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A rt Evaluation and Reportage:
The A esthetic Theory
Of the Later Heine

On June 30, 1 840, Heinrieh Heine, then Paris correspondent
for the Augsburger A llgemeine Zeitung, wrote an extensive report
on the organization of the French press. The topic was of cur
rent interest for his German readers; they were well acquainted
with the difficulties of writing and publishing political informa
tion. In Germany of the Vormarz period, freedom of the press
was one of the unattained demands of the liberals. As Heine
later wrote in his introduction to the French edition of Lutetia,
one had to disguise the truth in order to speak it. The omnipres
ence of the censor necessitated a tactical use of language whieh
at times made it difficult to understand the author's real intento
Heine explained to his French public, "1 often had to adorn the
ship of my thoughts with flags whose emblems were not the true
expression of my mind. But the journalistic pirate cares little
about the color of the banner on the mast, blown about so lustily
by the wind-I thought only about the good cargo I had on
board, to be smuggled into the harbor of public opinion." l
Heine owed his French audience such an explanation ; since the
July Revolution it had grown accustomed to the free develop
ment of publie opinion, even though attempts were not uncom
mon under Louis-Philippe to restriet freedom of expression and
Translated by Ronald L. Smith and Henry J. Schmidt.
' Unless otherwise indicated, quotations are cited from the following edition :
Heinrich Heine, Siimtliche Schriften , ed. Klaus Briegleb, 6 vols. (Munich , 1 96875). Further references to this edition will be made in the text itself, as follows:
5 : 230.
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to exert pressure on opposition newspapers. The constitutional
system provided in principIe for the complete freedom of the
press (according to Article 7 of the Constitution) ,2 so that the
government could use only indirect weapons against oppo
sitional forces on the Right and Left. This was vastIy" different
from the conditions in Germany, where freedom of opinion was
not really assured even in the liberal southwestern states.3 The
readers of Johann Friedrich Cotta's A llgemeine Zeitung, the lib
eral German bourgeoisie, could not but see in this description of
the French press the weakness of their own position. The French
conditions under the July Monarchy represented, from the
German viewpoint, an advanced position toward which the
Germans could orient their own political demands. But the goal
of Heine's comparison of the press in France and Germany was
not to point out once again this obvious dissimilarity. He was
more interested in demonstrating that the opposition of free
dom and restriction-that is, public expression in France and
the restriction of public debate in Germany-was valid "only in
external appearance" (5 : 2 80). A closer examination reveals, ac
cording to Heine, that the French press "suffers from a particu
lar type of restriction which is completely alien to the German
press and is perhaps even more debilitating than our censorship
across the Rhine" (5 : 2 8 1 ). The irony of this statement cannot be
overlooked; the praise of Germany's lack of freedom from the
mouth of Heine can hardly be taken literally. The unusual twist
signaled a necessary change of perspective. The historically
asynchronous nature of German and French conditions (the
basic theme of Heine's reports from Paris) is not ignored, but to
the critical observer it does as sume an altered shape in the 1 840S.
The practical solution to the liberal demands of 1 830 was not in
accord with the theory behind them. There was a great dif
ference between the human emancipation on which the young
Heine had counted and the political system of Louis-Philippe.
Astonished and disappointed, Heine recounted this disparity in
his Franzosische Zustiinde (The French Situation) . But not until
his essays of the late 1 830S and early 1 840S did he systematically
'Irene Collins, The Government and the Newspaper Press in France, I 8I4 -I88I
(London, 1 959), p. 6 2 .
3Franz Schneider, Pressefreiheit und politische Offentlichkeit (Neuwied and Berlin,
1 966).
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analyze this contradiction. The economic and social dominance
of the bourgeoisie and the political system derived from it (that
is, the constitutional monarchy) stood increasingly in opposition,
in Heine's view, to the general liberation of mankind promised
by liberal theory. The critical observer had to learn to distin
guish between postulates and material actualization ; the ideolog
ical character of legitimation had to be exposed. In Franzosische
Zustande, Heine, because of his still limited knowledge of the
French situation and its background, at first could not fully
come to terms with this task. His judgment of people and institu
tions vacillated ; he sought to stay out of the quarrels of the
political parties. In Lutetia as well, as Heine conceded in the
introduction, contradictions can be found. They rest, however,
no longer on a lack of orientation but on the difficulty of for
mulating a critique of the French situation from a revolutionary
perspective and in such a way that it did not play into the hands
of the conservative forces (Heine had observed repeatedly in
France the appropriation of Leftist criticism by the reactionary
elements). France's problem-the tension between the idea of
freedom and its realization in society-needed to be treated in a
manner that would not lead to a suppression of the progress
made by the French bourgeoisie when it overcame the Bourbon
restoration. However, neither could it be denied that this victory
had led to problematic social consequences.
Heine's remarks on the French press must be read in this
contexto The constitutionally ensured freedom of the press, in
contrast to what might theoretically have been expected, created
not a system of free reporting but forms of restriction unknown
in Germany. Heine described with great precision the transition
from a press based on politically motivated publication of ideas
to commercial exploitation of the free-press system. Until 1 848
the German press was considered essentially a forum for delib
eration, utilizing capitalistic modes of production and distribu
tion only insofar as needed to fulfill its purpose of shaping pub
lic opinion ; in France, however, Heine was confronted with a
newspaper system that had been dominated since the mid1 830S by capitalistic profit concerns. As a result, freedom of
opinion became linked to the profit interests of entrepreneurs
who invested their money in a newspaper. Heine notes: "The
French daily press is to a certain extent an oligarchy rather than
85
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a democracy, for the founding of a French journal involves so
many expenses and difficulties that only persons in a position to
wager the largest sums are capable of establishing a journal"
(5 : 2 8 1 ) . This circumstance was brought about largely by two
interlocking factors : the bourgeois form of political domination
and the economic laws of the literary market.
Politically the structure of the French press was determined by
the efforts of the government to control or suppress the publica
tions of both the extreme Right and Left. To avoid a conflict
with the Constitution, the authorities used the strategy of impos
ing such prohibitive fines for alleged misuse of the freedom of
the press that the economically weak newspapers of the Republi
cans or extreme Monarchists were often driven out of business.
Only publishers with solid capital resources could afford to pay
the fines levied. But these publishers, as a result of their eco
nomic interests, were gene rally friendlier toward the political
system than toward the Legitimists or radical Democrats.
Another effective mean s of controlling the establishment of op
positional newspapers was the institution of a security deposit :
the editor had to register his newspaper with the authorities and
at the same time, to guarantee his political loyalty, had to deposit
a considerable sum as security.4 The system exploited the weak
ness of its enemies. Their inability to amass sufficient capital is
characteristic of the way the middle class dominates. Freedom of
opinion remains a privilege of the capitalist bourgeoisie. Heine
describes the results: "In this way, forced to acquiesce to the
existing parties or the government, the journals fall into a re
strictive dependence, and . . . into an exclusivity in their com
munications which makes the strictures of German censorship
seem like a rose garland" (5 : 2 8 1 ) .
Heine had good reason, especially after 1 83 5 , to fear the in
trusion of German censorship, which was anything but harmless.
The "friendliness" of German censorship, in comparison to the
immanent restrictions of the French press, lay in its directness
and obviousness-the journalist submits to political pressure but
does not have to accommodate the profit interests of a publisher
who, in order to stay in business, must increase his circle of
subscribers. He can do this only, as Heine notes, by placing
'Cf. Collins, The Government, pp. 73 ff.
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himself at the disposal of a polítical interest group, or (which
Heine does not mention) by printing popular literature in the
feuilleton. In 1 836 the introduction of the serialized feuilleton
novel raised the number of readers dramatically, and the papers
that resisted this trend were soon relegated to insignificance.5
Heine had to explain to his German readers that the long
demanded freedom of the press in France was being threatened
by the very social class that had institutionalized it. And he
rightly underscored the idea that the new restrietions were man
ifested not so much through external force as through economic
pressures.
Using the press as an example, Heine described a fundamen
tal alteration of the publie sphere in France. He noted the transi
tion from its early liberal self-image as opinion publique, politieally
legitimated by its dispute with absolutism, to a peak bourgeois
phase in whieh the previously eliminated private economie
interests intrude into the public sphere, shaping it to the benefit
of these interests. He hinted at, but did not elaborate on, the
utilization of the public sphere as an instrument of class domina
tion. Heine left no doubt that the French bourgeoisie had
cleared away the last remnants of the ancien régime and had
seized control for itself. In Lutetia there are frequent allusions
to this dominance in the . references to Fran.;;o is Guizot, the
minister and parliamentarian: "Guizot never wanted anything
but the rule of the middle classes, which he believed to be suited,
by virtue of their education and wealth, to represent and guide
5The "littérature industrielle," as Charles Sainte-Beuve called it, first arose
from the needs of the newspaper publishers who sought to widen the circu.!ation
of their publications. Emile de Girardin led the way with his newspaper lA Presse
(which was friendly to the government) by printing a serialization of Balzac's
novel lA Vieille Fille in 1 836. The expansion of the market through the acquisi
tion of new readers permitted a new calculation-in place of the usual yearly
subscription rate of eighty francs, Girardin charged only forty. At the same time
he caught the attention of the business world, which naturally preferred to
advertise in newspapers with a large readership. Le S;,ecle immediately followed
suit, as did the fournal des Débats, and, later, Le Constitutiunnel, which had resisted
the commercial trend until 1 844 and thus had fallen to 3600 subscribers. Under
its new editor, Louis Véron, circulation quickly rose to 2 5,000 upon the publica
tion of Eugene Sue's novel Le fuif errant. See Albert J. George, The Development of
French Romanticism (Syracuse, 1 955), pp. 59-66, as well as Arnold Hauser, The
Social History of Art, transo Stanley Godman (London, 195 1 ) , . 2 : 7 25ff. On the
altered situation oft:he writer, see Nora Atkinson, Eugene Sue et le roman1euilletun
(Paris, 1 929).
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the business of state" (5 : 336). Heine concludes : " His real busi
ness is the maintenance of that regiment of the bourgeoisie that
is equally threatened by the marauding stragglers of the past
and by the plundering avant-garde of the future" ( 5 : 367). Heine
thus assumed as part of his task in Paris the description of the
forms and consequences of this domination.
If one compares Heine's later pronouncements on France's
political and social system to his articles as a correspondent in the
early 1 830S (Franzosische Zustiinde) , particularly those which were
not incorporated into the book version (5 : 1 2 8 ff.), one notices
how much more cautious, moderate, even positive his comments
of the 1 840S were. This could leave the impression (and indeed
has done so) that Heine recanted his advanced position, that he
avoided polemical invectives, perhaps because of his financial
dependence on the French government or because of the edito
rial policies of the A llgemeine Zeitung. This comes close to a
charge of depoliticization. Such a charge is unfounded. Modera
tion of form should be regarded rather as an indication of an
increased politicization. In the 1 840S Heine could for the most
part shed his polemical tone; he was able to formulate his criti
cism in a manner that was to sorne extent conciliatory, because
he had learned in the mean time to distinguish between fore
ground events and structurally significant processes. Although
in 1 83 2 Guizot and Casimir Périer, as ministers of Louis
Philippe, were still objects of Heine's ridicule, in the 1 840S he
treated ministers, as well as the king, more leniently. The earlier
reports contained direct statements of Heine's disappointment
with the representatives of the new class; for the most part his
criticism was directed toward specific individuals. As a result, his
assessments tended to waver. 6 These swings of the pendulum
ceased when Heine recognized the structure of the system, its
possibilities and its limitations, and began to judge its represen
tatives from that viewpoint. Part of this recognition was the essen
tia} insight that the French bourgeoisie, which had assumed
8 Whereas Heine reported, for example, on February 1 2 , 1 8 3 2 (5: 1 34 - 1 36),
that Périer revealed his worst side in the Parliament-that is, as a petty and
narrow-minded politician, he treated him on February 24 (5: 1 37) as a dignified
representative of bourgeois rule. On his evaluation of Louis-Philippe, cf. Jeffrey
L. Sammons, Heinrich Heine: The Elusive Poet (New Haven and London, 1 969),
pp. 2 20-247.
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dominance in 1 830, represented not merely an extension of
the Third Estate from the ancien régime but something qualita
tively new. The form of social 'criticism developed in Heine's
early work, emphasizing the philistine elements of the German
middle class,7 was no longer applicable to the circumstances in
France. Although occasional observations can be found which
point to the tradition of criticism of philistinism (merchant and
shopkeeper stereotypes, for example), the reports for the
A llgemeine Zeitung ( 1 840 - 1 843) indicate that Heine was fully
conscious of the distinction. The critique of philistinism was
based on the difference between the educated elite and the
lower middle class. Yet it was not the petite bourgeoisie which
took hold in France, but the financier bourgeoisie (represented
in Heine's reports by James Rothschild) and to a lesser degree
the industrial bourgeoisie. 8 It would no doubt be a mistake to
attribute to Heine intimate knowledge of French economic his
tory, but he was able to find the important points at which the
juncture of infrastructure and superstructure was visible.
Heine's principal insight was that the political form of the con
stitutional monarchy, in the final analysis, served to ensure the
private property of the ruling levels of society, and that the
radicalization of the Revolution thus could not be welcomed by
the leading figures of the business world. He notes : "And they
truly do not want a republic, these noble knights of wealth, these
barons of industry, these chosen ones of property, these en

