letters this means that we need to acknowledge that these are texts that were once part of a
correspondence, or that they, due to an authorial decision, were written in epistolary form and were
meant to be read as letters. Recognizing their epistolary character and incorporating it in our inter-
pretations may entail elements of conjecture, as with any other genre reading, but bearing this
condition in mind, the interpretative gain can be considerable.

Let us return to the question about the particular potential of letters in the writing of literary
criticism and recapitulate the answers that emerged in this review of the one essay and the five
letters discussed. Letters perform as well as essays when it comes to discussion of literary or crit-
ical topics, but they also have distinct advantages over essays. Good letter writers can harness
epistolarity toward their rhetorical ends. The effective performance of dialogicity and reciproc-
ity—which relies on the inscribed addressee as much as on the inscribed writer—enlivens and
strengthens a letter’s arguments and helps to increase its appeal to readers, who often respond by
feeling drawn into an intimate personal relationship.’® The effective performance of a letter’s self-
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referentiality, on the other hand, can make an argument more convincing by rooting it in the tan-
gible, concrete lifeworld, whether actual or fictional, of the correspondents; this too can help to
entice readers to join a conversation they might otherwise avoid. The downside of these two
strengths (and the only possible rhetorical disadvantage of a letter) is that the wisdom a letter puts
forward might come across as subjective and incidental. This possibility has not deterred writers
throughout history and across cultures to express their critical ideas in letter form, and they have
found eager and receptive audiences who might easily have turned away had these ideas instead
been “pursued through Volumes.”
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