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In the spring of 1778, Johann Georg Schlosser, Goethe’s brother-in-law, wrote a letter to Johann Friedrich Oberlin complaining about his house guest Jakob Michael Reinhold Lenz, whose hypochondria, fickleness, and irreverent spirit were getting on his nerves. In a later letter to another friend, Schlosser stated that Lenz required a tranquilizer, chains, and two men to guard him, even though his pulse was normal. Declaring Lenz’s mania to be uncureable, Schlosser had him brought to a Frankfurt asylum, admitting that he himself had suffered a great deal and would be relieved if Lenz would just die.
 


Concern and frustration were the norm for Lenz’s caretakers. The quotation in my title (“und dann erschöpft zurückgeschlagen”
) could extend just as easily to them, as both Lenz and his caretakers ended their affiliation completely drained. Born in 1751, Lenz developed into a recognized Sturm und Drang author with works such as Der Hofmeister in 1774 and Die Soldaten in 1776. A Shakespeare fan and acquaintance of Goethe, Lenz typified the themes of Sturm und Drang: revolution, youth, freedom, and an emotionalism that he opposed to the instrumental reason of the Enlightenment. In 1777 Lenz began to have self-destructive manic episodes. These became especially intense in 1778 and 1779, receded in the early eighties, and resumed in the late eighties, when Lenz was in Moscow. On June 4, 1792 (E 60), Lenz was found dead on a Moscow street. It is this historical Lenz who is the model for Georg Büchner’s narrative portrait Lenz, which was first printed in 1839 and still manages to capture our interest and imagination a century and a half later.


Georg Büchner was born in 1813 in Hessen and died only 24 years later. His materialist sympathies were shaped by his medical training combined with a sharp eye for the miserable living conditions of contemporary Hessen. Like writers of Young Germany such as Heinrich Heine and Karl Gutzkow, Büchner disdained the idealism of a Goethe-worshipping generation and fretted the disappointments of the Restoration. His powerful castigation of moralism endures in the dramas Dantons Tod, Leonce und Lena, and Woyzeck, and in the pamphlet Der Hessische Landbote.


My aim here is to sum up the plot of Lenz, a process admittedly already interpretive, then to focus more closely on Lenz’s experience while under the care of Pastor Oberlin, and finally to concentrate on how Lenz’s experience of being cared for breaks down to the extent that his “disease” worsens and Oberlin is unable to put at ease what is apparently an emergent schizophrenia. In the character of Lenz, one notices the way in which Weltschmerz—suffering in and for and at the hands of the world—combines with atheism, although I’m no longer certain these are disparate categories. I’m still trying to sort out what percentage Lenz’s condition is historical, making him a mouthpiece of Büchner’s social reflections, and what percentage his condition should be considered universal. A preliminary estimate is that beyond his schizophrenia, Lenz’s Weltschmerz marks him as a product of Büchner’s time. 


The narrative begins with Lenz nervously traversing the mountains to Oberlin’s parsonage near the Swiss border in Waldbach. His journey shows him in a broken and agitated relationship with his surroundings. He regrets, for example, that his head cannot do the walking. Through its many changes in direction, Büchner’s narrative style mimics the nervous fickleness of Lenz’s soul. In any given sentence, restfulness turns into its opposite, giving the impression that Lenz’s calm spells are only a small eye within a constant storm. Indeed, in true Storm and Stress fashion, the raging storm inside reflects the one on the outside. Lenz seems to be perpetually gasping for air, caught up in escaping the emptiness of insanity hard on his heels.


Before he even reaches Oberlin, then, we have some idea of the massive split in his mind, and it is no wonder that he experiences creation itself as torn asunder. Also noteworthy is the detachment with which Büchner relates Lenz’s plight, evident in the way in which the sentences appear written from Lenz’s perspective. This makes it more than a case study, and indeed a situation Roy Pascal has described as enabling the reader to reside both within and outside of Lenz (E 153). We are engaged, but not sentimentally so.