thusiasts for peaceful ownership who comprise the majority in
the French Parliament. Even the King does not harbor such a
deep fear of the Republic as they" (5 : 248).
Heine's articles did not, however, develop such a critique in a
systematic fashion. To accommodate the form of the
feuilleton-which was further restricted by the editors of the
A llgemeine Zeitung with an eye on the political censor-9Heine
had to blend his analysis of the essential social and political con7Günter Oesterle, lntegration und Konflikt: Die Prosa Reinrich Reines im KonteJá
oppositioneller Literatur der Restaurationsepoche (Stuttgart, 1 9 7 2 ) , pp. 1 8 -2 2 .
8 e r. Hauser, The Social History 01 Art, 2 : 720-725.
"It is interesting to note the letter of February 2 7 , 1 840, from the editor Gustav
Kolb to Heine, urging him to suppress the political aspects and concentrate on
art and literature; cf. Michael Mann, Reinrich Reines Musikkritiken (Hamburg,
1 97 1 ), p. 29·
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texts into reports on the cultural scene, with a sprinkling of
anecdotes, personal portraits, society notes, and so on. The polit
ical commentary is kept unobtrusive by making it practically
invisible. The elegant and witty presentation served to divert
attention from the seriousness of the material discussed in order
to assure circulation. Judgmental statements about the French
bourgeoisie are found as scattered remarks which the reader
must then piece together into a composite picture. Heine de
picted the new system as the reign of money. This implies a
deep-seated change in cultural and moral values. Whereas
feudalism assessed the status of a person according to his or her
birth and the Napoleonic Empire placed primary emphasis on
military glory, the July Monarchy was the first to legitimate
money (capital) in its pure form : "The citizen-king Louis
Philippe ascended, he, the representative of the money which
now rules but is at the same time attacked in public opinion by
the vanquished party of the past and the deluded party of the
future" (5 : 505 -6).
Such sentences function as signals; they contain, in condensed
form, Heine's political position. That Legitimists and Republi
cans come to identical conclusions in their critique of the
capitalist bourgeoisie indicates for Heine that neither party has
correctly perceived the historical significance of the reign of
money and that both parties have remained locked into an
abstract negation which keeps them from achieving fundamen
tal revisions of society. When the middle-class Republicans
criticized the connection between economic power and political
domination from a moral perspective, they removed the issue to
an abstract leve!, away from their own underlying material
interests. They thereby lost sight of the background of their own
political goals. Heine predicted, with good reason, that in their
seizure of power (bourgeois revolution) , radical middle-class
Republicans would become dependent on that same dominance
of money which they so bitterly reviled in the representatives of
the system (5:460) . Heine's realistic view of the material basis of
the new class, his recognition of guiding economic forces (to the
extent that they were visible to him) , prevented a lapse into
abstract moralistic criticism which, as he correctly perceived,
would have to remain politically ambivalent. Compared to the
ancien régime, and to the Empire as well, the rule of the upper
9°

The Aesthetic Theory of the Later Heine

bourgeoisie represented an important step forward-as Heine
repeatedly emphasized. 1 0 When he occasionally ridiculed the
penurious bourgeois and his potential for resistance (5 : 333), his
remarks were grounded in a Romantic critique of philistinism.
More important, however, are the passages in which Heine
attempts to explain to his German readers the dynamics of
middle-class society. He illustrates these changes by emphasizing
innovative technology as the most visible expression of the new
forces of production :
The opening o f the two new railroads, one leading t o Orleans, the
other to Rouen, is causing a sensation fe!t here by anyone not
confined to a socially isolated doset. The entire population of Paris
is forming at this moment a chain, as it were, in which the people
are transmitting an electrical shock to one another. While the great
masses stand staring, numbed and awed, at the external appear
ance of the great forces of motion, the thinking person is seized by
a frightful shudder of the kind we always fee! when the most
monstrous, most unheard-of things happen, whose results cannot
be calculated or predicted. [ 5 : 44 8 -49]

It is worth noting that Heine did not reduce this restructuring of
conditions of production to the technological realm, but related
it to the capitalistic mode of economics. The revised essay in
Lutetia is clearer in this respect than the original newspaper arti
ele. l l Whereas the latter centered on the negotiations between
Rothschild and the French Parliament, thus using once again the
device of personalizing abstract relations, in Lutetia Heine sup
plements his report with a general consideration of the operat
ing methods of the stock corporations formed for tbe purpose of
constructing the railroads. He draws attention to the relation
ship between the financier bourgeoisie and representatives of
the old elite-members of the nobility and high government
officials-who joined the boards of directors of these corpora
tions. The culmination of this witty analysis points to the altered
power relationships : "The rudder that will one day fall into [the
hands of the money aristocracy], or in part has already done so,
l OVery pronounced in the first book of the memorial to Borne (4: 29).
"Reprinted in Heine, Zeitungsberichte über Musik urul Malerei, ed. Michael
Mann (Frankfurt am Main, 1 964), pp. 1 50-1 59.
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belongs to a completely different vehicle-it is the rudder of
state, which the ruling aristocracy of wealth is controlling more
and more each day. Those people will soon comprise the comité
de surveillance not only of the railroad industry but also of our
entire bourgeois society" (5 :450) . The new class made use of the
old elite ; in the final analysis it even restructured the political
institution of its foes-the monarchy served to protect the inter
ests of the bourgeoisie.
To make this change more comprehensible, Heine chose, in
. contrast to the Republicans, the position of the cynic. By main
taining a foundation of factuality, his reports, which seem to be
exclusively factual, underscore the enormity of the events taking
place behind the scenes. The purely political reportage, of which
Karl Gutzkow, for example, was also a master, 12 does not do
justice to this dimensiono Heine's publicistic and literary
achievement consists of restructuring the function of aspects of
the feuilleton-the portrait, the anecdote, the description of
milieu-so that the structural processes shine through.
Rothschild became his model of bourgeois domination. U nlike
Borne, 1 3 Heine did not pursue the path of moralistic accusa
tions; his portrait of the banker is rather amicable, though richly
laced with ironic overtones: " Herr von Rothschild is therefore
the hero of the day, and he plays such a large role in our current
misere that I shaH have to speak of him often, and as seriously as
possible" ( 5 : 45 1 ) .
The accompanying description i s anything but serious, al
though the theme is serious indeed. In characterizing Rothschild
as a man who knows the top people in every profession and
every field and befriends them aH, Heine points to the venality
of aH the skills offered on the market. Artists are no exception.
The power of capitalist financiers stretches even further (as
Heine illustrates through Rothschild's collection of busts) to the
highest levels of political life. The crowned heads are his debtors.
Austria is not alone in becoming dependent on Rothschild to
supply its monetary needs. Heine shocked his German readers,
who were still accustomed to sacral and monarchical authority,
1 2Karl Gutzkow, Briefe aus Paris (Leipzig, 1 842).
1 3See Heine's critique of Borne (4: 2 8).
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by comparing the Rothschild banking agency to the royal court
and the holy of holies in the temple:
1 am most fond of visiting him in the offices of his agency, where 1
can observe as a philosopher how not only Cod's chosen people but
aH other peoples as weH bow and scrape before him . . . . Even be
fore entering his chamber, many are seized by a shudder of rev
erence like that felt by Moses on the Horeb when he realized he was
standing on holy ground . . . . That private chamber is indeed a re
markable place, one which arouses sublime thoughts like those we
fed when we gaze on the mighty ocean or the starry heavens-we
see there how smaH is man, how great is Cod ! For money is the god
of our time and Rothschild is its prophet. [ 5 : 3 55 ]