Oberlin’s warm welcome of Lenz in Waldbach cannot prevent the latter’s experience of “unfillable emptiness.” On that very first evening, Lenz slashes himself with stones and nails and splashes about in the town fountain until the pain returns him to some semblance of consciousness. The next day finds him at Oberlin’s side appearing to be more balanced and rested. Yet the cycle of manic activity, quietness or melancholy, and again manic activity is established. 


It is in the context of repeated energetic excess and exhaustion that Lenz experiences Christianity. He achieves a sort of unio mystica through stigmata-style suffering. While self-inflicted pain is the only way he can believe, it also becomes that suffering which forms the eventual foundation for disbelief. Lenz even preaches a sermon to that effect to Oberlin’s parishioners soon after his arrival. Later his friend Kaufmann, who has referred Lenz to Oberlin, comes to visit and encourages Lenz to think about returning to his father, an idea Lenz adamantly opposes. The next day Lenz is forced to strike off on his own and discovers a hut in Fouday where a girl lies dying, watched over by an old woman and a holy man. Deeply moved by the girl’s expression of suffering, Lenz returns home and begins an ascetic regimen of sackcloth, fasting and prayer.


The news of the girl’s death so shatters Lenz that he is compelled to find the place where the corpse of the girl has been taken. Attempting a miracle on the scale of Elijah, he throws himself on her body, then kneels by her and prays that God will use him to perform a sign on her. When the corpse ignores his command to arise and walk, his despair once again descends and incites a period of frenetic wandering in the surrounding hills.


Lenz cannot help but feel that nature mocks his defeat and God’s powerlessness. In his Weltschmerz, he wants to chew up the world and spit it out in God’s face. At this decisive juncture, where creation becomes a huge taunting mistake, Büchner writes that Lenz laughs out loud and is taken over by atheism. He is described as standing on the brink of a chasm and focusing attention on its darkness. Nothing less than the sin against the Holy Spirit is at stake (82).


From this point on, Oberlin is less able to look after Lenz and keep him pacified with spiritual encouragement and admonitions. Lenz continues his nocturnal splashes in the town fountain, but now jumps out of his window (his room is now in the parsonage) to incur even greater damage. Oberlin has friends come try to help him contain Lenz, but the situation becomes more desperate daily. Lenz’s experiences of acute emptiness are linked with self-flagellation, self-blame and self-damnation. After Lenz’s second jump out the window, Oberlin has him taken away to an institution in Straßburg. The narrative ends with the sentence, “So lebte er hin”: in other words, all joy, hope, meaning, and presence has been carved out of his life, leaving him unstable and hollow.


Without a doubt, this is a story of decline, but it is apparent that refuge and contact with Oberlin’s family did have an initially soothing effect on Lenz. Before he has even met Oberlin, his anxiety is quieted by seeing lights: “Endlich hörte er Stimmen, er sah Lichter, es wurde ihm leichter . . . Alles ruhige, stille Gesichter, es war ihm als müsse das Licht von ihnen ausstrahlen, es ward ihm leicht” (70). His first night in the schoolhouse is made worse as a result of lack of contact: “Es wurde ihm leer, wieder wie auf dem Berg, aber er konnte es mit nichts mehr ausfüllen, das Licht war erloschen, die Finsternis verschlang Alles” (71). He can endure only when the light is in the valley (72). His dark instinct is infiltrated by the light of community, quietness, rest, and warmth. Most of all, it has to do with the feeling of being at home, or “heimlich, a word Götz Großklaus has called key to understanding the story, “gerade weil sie die Geschichte eines Heimatlosen ist, eines sozial und gesellschaftlich Ortlosen.”
  Certainly the historical Lenz was a kind of prodigal son lacking a focal point. He had studied theology for five semesters at the university in Königsberg before leaving without taking any exams. This disappointment was so strong that his father never forgave him, and Lenz never forgave himself either. One of his most despairing moments in Büchner’s fictional account is the remark: “Ich bin abgefallen, verdammt in Ewigkeit, ich bin der ewige Jude” (83). The Wandering Jew is the prodigal son who never returns to the father. Oberlin becomes a substitute father so long as he does not place demands on the orphan he has taken into his care.