This blasphemous commentary, which must have shocked the
audience of that age far more than the readers of today, is di
rected not so much against Rothschild personally or even
against the diminution of traditional religious values; it criticizes
more the attempt to impart a ritual dignity to the abstract work
ings of capitalismo Heine is well aware that his protest must not
fail to address the current stage of social conditions. A personal
attack on Rothschild would be senseless, since he represents only
the power of a financier's capital. Heine's critique of the July
Monarchy begins at the point where the social contradictions can
no longer be explained through bourgeois-liberal theory; in
other words, where the real antagonisms can no longer be over

come through the ideas of 1 789.
Critical observers agreed that the July Monarchy in France
was a labile system. The feeling was widespread that the revo
lutionary epoch had not ended, that the process begun in 1 830
would have more radical results. In the Briefe über diefranzosische
Bühne (Letters on the French Stage), 1 837, Heine, too, articu
lated this mood of foreboding: "Perhaps France is nearing a
horrible catastrophe. Those who begin a revolution usually be
come its victims" ( 3 : 306). Later, in his introduction to Lutetia, he
claimed to have predicted the end of the July Monarchy. He was
able to refer to statements like the following:
1 repeat, 1 am filled with an unspeakable sadness when 1 see the
people dancing during Carnival, where the wild Mummenschanz
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excites demonic passions to a monstrous level. 1 feh a kind of hor
ror when 1 visited one of those colorful night festivals now pre
sented in the Opéra Comique, where, by the way, the revelry is far
more lavish than at the balls at the Grand Opera. Here Beelzebub
plays with full orchestra, and the daring hellfire of the gas lamps
tears one's eyes out. [ 5 : 3 95 ]

The dance on the volcano evokes with sufficient clarity the
social and political unrest seething beneath the surface of a glit
tering cultural life. These are antagonisms which no longer fit
into the familiar scheme of the political struggle between
feudalism and bourgeois control. Not long afterward, Heine
spoke of the actual conflicts, which were not solely political but
also social, in contrast to the oppositions within the bourgeois
sphere which are resolved in camera and essentially merely
stabilize the system : "Communism is the secret name of the fear
sorne antagonist who pits the rule of the proletariat in all its
consequences against the current reign of the bourgeoisie. It will
be a frightful duel" (5 : 405) . In place of parliamentary debate
comes class struggle. For Heine in the 1 840s, however, this also
marked the point of orientation from which the rise and rule of
the bourgeoisie could be evaluated.
Heine's writings in Lutetia concerning Communism usually
refer not to Marxism but to Babouvism, the early French so
cialism that was very active in the early 1 840S as a secret move
ment. 1 4 Lorenz von Stein reported at nearly the same time on
these first attempts by the proletariat to establish an alternative
public sphere . 1 5 Whether Heine was thinking only of Philippe
Buonarrotti and the group of Babouvists is of secondary impor
tance in this contexto More significant is his reference to the
rising dynamism of the masses, to the formation of a politically
conscious proletariat prepared to challenge the rule of the
bourgeoisie. This altered Heine's perspective. In retrospect the
liberal revolution of 1 830 proved to be the emancipation of the
upper bourgeoisie : "The bourgeoisie, not the people in general,
began the revolution in 1 789 and completed it in 1 830. They are
"Leo Kreutzer, Reine und der Kommunismus (Gottingen, 1 970) , esp. p. 1 9.
1 5Lorenz von Stein, Der Socialismus und Communismus des heutigen Frankreichs
(Leipzig, 1 842); also his Geschichte der sozialen Bewegung in Frankreich von 1 7 89 bis
auf unsere Tage (reprint, Hildesheim, 1 959).
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the ones . . . who until now have held in check the insistent mas
ses who demand not only equality of laws but equality of plea
sures as well" (5 : 3 24). In the event of an invasion by a conserva
tive foreign power, Heine feared (justifiedly so) the collapse of
the labile system and predicted a social revolution. At another
point Heine argued that a bourgeois republic could not survive
in France because it was doomed to defeat in any struggle with
its conservative neighbors (5 : 2 5 2 ) . That explained the Legitimist
position of the financial oligarchy, which felt protected by the
monarchy. Heine's reservations toward the Republicans, so evi
dent in his memorial to Borne, among other place s, were based
on the insight that a mere change of political organization, given
the persisting social conflicts, had lost its progressive character
(5 : 2 5 1 ) .
The differentiation between the bourgeoisie and the masses,
which was steadily more apparent in France following the upris
ing in Lyon ( 1 83 1 ) , signified for Heine the transition to a new
phase in which the fate of mankind is no longer identical to that
of the victorious class. This does not mean that the positions
reached by the bourgeoisie can be abandoned. Heine drew a
clear line here between his view and that of the early socialists.
They interpreted equality in a restrictive and mechanical way
and their criticism of culture and society therefore failed to
grasp the current state of forces of production. Marx and Eng
els, like Heine, rejected Babouvism as a movement that was , in
effect, reactionary. 1 6
Heine was appalled by the animosity toward art found i n radi
cal French early socialismo The reservations expressed in his
introduction to Lutetia are well known : "In fact, I think only with
fear and shuddering of the time when those dark iconoclasts will
come to power-with their rough fists they will smash all the
marble images of my beloved world of art, destroying all those
fantasy-Iaden knickknacks so dear to the poet; they will chop
down my laurel groves and plant potatoes there" (5 : 2 3 2 ) . 1 7
I ·Cf. Nigel Reeves, "Heine and the Young Marx," Oxford German Studies, 7
( 1 97 2 -73), 44 ""97, esp. 83 ff. ; also Kreutzer, Heine und der Kommunismus, pp. 2 8
ff. For Engels' critical position see "Fortschritte der Sozialreform auf dem Kon
tinent," in Marx and Engels, Werke (Berlin, 1 958), 1 :485.
I 7See also Heine's "Gestiindnisse" in Heine, Siimtliche Werke, ed. E. Elster
(Leipzig, 1 887- 1 89°), 6 : 4 2 .
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The tone is ironic yet apologetic at the same time. In opposi
tion to strict demands of utilitarianism, Heine offered an alter
native in which art was not only without a purpose, but simul
taneously (and this is not the same thing) was fruitless. Heine's
literary work belied these false opposites, for its social function
cannot be reduced to an affirmative utilitarianism. His defense
overlooked precisely the critical value of the aesthetic object,
which cannot be fitted seamlessly into society. The partial truth
of these alleged opposites líes perhaps on the level of middle
dass society, which developed from within itself the contradiction
of the autonomy of art and the necessity of purpose-that is,
marketabilíty. Insofar as Heine, as a professional writer, was
dependent on the literary market (and was also aware of this
constraint) , his work did take part in the contradiction between
art's autonomy and its commodity form, and Heine placed him
self on the side of autonomy in order to fend off the idea of
marketability as an intrusion into his intentions. Seeing in the
program of the French communists a continuation of these op
posites, Heine reacted negatively to the restriction of artistic
freedom and aligned himself with the idea of l'art pour l'art.
Those who would condude from quotations such as the one
cited aboye that Heine ultimately sought a purely aesthetic mode
of criticism 1 8 are ignoring the context in which Heine made such
statements. They were balanced by others in which he stressed
the critical and political function of art. 1 9 Such a documentation
would supposedly reveal an inconsistency in Heine-he seems
unable to decide whether he wants to be an artist or an agitator.
The disadvantage of this procedure is that it generalizes Heine's
own self-reflections as an artist and critic, formulated in concrete
situations. When we use his remarks as abstract statements, we
can indeed ascertain deviations and inconsistencies. He was not
always successful in mediating contradictions grounded in objec
tive circumstances. Historical evaluation of him must therefore
1 8Michael Mann reflects this tendency in the introduction to his valuable edi
tion of the Zeitungsberichte. esp. pp. 1 7 - 1 8. This position is fully developed in
Horst Krüger, "Die freie Kunst als asthetisches Prinzip bei Heinrich Heine,"
disstrtation, Würzburg, 1 949.
1 9Cf. "Geschichte und Modemitat: Heines Kritik an der Romantik," in my
Literaturkritik und Offentlichkeit (Munich, 1 974), pp. 50- 1 0 1 ; also Amold Betz,
Aesthetik und Politik: Heinrich Heines Prosa (Munich, 1 97 1 ), pp. 68-8 1 .
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proceed beyond his own judgments and reconstruct the con di
tions from which they arose.
In situations where Heine was not personally involved, he was
able to see much more clearly how an individual's freedom of
expression is restricted in bourgeois society. This restriction is
no longer accomplished merely through censorship, but also
through the organization of the public sphere itself. Freedom of
the press has a purely formal character: "Yes, as soon as one
steps away from discussions of items of day-to-day interest, of
'relevant' concerns, as soon as one tries to develop ideas that are
alien to the banal questions of political parties, as soon as one
attempts to discuss merely the cause of humanity, the editors of
today's journals reject such an article with ironic politeness"
(5 : 2 82 ) . Heine records here (without, to be sure, reducing it to
its basic concept) a fundamental change in the structure of pub
lic opinion. The bourgeois public sphere took shape in the
eighteenth century as the forum in which precisely these ques
tions of humanity were to be discussed, questions about which
the editors in Paris only smiled. Whereas the early liberal delib
eration process presumed that a consensus could eventually be
reached through the use of reason, Heine skeptically contended
that such a consensus was, for the public sphere of the July
Monarchy, not only unachievable but no longer even predicated
as a goal of the debate. Public opinion had dissolved into frag
mented cells, each of which claimed to represent truth and de
nied the opinions of others.
Heine was not alone in his complaint. Around the middle of
the century, particularly in Western Europe, objections were
frequently heard against that institution with which the
bourgeoisie prepared and achieved its political emancipation.
Alexis de Tocqueville tried to show, using the United States as
an example, the potential dangers contained within a radical
democracy controlled by public opinion. For Tocqueville as well
as English liberals like John Stuart Mill and Matthew Arnold, the
rule of public opinion carne to represent a threat, since it al
legedly restricted the freedom of the individual.20 What was

20Jürgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Óffentlichkeit, 2d ed. (Neuwied and Ber
lin, 1 965) , p. 148.
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institutionalized as a means of liberation and self-assertion was
characterized by Tocqueville as an instrument of mass rule
which locks the · bourgeois individual into an abstract, ominous
equality. The public opinion of the July Monarchy represented a
threat because it no longer emanated exclusively from the edu
cated publiCo The unspoken requirement for participation in
public deliberation (which was not expressed in the model, of
course) was the ownership of property; this was, after all, the
element that first led private individuals to oppose the power of
the state. When in the nineteenth century the unpropertied
classes strove to enter the public sphere and gained a voice
through the formation of political parties, their material inter
ests forced their way into public discussion as definite social
demands Y With the increasing possibility that universal accessi
bility to the public sphere, as provided in the model, might be
come a reality, the educated middle class (to which Heine be
longed) felt its way of life threatened. Heine was honest enough
to admit this fear without making concessions to a reactionary
interpretation of the principIe of the public sphere. "The con
flicts which until now have been relegated to the private sphere
are now forcing their way into the public sphere. Sorne groups
have needs that cannot expect to be satisfied by a self-regulating
market system ; for these needs they tend to look toward regula
tion by the state. The public sphere, which must now mediate
these demands, is becoming an arena of competition among
interests using crude forms of forceful confrontation."22 We
need to emphasize here the connection, outlined by Habermas,
between conflicts of interest and force. The classical public
sphere sought to eliminate this confrontation by weakening the
absolutist state from the inside, as it were, through the applica
tion of rationalist morality, in the hope of making this force
eventually superfluous. The relationship between theory and
praxis as envisioned in the classical model, wherein praxis is
formulated through the consensus of the partners in discussion,
2 1 0skar Negt and Alexander Kluge, Offentlichkeit und Erfahrung: Zur Or
ganisationsanalyse von bürgerlicher und proletarischer Offentlichkeit (Frankfurt am
Main, 1 97 2 ) , pp. 1 06 ff.
22Habermas, Strukturwandel, p. 1 45.
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is broken asunder. Art, too, Was affected by this structural trans
formation, affected in its production as well as its reception,23
for literature's anticipation of political discourse was restricted in
the eighteenth century essentially to the educated public-that
is, to the middle classes and the progressive elements of the
nobility. This debate was carried on in the na me of mankind but
without the participation of the majority of the population,
which could not meet even the basic requirement of literacy.
The debate too k place, apart from certain exceptions, under the
banner of moral criticism, not practical politics.24 The material
interests of individual social groups could therefore not be
voiced directly. Disregarding political and social praxis, the pub
lic discussion surrounding this literature considered itself to be
free of interest and purpose.
Heine had already divorced himself from this model in his
review of Menzel's literary history ( 1 8 2 8) and did so again in the
Franzosische Maler (French Painters, 1 83 1 ) (3 : 7 2 ) . Heine spoke of
the end of the Classical-Romantic period of art and thereby the '
end of aesthetic autonomy. In place of the aesthetic foundation
comes a political one. Heine's argument was historical but not
yet sociohistorical; the change in the function of art in the early
1 830S was derived in his view from the altered sociophilosophi
cal constellation : "A new belief imbues them [the young writers]
with a passion of which the writers of earlier periods had no
idea. It is the belief in progress, a belief that sprang from knowl
edge" (3 : 468). 25 Later on, Heine occasionally distanced himself
from this direct literary activism; he was enraged by the rhetori
cal, tendentious poetry of the 1 840s.26 There is no reason to view
this skepticism as a form of backsliding. In view of the Parisian
art trade as Heine observed it, the radical form of activist litera
ture as proposed by the Young Germans proved to be a self23Cf. rny essay "Literary Criticisrn and the Public Sphere," in this volurne; also
my essay "Literaturkritik im Zeitalter der Massenkommunikation," in Literatur
kritik, pp. 1 2 8-1 5°.
24For a recent exarnination, see Jochen Schulte-Sasse, LiteraTÍsche Struktur und
historisch-sozialer Kontext (Paderborn, 1 975).
2 5Cf. A. Betz, Asthetik und Politik, pp. 50 ff. , and Wolfgang Kuttenkeuler,
Heinrich Heine: Theorie und Kritik der Literatur (Stuttgart, 1 972), pp. 79 ff.
2 6For example, Caput 1 1 1 of "Atta Troll" (4: 5 0 1 -502).
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deception which Heine could no longer share. The literary ac
tivism of the Young Germans overlooked the social in
stitutionalization of art; it was founded on the principIe of the
public sphere, but it failed to take into consideration the altera
tion of this public sphereP The Revolution of 1 789, to be sure,
continued to be, for Heine as well, a historical turning point
wherein the "happiness of nations" (3 : 570) became the order of
the day. But its continuation in the Revolution of 1 830 was re
vealed as an occupation by a class that was no longer willing to
support the emancipatory function of art. In Paris, Heine
underwent a learning process, visible in his articles as a corre
spondent. In the July Monarchy, under the conditions of a
fragmented and defensive bourgeois public sphere, the connec
tion between art and politics became one of art and industry.
In the Salon of 1 840 Heine withdrew his earlier prognosis that
a new age of art would begin with and through revolution. "One
might almost conclude," he observed, "that the renewed flower
ing of the visual arts has ended ; it was no new springtime [as
Heine had hoped], but merely an Indian summer. Soon after
the July Revolution carne a joyous surge in painting, sculpture,
even architecture; but the upswing originated only from the
outside, and after the forced flight there followed a most la
mentable crash" (5 : 356).
He had a ready explanation for this failure of the visual arts,
an explanation obviously indebted to Hegel's aesthetics. The
slide was related to the spiritualization of mankind, which in the
final result coulp benefit only music. Once more Heine followed
a concept from the history of ideas, namely that historical pro
gress had forced art into a marginal position : "Music is perhaps
the final word of art, just as death is the final word of life"
(5 :357). This explanation remains unsatisfactory, since music is
no less vulnerable to commercialization than the other arts. And
Heine's sarcastic remarks on the Parisian concert business of the
1 840S leave no doubt that he is aware of these negative changes
in music. In Lutetia, Article 3 3 , he writes, "The number of con
cert performers this season was legion, with no lack of mediocre
pianists to be praised as miracles in public leaflets. Most of them
2 7Concerning the situation in Germany, see Oesterle, lntegration und Konflikt,
pp. 47-53 ·
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are young people who themselves promote these laudatory re
marks in the press. Such self-deifications, these so-called adver
tisements, provide most delightful reading" (5 : 359).
In his attempt to establish the critical function of art, Heine
was unable to avoid the conclusion that conditions for knowl
edgeable audience reception had not beco me more favorable.
The triumph of bourgeois society had manifested itself in art as
industry, to which both aesthetic and political demands must
succumb. The harmony between author, publisher, and public,
which was still possible under early bourgeois conditions of
production because all three "needed the market to pursue or
articulate their social interests and goals in the face of
feudalism,"28 had aIready been shattered in the July Monarchy.
Heine did not express the moralistic outrage so common among
contemporary critics (Alphonse Du Valconseil, Gustave Planche,
Alfred-Franc;ois Nettement, and Charles Sainte-Beuve) .29 He
reacted with irony or cynicism. His criticism simulated an
agreement with the "accomplishments" of bourgeois art. Using
Grand Opera as an example, he noted as early as 1 83 7 the trans
formation from a public that understood art to one that merely
consumed it. As director, Louis V éron made visiting the opera
attractive by negating the aesthetic demands of the music. Heine
writes : "He convinced himself that most people . . . attend the
opera out of convenience and only enjoy themselves when
lovely decorations, costumes, and dances hold their attention to
such an extent that they completely ignore the damned music."
As Michael Mann points out, the public switched from serious to
comic opera: "The glutted public sought light entertainment in
rapid sequences; and what went in one ear went out the other."30
The historical background of this remark involves a change in
the composition of the public, a change difficult to reconstruct in
detail. In Paris the disintegration of the educated public was
28Lutz Winckler, Kulturwarenproduktion: Aufsiitze zur Literatur- und Sprachso
ziologie (Frankfurt am Main, 1973), p. 5 2 .
29For the reaction of French criticism, see George, French Romanticism, pp.
1 5 3 - 1 64. In an 1 83 7 artide in the journal Artiste , Gustave Planche polemicized
vehemently against the state of literary criticismo He saw only narrow-minded or
indifferent critics, no aesthetic impartiality. Cf. George, p. 1 56.
30Heine, Zeitungsberichte, pp. 95, 234; also Mann's Musikkritiken , p. 58, which
points out that criticism of grand opera was widespread (Gutzkow, Liszt, Wagner).
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already taking place, whereas in Germany this did not occur
until after the founding of the Reich in 1 87 1 .3 1 The quantitative
difference can be grasped by examining the feuilleton novel.
Sales were suddenly achieved which could come about only by
reaching groups of new, inexperienced readers.32 "Analysis of
these groups clearly revealed to watchful authors that the liter
ary level of their audience had declined tremendously, princi
pally because it had expanded so greatly. More people could
read than ever, but they lacked the habit of literature."33
Heine's observations reflected this change. His mockery of the
new public presumed an educated audience that went to the
opera not for mere diversion, but for aesthetic edification. This
was the public to which Heine turned, provoking it with the
report that the closed, educated world in which it lived in Ger
many, secured by a still predominately class-oriented society, was
coming to an ignominious end under the reign of the new
bourgeoisie. On the other side, the emigration of the artistic elite
was becoming evident: "The fine aristocracy, this elite charac
terized by rank, education, birth, fashion, and leisure, fled to the
Italian opera, this musical oasis where the great nightingales of
art still warble and the springs of melody still ripple magi
cally . . . . "34 Heine sympathized with this aesthetic elite but
nonetheless emphasized the ultimately anachronistic nature of
the separation by aligning it with the nobility as a dying class.
The J uly Revolution had caused him to wonder whether political
events had made the pure enjoyment of art impossible : "There
is almost a Goethean egotism involved in achieving an untrou
bled enjoyment of art here , and 1 feel at this moment how dif
ficult it is to engage in art criticism" (3 : 7 1 ) . The balance shifted
after the consolidation of the constitutional monarchy; com
pared to the bourgeois public's search for diversion, the posture
of aesthetic reception seemed once more the superior one.
Art criticism under the conditions of the bourgeois art market
31 Levin L. Schücking, Soziologie der literarischen Geschmacksbildung, 3d ed. (Bern
and Munich, 1 96 1 ), pp. 40 ff.
32The number of newspaper subscribers in France rose from ca. 7°,000 in
1 836 to ca. 200,000 in 1 846. Cf. H auser, The Social History of Art, 2 : 7 2 5 .
33George, French Romanticism, p. 3 8 .
34 Heine, Zeitungsberichte , p. 9 8 .
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posed new tasks that were difficult even for Heine. The degree
of difficulty is reflected in his inability to develop a consistent
position which could overcome the various oppositions. His di
verging positions refer again and again to the objective causes;
his vacillations reflect the fundamental social origins of the crisis
within art criticismo But unlike most of the critics of his day, he
saw where the causes were to be found. He described cultural
life as a market where crea ti ve talents had to seU themselves. He
used the Opéra Comique to illuminate the connection between
public taste, literary form, and marketing. Scribe appears as the
man who, through his librettos, gives public taste its due : "1 do
not wish to suggest here a base greed, but only a realism that
never loses itself in the romanticism of an infertile phantas
magoria, holding tight rather to the earthly reality of the ra
tional marriage, the industrial bourgeoisie, and the tantieme. "35
Scribe produced for the market, adjusting form and content as
needed. Actual consumption was the determining factor of the
mode of production and thus of the product itself, which in its
own right conditioned the attitude of its audience. Heine
clarified certain aspects of this dialectical relationship. On the
occasion of the art exhibit of 1 843, for example, he sought to
establish a relationship between the style of the pictures exhib
ited and the epoch. In order to determine the "temporal signa
ture" ( 3 : 480), he attempted to find in the theme or in the man
ner of presentation the characteristics of the era. According to
Heine, the bucolic motifs of a Watteau or a Boucher reflect the
ancien régime, while the paintings of David and his school e,m
body the spirit of the First Republic and the Empire. In the same
sense, Heine argues that the "spirit of the bourgeoisie, of indus
trialism, which now permeates the entire social life of France"
( 5 :48 1 ), would be similarly reflected in painting. This direct link
age works best where it attempts to capture in its style an essen
tial characteristic of the era, as for instance the Revolution in the
paintings of David : "We see here a forced enthusiasm for the
marble model, an abstract, chilly cult of reason, the drawing
correct, strict, harsh, the color s drab, hard, indigestible
Spartan soup" (5 : 480).
Heine's intention of reading the social traits of the 1 840S into
35Ibid., p. 1 74.
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the subjects of contemporary paintings shows a biting wit, but it
was short-sighted : "The faces in the historical paintings, sup
posedly portraying heathen and medieval figures, are likewise
reminiscent of pawn shops, stock market speculations, mercan
tilism, philistinism" (5 :48 1 ) . Such a statement can still be ap
preciated as an aperr¿u insofar as it points out a real discrepancy,
but it is inadequate in terms of critical method, for the coordina
tion of artistic style with economic base remains unmediated.
This was Heine's difficulty-the general insight into the social
conditioning of art production and reception did not yield spe
cific criteria for an appropriate depiction of their relationship.
The change in reception, conditioned by the transformation
of the public sphere, had become apparent; equally evident was
a change in the position of the artist. The freedom won in the
eighteenth century was precarious. Working for an anonymous
market disrupted relationships with patrons and made writers
more dependent on their publishers, who had to adapt their
own economic calculations to the market situation : "During the
Restoration and the July Monarchy the littérateurs lose the
unique position they had occupied in the eighteenth century;
they are no longer either the protectors or the teachers of their
readers ; they are, on the contrary, their unwilling, constantly
revolting, but nonetheless very useful servants."36 Even Heine
could not easily escape this dichotomy of rebellion and subservi
ence. For the writer-the German writer, that is-there was still
no other audience than the bourgeois audience. 3 7 Heine discov
ered the lower levels of society as an important historical factor,
but as readers they could as yet play no role for him.38 His
writing presumed a literary fluency that was not yet achievable
by the broad publiCo Furthermore, Heine was, as a writer, de
pendent upon his publisher, who turned the manuscript into a
book, thus creating an exchange value in the marketplace. The
publisher might wish to stand up for his own author personally,
36Hauser, The Social History of Art, 2 : 7 1 8 .
37For the French situaúon see Jean-Paul Sartre, What ls Literature ? trans o Ber
nard Frechtman (New York, 1 965), pp. 1 03 - 1 2 1 . ef. George, French Romanti
cism, pp. 38-45, who already presumes a proletaria n public.
3 BOesterle , lntegration urul Konjlikt, pp. 6 2 -63. For a more positive view, see
Kuttenkeuler, Heinrich Heine, p. 1 3 1 , n. 9 2 .
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but being subject to the general capitalistic conditions of produc
tion, he could not objectively divorce himself from the needs of
the public as they are articulated through the market. The au
thor's interest in his work's use-value cannot alter his primary
dependence on its exchange value. "The twofold function of the
market-as a field of cultural force and a place of commodity
exchange where the surplus value achieved in production is
realized-creates a decidedly contradictory dynamic."39
Heine also experienced this contradiction in his dealings with
his publisher, Julius Campe. Their frie ndly association was un
able to prevent deep-seated conflicts of interest, which for their
own part may have had a negative effect on the personal rela
tionship. Between Heine's concept of a politically critical litera
ture and the ideas of the liberal publisher there could only be a
compromise, no longer a complete agreement.40 Campe realized
that since Heine's polemic against the poet August von Platen,
whom he had denounced as a homosexual, Heine had alienated
himself from his German audience and had miscalculated the
market conditions for his books : "Heine's circulation in the book
market, however, shrank precisely in proportion to the way he
articulated or disregarded the transitory character of the
liberal-bourgeois social constitution, as well as the way he de
scribed an educational upheaval of material and moral aspects of
life as a necessary precondition for a social revolution."41 Heine
had to learn that direct rebellion, verbal protest against the con
ditions imposed by German censorship and the literary market,
was not conducive to establishing his own program,42 that only a
tactical adaptation to current conditions and a subversive utiliza
tion of them could overcome these difficulties. In 1 836-3 7 , as
Briegleb notes, he began "to recognize how the consciousness
39Winckler, Kulturwarenproduktion, p. 45 .
oSee, for example, Heine's open letter to Julius Campe of 3 April 1 839
(5 : 7 1 -83), in which Heine attacks the mutilation of his texts by the publisher and
his advisers. Campe pursued a conciliatory policy toward the government cen
sors, one which protected the interests of his firmo Cf. the extensive commentary
in Heine, Siimtliche Schriften, 5 :688 ff.
4 l Klaus Briegleb, "Schriftstellernote und literarische Produktivitiit," in Neue
Ansichten einer künftigen Germanistik, ed. Jürgen Kolbe (Munich, 1 973), p. 1 39.
42For example, Heine's letter of 2 8 January 1 836 to the Hohe Bundesver
sammlung (5: 20-2 1 ) .
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industry determines the form of entertainment, and utilized this
insight in a dialectical learning situation."43 To put it differently:
the critical message is to be communicated through a manner of
presentation which does not allow its basic intention of educa
tion and criticism to be openly recognized, but preserves instead
the appearance of pure entertainment.
This strategy, forced on Heine by the prevailing circum
stances, must, of course, be taken into account in an analysis of
his own art criticismo He, too, had to use tactics of concealment
when attacking censorship and commercialization. In order to
reach the reader at all, the real meaning could be uttered only as
a witty aside.44 As a result, it is difficult to draw the line between
tactical adaptation to the categories familiar to the public and the
limitations of Heine's conceptual self-elucidation. Since Heine
had to take into consideration the censor as well as the receptiv
ity of his audience, the text in its final, published form risked the
appearance of affirmation. Not coincidentally, his acknowledg
ment of the autonorny of art and his renunciation of literary
political activism are found in the Brieje über die jranzosische
Bühne of 1 83 7 , in which he repeatedly intimated that he dared
not express his political thoughts freely without conflicting with
German censorship, thus jeopardizing his economic existence :
"Y es, dearest friend, I harbor a true timidity in regard to poli
tics, and I skirt every political thought like a rabid dog" (3 : 2 9 1 ).
This statement and similar signals, which always appear
whenever Heine approaches a political theme, cast a revealing
light on his affirmation of aesthetic autonomy. One can hardly
accept this open statement unproblematically as the message of
the author. We should examine very closely the context in which
this oft-quoted statement appears.
"As you know," explained Heine, "1 am for the autonomy of
art; it should not serve as a handmaiden either for religion or for
politics-it contains its own final purpose, like the world itself'
43Ibid. , p. 1 46.
""A writer who is political in every regard must make many bitter concessions
to raw necessity, because of the cause for which he is fighting . . . . It is far more
intelligent for us to control our enthusiasm and to speak in a sober if not a veiled
fashion in a newspaper that might well be called a 'Newspaper of the World,'
instructing hundreds of thousands of readers in all nations" (5 : 2 89).