 Lenz, ever restless, is always running from something. After the failed resuscitation of the girl, “da stürzte er halb wahnsinnig nieder, dann jagte es ihn auf, hinaus in’s Gebirg” (82). At one point, to rid himself of his wards, Lenz does an abrupt about-face and bounds like a deer in the other direction (85). The word “Heimlich,” however, appears to apply the brakes to Lenz’s excessive speed. As Lenz sinks into a rhythm under the Oberlins’ care, he feels at least temporarily at home. “Es wurde ihm heimlich nach und nach . . . ein heimliches Weihnachtsgefühl beschlich ihn” (73).


When Oberlin is compelled to leave, however, Lenz begins to feel out of sorts:  “Er war Lenzen unheimlich, jetzt allein zu Hause zu bleiben” (78). Encouraged to adapt a routine, an occupation that might lead to a predictable existence, Lenz becomes insulted; such a suggestion rhymes with the suggestion that he return to his father: “Nur ein bißchen Ruhe, jetzt wo es mir ein wenig wohl wird! Hier weg? Ich verstehe das nicht, mit den zwei Worten ist die Welt verhunzt. Jeder hat was nötig; wenn er ruhen kann, was könnt’ er mehr haben!” (78)
Oberlin’s superhuman longsuffering does in fact fill Lenz’s life with presence. While powerless to stop the negative epiphanies, Oberlin remains faithful in his caretaking function. After Lenz’s cathartic episodes, Oberlin is there to fill him up again with hospitality; here one must emphasize the word “hospital” embedded in this term. Really, Oberlin resembles a savior figure. “Nur in Ihnen ist der Weg zu Gott”, Lenz tells him (after the atheism laughter, 82). Oberlin’s acceptance is almost unconditional. In his downhill plunge, Lenz hands Oberlin a scourge and asks him to whip him with it, but Oberlin kisses him instead, telling him that “alle möglichen Schläge würden keine einzige seiner Sünden tilgen; dafür hätte Jesus gesorgt, zu dem möchte er wenden” (83). 

After a time, however, even hospitality is not enough.The perceived failure of God to bring the girl back to life in accordance with Lenz’s demands is a crucial turning point in the narrative. Lenz, like Abraham, laughs, but here there is no vindication, only the “Triumph-Gesang der Hölle”. He shakes his fist, swears, and blasphemes:

[U]nd der Himmel war ein dummes blaues Aug, und der Mond stand ganz lächerlich drin, einfältig. Lenz mußte laut lachen, und mit dem Lachen griff der Atheismus in ihn und faßte ihn ganz sicher und ruhig und fest. . . (82)

Three summary comments can be made here about Lenz’s “negative conversion experience: 


1.
It signals a turn for the worse in Lenz’s condition both spiritually and medically. Lenz is cognizant of suffering and becomes profoundly cynical as a result.


2.
It affects Oberlin’s ability as host and chaplain to be an effective caretaker. Following “God’s failure,” Oberlin’s admonitions and comfort cannot help but sound hollow. Standing in for God, he is doomed to failure.


3.
Lenz’s disease points beyond an individual spiritual or medical condition to the social “dis-ease” of Büchner’s epoch: a profound experience of Weltschmerz.

What were walls of refuge become the very walls that close in upon Lenz. One notices a shift from “heimlich” (familiar) to “unheimlich” (strange); from warm and full to empty and cold. This is especially apparent  with respect to optical references: “Lenz huschte ihm nach und indem er ihn mit unheimlichen Augen ansah . . .” (84) Lenz becomes described increasingly as a needy animal, at one point engaging Oberlin’s cat in a frightful staring contest and fight. Reduced to an instinct of fight or flight, what remains is that uniquely human and borderline urge towards self-destruction, held in wavering check by survival instinct: “. . . es war als sei er doppelt und der eine Teil suchte den andern zu retten” (87). Even the sound of Lenz’s body hitting the ground outside his window is scarcely a human sound: “Einen Augenblick darauf platzte etwas im Hof mit so starkem Schall, daß es Oberlin unmöglich von dem Falle eines Menschen herkommen zu können schien” (88).