106

The Aesthetic Theory of the Later Heine
(3 : 3 1 7) . The presumed consensus ("As you know") implies at

first glance tactical considerations, since Heine in his Romantische
Schule (Romantic School) ( 3 : 4 68) and in Zur Geschichte der Reli
gion und PhilosoPhie in Deutschland (On the History of Religion
and Philosophy in Germany) (3 : 639) had called for a political
basis for literature, which included the political commitment of
writers. However, two factors indicate that Heine's affirmation
of aesthetic autonomy was more than just a tactical measure
designed to mollify the censor. In the sixth letter, from which
the quotation is taken, Heine wrote among other things about
the controversial position of Victor Hugo in French literature.
On this occasion Heine defended the Frenchman against the
charge of being politically and socially indifferent. "Victor Hugo
[must] hear the improper complaint that he feels no enthusiasm
for ideals, that he has no moral base, that he is a cold-hearted
egotist, and so on" (3 : 3 1 7). 4 5 Like Hugo, Heine himself encoun
tered such reproach when Ludwig Borne and the German re
publicans labeled him indifferent and immoral. His defense of
Hugo is therefore a self-defense as well. Significantly, the name
of Goethe surfaces in this context-Heine regularly mentioned
him when discussing aesthetic autonomy. Here Goethe is called
on as the principal witness for the defense of pure art, a role that
had already been assigned to him in the Romantische Schule. In
the introduction to that work, Goethe had been linked to the
abdicating "aristocratic literature," which was to be followed by a
democratic one. The positive recourse to Goethe in the Briefe
indicates that Heine's hopes for a politically based aesthetics,
which he still supported as late as 1 83 5 , had been shaken.
Neither can it be overlooked that in this context Heine distanced
himself from Saint-Simonism, speaking conspicuously of the
"erroneous demands of the new church" (3 : 3 1 7). This might
suggest that Heine's earlier program was being, if not recanted,
at least modified considerably.
We shall have to assume that Heine altered his aesthetic posi"Later, Heine severely criticized Hugo's Les Burgraves. In his article of 20
March 1 840 he called it "versified sauerkraut" and an "indigestible concoction"
(Heine, Zeitungsberichte, p. 1 4 1 ).

1°7

The Institution of Criticism

tion46 and regrouped his previous theorems.47 The change was
not so much in Heine's concepts as in their evaluation and their
use within the context of his argumentation. Whereas he had
previously equated aesthetic autonomy with political conser
vatism, a new polarity was established in the Briefe über die fran
zosische Bühne-an autonomous art, responsible for itself, was set
up against a functional art appropriated by certain groups or
institutions. The democratization of art, postulated under the
influence of the JuIy RevoIution, now took on a different ap
pearance. For Heine the realization of a populist art took the
form of a shallow popuIarity. Hugo's competitor is Dumas, of
whom Heine wrote : "He speaks to the heart from the heart, and
is understood and appIauded. His head is an inn where good
thoughts sometimes enter but never stay Ionger than a night;
very often it is vacant" (3 : 3 1 9) .
Heine demonstrated i n Dumas' populism the transition to a
clever but unscrupuIous manipulation of the literary heritage,
cuIminating not in enlightenment but in cheap effects. Still more
important in this regard is the case of Meyerbeer. In the Briefe,
Meyerbeer still represented the synthesis of democratic artistic
intentions and aesthetic autonomy. The ninth letter insiste d ,
Meyerbeer, whom the princes of this earth have showered with
every possible honor, and who is so captivated by these distinctions,
nevertheless had a heart in his breast which glows for the most
sacred interests of humanity, and he openly confesses his adoration
of the heroes of the Revolution . . . . His convictions, however, are
not actually political and even less religious. Meyerbeer's real reli
gion is the religion of Mozart, Gluck, Beethoven-it is music. He
believes only in this, only in this belief does he find bliss, living with
a conviction that is similar to the convictions of earlier centuries in
depth, passion , and endurance. [3 : 3 4 1 ]

These emphatic statements, which again contain a personal ele461n this sense see also Kuttenkeuler, Heine, pp. 1 03 ff. Willfried Maier, in his
Leben, Tat und Reflexion: Untersuchungen zu Heinrich Heines Asthetik (Bonn, 1 969),
considers this change to be a transition from a politically engaged aesthetics to
the principie of the autonomy of arto ef. Reine, BrieJe, ed. Friedrich Hirth
(Mainz, 1 950-5 1 ), 2 : 2 78.
4 70ne should read in this sense also the defense of art against politics in the
memorial to Borne (4:66 -67) ; also Betz, Asthetik und Politik, pp. 1 39 - 1 4°.

108

The Aesthetic Theory of the Later Reine

ment, claim simultaneously for the composer both aesthetic
autonomy and political engagement. Heine's formulation can
only be understood as saying that a political function is incorpo
rated into the religion of art attributed to Meyerbeer. The belief
in art is manifested in works that have political implications. "It
is fortunate for [Meyerbeer] that most Nordic authorities have
no understanding of music, else they would see in the Hugenot
ten more than merely a struggle between Protestants and
Catholics" (3 : 34 1 ).
Heine perceived this hidden political stance in more than the
text; he went a step further and read Meyerbeer's music, espe
cially its style of composition, as a political provocation. The
comparison of Meyerbeer and Gioacchino Rossini in the ninth
letter underscored the difference between melody and har
mony:
Rossini's music is characterized . . . by the preeminence of melody,
which is always the immediate expression of an isolated sensibility.
With Meyerbeer, on the other hand, we fmd the dominance of
harmony. In the stream of harmonic masses, melodies fade away,
even drown, just as the particular sensations of the individual
human being are submerged in the collective feelings of an entire
race; our soul gladly plunges into these harmonic streams when it is
seized by the mi series and joys of all of mankind and takes sides in
the great questions of society. [3 : 3 35]

This is obviously a description of democratic art; more precisely,
Meyerbeer's operas are interpreted as democratic art: "He is the
man of his time, and time, which always knows how to choose its
people, has tumultuously lifted him onto its shield, proclaiming
his leadership and making a triumphant entry with him"
( 3 : 3 36). But even this resonant praise is not without its irony, for
even then, in 1 83 7 , doubts had begun to arise, as Heine's next
sentences reveal: "It is not, however, a comfortable position to be
carried in triumph in such a fashion-the misfortune or clumsi
ness of a single shield-bearer can lead to a serious wobbling,
if not to outright harm . . . and the heavy burden of a laurel
wreath can certainly cause one to break out in a fearful sweat"
(3 :336).
This raised doubts about Meyerbeer's reception, though not
yet about his intentions. Later, however, Heine showed stronger
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reservations in regard to those intentions and thus also in regard
to his music. Among the notes left behind by Heine after his
death is this remark from 1 84 7 : "Meyerbeer is the musical maUre
de plaisir of the aristocracy." Another one reads: "Eclecticism in
music was introduced by Meyerbeer."48 Between these two dates
líes Heine's polítically motivated defection from Meyerbeer. In
April of 1 84 1 Heine still addressed the composer as the regent
of German music and imputed to him a cosmopolitan mission,49
but in 1 843 undertones of animosity are evident.50 By 1 847 he
no longer kept his disappointment secreto Meyerbeer's concern
for his own fame turned into a manipulation of his success, thus
proving him to be in another sense a "child of his time" : "No
matter how much we would prefer to keep silent, we must never
theless confess at last that Meyerbeer's fame, this both artificial
and costly machine, has come somewhat to a standstill. Has sorne
pin or screw come loose in its complex working? A true, unselfish
enthusiasm never reigned here for the great maestro, who knew
nothing more than to entertain his publíc" ( 5 : 1 66) . The popular
composer was exposed as an entertainer who knew precisely
how to calculate his effects. In the Musikalische Saison von 1 844
(Musical Season of 1 844) , written in 1 847, Heine clearly ranks
Meyerbeer below the "aristocratic" artist Rossini, whom he had
labeled ten years earlier a representative of the Restoration. 5 1
One result o f Heine's turnabout i n the 1 840S was that h e reex48EIster, ed., Samtliche Werke, 7 : 428. According to Michael Mann these state
ments date from 1 847 (Musikkritiken, p. 63, n. 83).
49"There is a deep significance in this utterance [the affinity between Meyer
beer and Goethe], and it leads me to think that German music may have been
assigned a mission here in France, to act as a prelude or overture in preparing an
understanding of our German literature" (Mann, Musikkritiken, p. 1 2 2). These
statements are deleted in Lutetia and replaced by the satiric paragraphs on
Meyerbeer's manipulation of his own fame (5: 363-364).
50Mann, Muskkritiken, pp. 1 49-1 50.
51Rossini's bust in the académie royale was as revolting to Meyerbeer as the
triumphal arch of Titus was to the Jews in ancient Rome-a mark of defeat
(5:545). Heine had, it is true, withdrawn more and more from Romantic music
since 1 840. But his rejection of Meyerbeer, along with his critique of Liszt and
Berlioz, do not derive simply from that, as indicated by his very critica! discussion
of Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, whom Heine considered to be more of a Classicist.
Regarding his symphonic music, Heine wrote, "It is genuinely beautiful," and
deserved therefore "the recognition of all persons who truly understand art"
( 5 : 529). Nevertheless, Heine unmistakably distanced himself from Mendelssohn,
stating that he lacked not form and style but passion and truthfulness.
1 1 0

The Aesthetic Theory cif the Later Heine

amined central concepts of Classical-Romantic aesthetics and
applied them differently.52 However, strange as it may first ap
pear, this did not represent a break with the intent of the Roman
tische Schule and Zur Geschichte der Religion und Philosophie in
Deutschland; his views reemerge in an even more sharpened
form in the fragmentary BrieJe über Deutschland (Letters on
Germany) of 1 844. Although Heine since 1 837 had emphasized
more strongly the autonomy of art, he did not mean to support
an immanent aesthetics in the sense of Romantic art criticismo He
used autonomy as part of an altered strategy that had its own
social and historical basis. The self-satisfaction of art became the
wall Heine erected against the cultural enterprise of bourgeois
society. Thus in his later reviews and commentaries he carne
closer to a moral line of argument which resurrected the
Classical-Romantic approach to criticism of trivial literature. As
early as 1 83 1 , in a review of Ferdinand von Hiller's compo
sitions, Heine differentiated between artistic truthfulness and an
ingenious líe : "Such an attribute [manly truthfulness] is becom
ing rare nowadays, and even the product of genius is spoiled for
us by the damned nuisance of the líe" (Zeitungsberichte , p. 77).
This concept of untruthfulness, later employed primarily against
the new forms of the culture industry, was conveyed aesthet
ically through the idea of an organic development of the work
of art, which is clearly indebted to the Age of Goethe (and
could hardly be applied to Heine's own work). In this sense
Heine criticized in the eighth letter of his BrieJe über die fran
zosische Bühne Joseph Bouchardy's Gaspardo, accusing it of lack
ing a natural development and progression of action (3 : 3 28).
And he referred sarcastically to Michel-Nikolas Rougemont's La
Duchesse de la Vaubaliere as "a weak concoction, full of action,
which is, however, not developed in a surprisingly bold or
natural way, but is brought about laboriously, as the result of
fussy calculations, just as passion too must feign its glow, being
lethargic and cold inside" (3 : 3 2 7) . He applíed the same princi
pIes in his final judgment of Meyerbeer, whose "operas [are] not
52 At the same time a change can be discerned in French literary criticismo
Romanticism took on Classicistic features. The aesthetics of German Classicism
was introduced to France by Jean Cousin. Cf. Hauser, The Social History of Art,
2 : 73 1 -732. In the 1 840S Heine took a more favorable view of Cousin than in the
preceding decades.
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so much organically composed as atomistically combined"
(5 : 1 66 -67). Heine's objection to the false synthesis of art and
entertainment was formulated with the aid of an aesthetic theory
that had originated in a different historical context and which
could not possibly be applied to Heine's own production.
Heine's works did not by any means grow organically-they
were carefully composed , as their author repeatedly em
phasized.53 The aesthetics modeled on organic growth in
Heine's late art criticism functioned primarily as social criti
cism.54 It permitted Heine to articulate his misgivings toward the
art market. What was expressed abstractly through such con
cepts as "truthfulness" and "lies" could be made more tangible in
the particular work of art through the concept of the organism,
although this theory was still incapable of explaining the histori
cal reasons for the change.
Heine did not conclude from his emphatic affirmation of ar
tistic autonomy that art criticism should therefore take an intrin
sic approach. To that extent a gap existed between the postulate
and the methodology. Yet this seeming lack of methodological
consistency allowed Heine to pursue questions that organic
aesthetics left unanswered. Heine's methodology examined,
whether explicitly or implicitly, various economic, social, and
political factors. It was historical, but it did not try to establish a
historiography of literature, which would have isolated its sub
ject from contemporary circumstances. Heine's goal was the
dialectic of present and past, which holds that on the one hand,
the past actively affects the present, while, on the other hand, our
understanding of the past is determined by the presento Heine
did not deny his subjectivity, but neither was it absorbed by the
expression of his personal taste. The distinction becomes evident
when individual taste conflicts with historical evaluation, as
is sometimes the case with his music criticismo Unlike Sainte
Beuve or Matthew Arnold, Heine was not a professional critic
who dealt exclusively with literature. He did not share the deep
concern for literary tradition which so distressed Sainte-Beuve
and Arnold in the face of social and cultural upheavals. He did
53See Heine's letter to Campe, 1 2 August 1 852 (Briefe, 3 : 398-406).
5<In contrast to Maier, Leben, Tat und Reflexion, pp. 2 2 1 -2 26, who attributes to
Heine an aesthetic theology of arto
1
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not can for the preservation of values and standards ; his proce
dure is critical in the sense that Hegel's philosophy of history is.
The work and the artist are ultimately accountable to the forum
of history-not to the past (tradition), but to a less repressive
future. Heine did not abandon this position even when anticipa
tion of the future seemed to cast art in general into doubt. He
refused to rescue art by reconciling the conflict between his
political ideas and his artistic anxieties (as a bourgeois writer).
The subjectivity emphasized by him, the "constant assertion of
my personality" (4 : 1 2 8) , hinders in criticism the harmonious
symmetry that historicism loves so well. To that extent, composi
tion and style are not merely incidental in Heine's art criticism ;
the actual message is first manifested in the manner of writing.
Any removal of individual excerpts (as "key statements," so to
speak) from the context of an article or essay creates the danger
of misunderstanding them, since Heine's use of language is
strongly related to the semantic contexto
Just as Heine's narrative prose cannot be grasped through the
categories of Classical aesthetics (symmetry of the art work)55-as
his contemporaries fully. realized-neither can the intent of his
criticism be derived from the Classical-Romantic theory of art,
although he did utilize its theories. If one views the theory of art
developed under Romanticism as the sole standard, one can see
Heine's work only as a decline : the dominance of the feuilleton,
which blurs the distinction between the realm of art and that of
mundane reality. Not only does such a position fail to do justice
to Heine's own ambitions ; more importantly, it deals in
adequately with the historical situation of art criticismo The in
sight that the reality of art may be unique but is not isolated was
manifested in Heine's work in the very composition of his art
critiques. Along with the new concept of literature carne a new
foundation of criticismo 1ts procedure can best be demonstrated
through the use of examples. Heine's manner of working can be
analyzed through a comparison to Sainte-Beuve, who exempli
fies the professional critico
5'Wolfgang Preisendanz, "Der Funktionsübergang von Dichtung und Pub
lizistik," in his Heinrich Heine: Werkstrukturen und Epochenbezüge (Munich, 1 973),
pp. 2 1 -68 ; also in Die nicht mehr schiinen Künste, ed. Hans Robert Jauss, Poetik und
Hermeneutik, 3 (Munich, 1 968), pp. 343 -74.
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Sainte-Beuve contributed regularly to newspapers. From 1 849
to 1 869 he chronicled French literary life. His Causerie du lundi,
in which he discussed current and past literature, appeared
weekly. The concept of literature should be understood here in
its broadest sense. As René Wellek emphasized with mild re
proach,56 Sainte-Beuve by no means restricted himself to belles
lettres; he was equally interested in philosophical and religious
tracts, in literary academies, and in biographical and social cir
cumstances. Sainte-Beuve's knowledge of Greek and Roman as
well as French literature was extensive. This familiarity with tra
dition was incorporated into his evaluation of contemporary lit
erature. He embodied par excellence the liberal critic, steeped in
historical knowledge, who attempts to understand both author
and work from the context of their own era. Though he never
developed his own theory of art, his individual writings of the
later, post-Romantic phase exhibit, despite their individualities,
a high degree of consistency of methodology and manner of
presentation. Whether dealing with an author or a single work,
he attempted to construct a finished literary portrait. His
Causeries of january 2 and 9, 1 854, for instance, deal with Sten
dhal. It is of only secondary importance that these artides belong
to the notorious misjudgments that have lowered his status as a
critic in French literary history. His lack of understanding of
Stendhal's novels demonstrates rather the limitations of a critical
procedure in which tradition is more important than literary
innovation.
In Stendhal's case, Sainte-Beuve distinguished immediately
between the critic (including causeur and socialite) and the
novelist. Although he could appreciate the former, he had seri
ous reservations about the latter. Bis presentation followed the
customary pattern-Henri Beyle's concept of art traced from
biographical and historical background material. The stations of
his life were cited, their relationship to the history of the Empire
examined. Stendhal's point of view appeared as the result of a
sensibility conditioned by his generation, a sensibility that de
veloped under the Empire and found its application in the Res
toration era. According to Sainte-Beuve, Stendhal was distin56Wellek, The Age of Transition, Vol. 3 of A History of Modern Criticism: I 75 0 -