It is now an uncanny situation for both Lenz and Oberlin. What is a pastor to do with one bent on self-damnation? Comfort begins to sound hollow and moralizing; by insisting that morality is that which is invented by the financially and mentally stable, Lenz now sounds more like Büchner’s Woyzeck: “Sehn Sie, wir gemeine Leut, das hat keine Tugend, es kommt einem nur so die Natur . . . (165). A decisive passage from Lenz reveals on the one hand the emptiness of the discourse, and on the other hand the severity of the suffering:

Oberlin sprach ihm von Gott. Lenz wand sich ruhig los und sah ihn mit einem Ausdruck unendlichen Leidens an, und sagte endlich: “aber ich, wär’ ich allmächtig, sehen Sie, wenn ich so wäre, ich könnte das Leiden nicht ertragen, ich würde retten, retten, ich will ja nichts als Ruhe, Ruhe, nur ein wenig Ruhe und schlafen können.” Oberlin sagte, dies sei eine Profanation. Lenz schüttelte trostlos mit dem Kopfe. (87)

As a chaplain, Oberlin cannot fill the shoes of a qualified psychologist. In a way, it reminds one of the conversations between Beckmann and the Andere in Wolfgang Borchert’s Draußen vor der Tür. One may recall that Beckmann, like Lenz, is homeless and hungers for an open door of acceptance. Like Büchner, Borchert shoots holes in a species of morality originating with the happily housed. Beckmann’s “Andere” character is an uncensored version of Oberlin. He postulates that lamps exist, while at the same time chiding Beckmann for being afraid of the darkness between the lamps: “Bist du so feige, daß du Angst hast vor der Finsternis zwischen zwei Laternen?”
 It has the effect of a well-fed person encouraging a starving person not to feel hungry.


In a letter written in 1836, Büchner chided Karl Gutzkow—and with him other Young Germany writers—for a tendency to think societal reform could start with the right ideas coming from the educated class: “Sie werden nie über den Riß zwischen der gebildeten und ungebildeten Gesellschaft hinauskommen.”
 For Büchner, the status quo consisted of the marriage between material misery and religious fanaticism. To explode this status quo, he suggested: “Unsre Zeit braucht Eisen und Brot — und dann ein Kreuz oder sonst so was.”
 


Büchner speaks of that caesura between the educated and uneducated classes. This rip or tear, a favored metaphor of Weltschmerz, has been explained by Friedrich Sengle to mean the suffering that goes beyond the individual to include the suffering of the universe, thereby making every case one of metaphysical significance.
 It is the fall without hope of regeneration; it is the crucifixion without hope of the resurrection. Either injured or decayed, the universe offers the individual the choice between pain and rottenness—in short, an embrace of nihilism.


Of Lenz it is said: “Das All war für ihn in Wunden; er fühlte tiefen unnennbaren Schmerz davon” (74). In the atheism passage quoted above, the sky is described as a “dumb blue eye” and the moon as a “simpleton.” It is no wonder that Weltschmerz is almost always associated with atheism, since Büchner considers suffering an argument against God.
 In Lenz, Büchner speaks of Lenz’s experience of emptiness in terms of a rip in the world:

[D]ie Welt, die er hatte nutzen wollen, hatte einen ungeheuren Riß, er hatte keinen Haß, keine Liebe, keine Hoffnung, eine schreckliche Leere und doch eine folternde Unruhe, sie auszufüllen. Er hatte Nichts. (86)

Weltschmerz, then, also consists of suffering from melancholy or ennui. One notices that Lenz tries to escape the boredom of existence, the heaviness of the air, the asphyxiation of normality by inducing some agitated state, or becoming so exhausted that only sleep or tears provide a cathartic release.
 One morning Oberlin must enter Lenz’s room to encourage Lenz, paralyzed by boredom, to get out of bed. Lenz responds:

‘Ja, Herr Pfarrer, sehen Sie, die Langeweile! die Langeweile! o! so langweilig, ich weiß gar nicht mehr, was ich sagen soll, ich habe schon alle Figuren an die Wand gezeichnet.’ Oberlin sagte ihm, er möge sich zu Gott wenden; da lachte er und sagte: ‘Ja wenn ich so glücklich wäre, wie Sie, einen so behaglichen Zeitvertreib aufzufinden, ja man könnte sich die Zeit schon so ausfüllen. . . . ich mag mich nicht einmal umbringen: es ist zu langweilig!’ (84)