I950 (New Haven, 1 965), p . 37.
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guished by the breadth of his vision and the richness of his
historical experience, in contrast to the ideological narrowness
of the Restoration years. The value of his oppositional
standpoint was conceded by Sainte-Beuve. Nevertheless, the dis
tance of the critic from his subject cannot be overlooked.
Sainte-Beuve was well aware that he was writing in a different
era, namely that of the Second Empire. The distinction entered
dogmatically into his criticism : "Ce role [Stendhal's] a perdu
beaucoup de son prix aujourd'hui. En littérature comme en
politique, on est généralement redevenu prudent et sage ; c'est
qu'on a eu beaucoup de mécomptes."57 Precisely this political
conservatism was then reflected in his literary evaluation of
Stendhal's novels ; he denied them his approval (as was also the
case with the novels of Henri Balzac) because they did not con
form to the literary canon which for Sainte-Beuve still prevailed
in 1 854. Stendhal's main fault was that he disturbed one's sense
of order and moderation. Sainte-Beuve expected a closed world
of art with rationally oriented characters; he found instead a
loosely constructed plot, unlifelike characters, and falsely drawn
social circumstances. The critic's judgment was apodictic in this
case ; the tolerant historical methodology disagreed with its sub
ject, for this subject did not support the concept of literary his
tory which lay at the base of Sainte-Beuve's viewpoint. Sainte
Beuve achieved results (though not necessarily insights) when he
could empathize with the author and the work, when a harmony
existed between his own sensibility and that of the author. This
historical tolerance was converted into rejection when he failed
to find the presupposed concept of literature in the work. In
such instances Sainte-Beuve's methodology is exposed as an im
pressionistic dogmatismo In his 1 850 essay "Qu'est-ce qu'un
classique?" Sainte-Beuve attempted to justify his historical
method aesthetically by establishing a canon of exemplary au
thors.58 This canon is broad, not classicistic in the French sense ;
it includes Dante , Ariosto, Shakespeare, and Milton, but these
authors are removed from the historical process through the
classicism attributed to them. The great authors of the past serve
the critic as authorities by which to view and judge newer works.
5 7 Causmes du lundi, 3d ed. (Paris, 1 869), 9:3 1 5.
58 Causeries, 2 1 October 1 850, 3 : 3 8 -57.
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The concept of literature presumed here is, in the final analysis,
conservative, since it insists on an immutable structure of the
literary work. This attitude is reflected in the presentation. It
conforms to the same laws Sainte-Beuve expected in a work of
art�rder, moderation, common sense, symmetry. Sainte
Beuve was striving toward a closed concept into which the critic
is fully integrated. This position remained an unreflected one;
he may have thought about this relationship between the critic
and the object of criticism, but the process was not incorporated
into the methodology. To be sure, Sainte-Beuve's goal as a critic
was not scientific objectivity in the sense of the emerging
positivism of Hippolyte Taine, but the self-sufficiency of the
material presented. He assumed that literature could not be
separated from other human actions and forms of expression ;
accordingly, he demanded that it be embedded in biographical,
cultural, and social conditions. N evertheless, this methodology
should not be equated with a positivistic analysis of factors.
Sainte-Beuve's attempt at an integration of cultural history
stands nearer to Leopold von Ranke than to Taine. Empathy
was still the most important hermeneutic instrumento Analysis "a
son genre d'émotion aussi,"59 demanding eloquence and poetic
quality. The Romantic background of such statements is u n mis
takable.
Heine and Sainte-Beuve were very close in their literary ori
gins. U sing the ideal of truthfulness, both made the author re
sponsible for the work. From this stemmed their common inter
est in biography and history. In its theoretical self-examination
this interest pointed, however, in opposite directions. Heine's
historical position becomes apparent when seen before the
background of Sainte-Beuve's concept of criticismo The common
prejudices against Heine's art criticism were based on the model
represented by Sainte-Beuve. Heine and Sainte-Beuve wrote
quite consciously for contemporary newspaper audiences ; both
authors understood the special demands of the feuilleton and
avoided scholarly treatises. Sainte-Beuve adapted to these expec
tations by converting scholarly language to small talk. The result