One might ask how much choice is involved in melancholy. Is it more than Norbert Elias’s view of it as the result of political ambitions crushed by a monopoly of state power? Is the category of choice itself, as Büchner would argue, already a luxury of those who do not suffer? 
Whatever else Büchner is saying, the pathological condition of a Lenz or Woyzeck is offered to challenge our definition of what constitutes “normal.” A Christian reader might agree with Büchner’s assessment of morality and institutional sin, without forcing God to pass the human-authored litmus test. As I see it, the key is negotiating a path between denial and despair, enlisting the hope of the Resurrection against the dead-end of Weltschmerz. 

�“Ich hab in der Zeit als er bey mir war, erstaunlich gelitten. Sein Todt würde mir der größte Trost seyn.”  A. Stöber, 1874, 69f., qtd. in Gerhard Schaub, Georg Büchner: “Lenz”. Erläuterungen und Dokumente (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1987), 59. References to Schaub’s Erläuterungen appear subsequently as “E” in parentheses in the text.


�“Lenz”, in Georg Büchner. Werke und Briefe (Munich: Hanser, 1980), 80. Subsequent references appear in parentheses in text.


�Götz Großklaus, “Haus und Natur. Georg Büchner’s “Lenz”: Zum Verlust des sozialen Ortes,” Recherches germaniques 12 (1982), 68-77, here 71.


�This passage is very similiar to Ludwig Tieck’s novel-fragment Der Aufruhr in den Cevennen (E 45).


�Wolfgang Borchert, Draußen vor der Tür (Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1956), 39.


�Büchner, Werke und Briefe 282.


�Büchner, Werke und Briefe 282.


�According to Sengle, ever since the age of Absolutism, there follow “den universalen Machtkämpfen mit ihren Kriegen und äußeren Leiden Zeiten, in denen die Menschen, infolge illusionärer Erwartungen, seelisch leiden, ihrem geschichtlichen Auftrag nicht gewachsen sind und zerbrechen” (Friedrich Sengle, Biedermeierzeit: Deutsche Literatur im Spannungsfeld zwischen Restauration und Revolution, 1815-1848 [Stuttgart: Metzler, 1971-1980] vol. 1, 225).


�In his anti-heroic drama on the French Revolution, Dantons Tod, Büchner has Payne say: “[W]arum leide ich? Das ist der Fels des Atheismus. Das leiseste Zucken des Schmerzes und rege es sich nur in einem Atom, macht einen Riß in der Schöpfung von oben bis unten” (Dantons Tod 44). In his comedy Leonce and Lena, Büchner calls the world a crucified Savior whose crown of thorns is the sun and whose nails and spear are the stars (E 20).


�In his diary, the historical Oberlin described Lenz’s condition as melancholy, whereas Büchner has placed the emphasis on Wahnsinn (E 44). The research points out that melancholy was often considered a precursor of insanity or even a form of it (Loquai 27, 29ff, qtd. in E 44). Still, it is necessary to distinguish Lenz’s melancholy from the court melancholy of Leonce und Lena —or, why stop there:  the melancholy of Büchner himself, which Elias calls the result of failed political ambitions in the face of power monopoly. Wolf Lepenies, who follows Elias, explores this social dimension at length in his monograph on melancholy: “Erzwungene Hypertrophie der Reflexions-Sphäre, Ausschluß von der realen Machtausübung und der daraus resultierende Druck zur Rechtfertigung der eigenen Situation erzeugen Weltschmerz, Melancholie, Hypochondrie. Die Begriffe können gar nicht getrennt werden, weil sie in der Zeit als synonym gelten und nicht zuletzt daher jeder seine eigentümliche Färbung gewinnt” (Wolf Lepenies, Melancholie und Gesellschaft [Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1969], 86). Lenz’s situation matches the symptoms of this line of argument, but not the cause. I think it is off the mark to talk about failed political ambitions. Only a small percentage of his episodes might be labeled psychosomatic in the sense that they reflect his guilt as a prodigal son who has deeply grieved himself and his father.