S9Nou'tIeaux lundis, 22 JuIy 1 862 (Paris, 1 892), 3 : 24.
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was a successful compromise. Heine recognized the contradiction
between the form of the feuilleton and his own intentions. He
could not remove the contradiction, but he managed to profit
fro.m it-he enlisted the feuilleton form to serve the interests of
enlightenment. This can be demonstrated in a concrete exam
pIe.
Article 37 of Lutetia ( 1 1 December 1 84 1 ) is one of Heine's
best-known essays and is often cited by Heine scholars.60 Most
frequently quoted are his remarks on the rising influence of the
Communists, thus purporting to document his attitude toward
Marxism. But the reference to the menacing power of the pro
letariat is merely one element, albeit a significant one, in the
context of the essay. We also find there talk of Christmas shop
ping, of the labile political situation under Guizot's administra
tion, of exhibitions that reflected an increased interest in the
Renaissance, and finally an extensive report on the painting
"The Fishermen" by the French artist Louis-Léopold Robert,
whose death was being mourned by the Parisian publico Such a
number of topics in a single essay which in a modern book edi
tion fills no more than seven pages (5 : 3 7 3 -3 80) leads one to
expect a potpourri. A theme is touched upon and immediately
dropped. Yet this appearance of superficiality is deceptive. One
would of course look in vain for a completed presentation in the
style of Sainte-Beuve's Causeries; the careful composition, which
is never conspicuous, first becomes visible in an analysis of de
tails. A depiction of loitering in the French capital provides the
initial perspective. The reporter takes on the role of a loiterer
interested in the action, but distanced from it. His leisure distin
guishes him from the masses. Meanwhile, the heterogeneous
themes are bound together not only through the role of the
observer but also through the technique of composition. Heine
begins with the displays of Christmas wares in order to move to
the tense social situation, which could spawn political unrest.
The third paragraph contains a sketch of the French workers'
movement and its propaganda. The fourth paragraph returns,
then, with a rather forced leap, to the theme of the exhibits:
8°For a recent study see Preisendanz, Heine, p. 86, with reference to ihe struc
tural aspecto
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"But let us leave this dismal theme and return to the cheerful
objects displayed behind the shop windows along the Rue
Vivienne or the boulevards" (5 : 375).
The previously established contrast between joy and misery is
immediately reasserted. The fifth paragraph pursues indirectly
the theme of product display s by describing Paris' fashionable
interest in the Renaissance-a renaissance of the Renaissance,
whose character Heine portrays very ambivalently. In these fash
ionable handicrafts "lies such a sweet, melancholy wit, such an
ironic kiss of reconciliation . . . an elegant shudder that over
comes us so strangely, we know not how" (5 : 3 76) . The implied
opposition of the wealth of the few and the poverty of the mas
ses, of pIe asure and destruction, is expressed in fashion, which is
no more trustworthy than the society from which it emerged.
The subject of discussion changes in the next paragraphs, but
the basic theme is merely modified. The contrast between wealth
and misery, or life and death, is manifested both in the paintings
and in the life of the artist Robert. Again Heine defines the
contrast as a "signature of the time" : "Yes, just as the reapers of
this master are a work of joy . . . his fishermen reflect aH the
suicidal thoughts encamped in his soul" ( 5 : 377). The description
of this picture, like most of Heine's pictorial descriptions , seems
unsatisfying to a contemporary art historian, accustomed to
working with good reproductions. Here, as in other instances,
Heine invents a plot in order to illuminate the content for the
reader. Yet he is also weH aware of the mode of presentation.
The formal aspect is brought indirectly into the discussion. In
paragraphs six and seven the discussion of why Robert took his
life seems to hover near the level of social gossip. Heine is obvi
ously not interested in empirical truth ; his answer is speculative.
It relates the suicide to Robert's insufficient talent: "No matter
how respectable, how splendid Robert's achievements were, they
were still no doubt �only pale shadows of the flowering beauties
of nature which floated before his soul, and a trained eye would
easily discern a tedious struggle with the material, which he con
trolled only through the most desperate effort. These paintings
by Robert are aH beautiful and solid, but most of them are not
free, there is no immediacy of spirit in them-they are com
posed" (5 : 3 78). The closing paragraph continues the thought:
"The fishermen . . . are too composed, the figures are tediously
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constructed and juxtaposed; they inconvenience one another
more than they complement one another, and only the color
balances the varying elements of the original portrait and lends
the painting an appearance of unity" (5 : 3 79).
The apparent fragmentation, the leap from one topic to
another, disguises the consistency with which Heine pursues his
theme. He achieved a totality not through philosophical argu
ment but through careful composition-by means of series, con
trasts, mirroring, associative linking. There are no smooth tran
sitions; heterogeneous elements are juxtaposed in such a way
that the reader must discover the connections. In Article 37 of
Lutetia he signaled a potentially threatening situation in France.
The illusion of prosperity concealed economic and social con
tradictions that could no longer be overcome by parliamentary
maneuvers. The bourgeoisie, he insisted, was lulling itself with
false security from which it would be aroused by the proletarian
revolution. This assertion, presented not as a result but as a
process, was doubly related to art criticism-the description of
Robert's painting underscored the social criticism of the mes
sage, and its theme was poverty. Such a parallel structuring may
seem crude, but it was not Heine's final word. He presented a
more extensive context by describing Robert's death as the result
of artistic inadequacy. The forced composition of Robert's paint
ings points to social contradictions. The connecting elements
the tension of the composition, the lack of organic unity, the
culture industry, capitalist society-are not mentioned ; it is
left to the reader to make this connection. In other words,
Heine's politically engaged aesthetics of the 1 840S cannot be
documented by individual formulations, which would not even
yield a consistent pattern ; it is evidenced rather by the web of
references and cross-connections within the texto "The totality
lies not in the quantitative factor but in the significance of every
thing being discussed . . . in and through the context of the polit
ical and social circumstances."61
The theory of art developed by Heine from 1 83 7 onward
might well be called "satiric aesthetics." This term is not based
solely upon its eminently polemical character, a conspicuous as
pect in Heine's dealings with artists and virtuosi. "Satiric" in a
· ' Ibid. , p. 88.
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broader sense is the manner in which he used negation to with
draw from the cultural acquiescence represented most elegantly
by critics like Sainte-Beuve . Heine was no confident and reliable
reporter whose judgments could be accepted uncritically by the
reader. One should proceed with caution when Heine ascribes
positive aesthetic value to a work, for the textual context tends to
relativize such pronouncements. By working contrapuntally
(opposing one formulation with another) , Heine was able to
avoid being bound dogmatically to a fixed theory, and ultimately
avoided the affirmative stance that a critic like Sainte-Beuve,
despite all his reservations toward his own era, could not elude.
This avoidance of affirmation is the basis of the critical value of
Heine's satiric aesthetics. Its negative aspect points to the cir
cumstances under which it was formulated-the Industrial Rev
olution. Though Hegel's aesthetics could count on a contempla
tive observer of art (the educated upper middle-class), Heine,
like Charles Baudelaire shortly thereafter, saw himself con
fronted by a situation in which the contemplative observer either
had embraced entertainment or had withdrawn into an esoteric
enjoyment of arto As Adorno noted on the historical situation of
aesthetics : "After these two [Kant and Hegel] carne the sensitive
literati, lodged uncomfortably between the objects as postulated
by Hegel and abstract concepts. They combined a culinary
understanding of art with an inability to conceptualize."62
Heine renounced the practice of positive conceptualization,
from which norms and criteria are ultimately derived. This
should be viewed not as uncertainty but as recognition of an
historical impossibility. The truth content of works of art could
no longer be derived from the kind of positive principIes which
ultimately are revealed in the historical relativism of a Sainte
Beuve. Heine witnessed the destruction of the aura of the work
of arto Works that appeared at first genuine even to him, such as
Meyerbeer's operas, were exposed as fabrications. In the words
of Adorno, Heine had to "convert . . . the declining categories
into transitional ones, through a determinate negation."63 On
August 24, 1 85 2 , Heine wrote to Julius Campe concerning the
62Theodor W. Adorno, Asthetische Theorie, Vol. 7 of Gesammelte Schriften
(Frankfurt am Main, 1 970), p. 497.
63Ibid . , p. 5°7 .
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newspaper articles he later published as Lutetia: "The hero of
my book, the true hero of it, is the social movement . . . and I
could probably with sorne justification call my book a primer [for
revolution] ."64 This remark encompasses art criticism as well; it,
too, plays a role in an analysis of an era, because it recognizes
social conflicts through aesthetic phenomena.
Wolfgang Preisendanz has pointed out Heine's proximity to
Robert Prutz,65 who in his Geschichte des deutschen Journalismus
(History of German ]ournalism, 1 845) clarified the publicistic
tasks of his time. This parallel is worth pursuing further, for
Prutz is one of the few critical observers of German literature
who have dealt with the division between serious literature and
popular literature. Prutz's historical merit is that he freed him
self to a great extent from the moralistic prejudices of
Classical-Romantic aesthetics, so that the real connection be
tween the audience, market, and production of literature be
carne visible. What is overlooked by the aesthetic-moralistic con
demnation of popular literature, as Prutz rightIy pointed out, is
that the appropriation of high literature is bound to presump
tions of education and social circumstances which eliminate the
majority of the public from reception. N either the illiterate mas
ses nor the middle classes locked into professions have the lei
sure time necessary to become extensively acquainted with liter
ary tradition. The reception of art, Prutz concluded, has become
a speciality for which society engages critics and scholars. Closer
examination indicates, to be sure, that Prutz was not really que s
tioning the value of classical literature, but that he was attempt
ing to assign a new value to the "entertainment literature" en
joyed by the mass publico His defense of trivial literature is ulti
mately more of an apology for it, using the concept of "modern
education" as the central argumento This approach is partIy crit
ical and partIy affirmational. Its critical value lies in its reserva
tion concerning the moralistic condemnation of entertainment
literature, which attributes to the general public responsibility
for the inferiority of the producto The affirmational element
(though not intentionally so) is the concept of entertainment, the
negation of which still preserves the disparaged elitist values. I n
6 'Bneje, 3 : 4 1 0.
65preisendanz, Heine , pp. 92 """93 , 96 """97 .
1 2 1

The Institution of Criticism

an extension of Hegelian thinking, Prutz confirms in the
modern age the split between "reflective" literature for the edu
cated audience and "folk" literature, concluding that the "litera
ture of the educated"66 has subjugated popular literature. This
occurs, as Prutz does not fail to note, at the cost of the masses :
"Real education, like real property, is real ability restricted to the
very few ; in a world where everything is a matter of privilege,
taste and sensitivity for beauty have become a privilege as
well."67
The reigning aesthetic principIes are designed for the litera
ture of the educated. Modern literature is not so much the result
of an organic development as the result of criticismo It is ulti
mately a literature "from literary people for literary people ." To
that Prutz adds the comment, "We have abandoned the masses;
is it any wonder that they seek their entertainment elsewhere?"68
This statement, though it accurately describes the situation,
turns the causes upside down. The term "abandoned" suggests a
lost former participation, while in fact it was not until the
nineteenth century that the masses, as a result of expanding
formal education, insisted on participation in the literary public
sphere . The prognosis is no less idealistic than the attempted
explanation, which explicitly suppresses material factors.69 Prutz
hoped for the rise of a new populist literature, read by the edu
cated as well as the mass audience, combining both taste and
entertainment. He called for the "artistically beautiful book."
This reconciliation of polarities presumes of course, according
to Prutz, that a new national and sociopolitical situation can be
achieved ("The praxis of the life of all peoples is the state").70
Since Prutz was nonetheless unable to provide any indication as
to when and how such a reconciliation could take place, his
66Robert 1,'rutz, "Über die Unterhaltungsliteratur, insbesondere der Deut
schen," in his Schriften zur Literatur und Politik, ed. Bernd Hüppauf (Tübingen,
1973), p. 1 9·
67Ibid.
68Ibid., p. 2 2 .
69Ibid., p . 2 0 : "But i t seems to b e the more fitting and only truly historical view
to assume that the spirit creates its external form from within itself, and that
factual details enter in as demanded by the idea, rather than the reverse view,
which attempts to derive the grandest turning points of history from a petty
pragmatism of external circumstances."
7°Ibid., p. 23.
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demands remained unachievable, as he himself realized. 7 1 Sorne
examples could be given for a future populist literature (Karl
Leberecht Immermann, Willibald Alexis, Berthold Auerbach) ,
but a s soon as Prutz examined the relationship between literary
theory and political praxis the results seemed hardly encourag
ing: "We have no public sphere, except for a literary one; we
meet no great talents, except for poets who are scorned or crities
who are out-critiqued by other critics ; we have no parties except
for journalistic ones, no líterary innovations except for curios in
book-fair catalogs. 72 Since Prutz's projection of a populíst litera
tu re could not be realized without a political restructuring, one
can assume, if one extrapolates from the quotations cited, that
only a polítical revolution could create the new literature.
The revolution anticipated by Prutz and other German liber
als was the revolt of the middle class. Heine had observed the
results of such a revolution in Paris. Initial hopes for a rejuvena
tion of art proved illusory. Prutz continued to view the bourgeois
public sphere as an instrument of emancipation even after
Heine had recognized its disintegration. While Prutz was urging
the dissolution of "educated" literature, Heine was harking back
to the principIe of autonomy as a defense against commercializa
tion. From his advance observation post in Paris, Heine was no
longer able to disregard "material factors" as secondary, as Prutz
did. The art criticism of the late Heine included reflection on the
conditions emerging with a fully developed bourgeois
capitalístic society. This distinguished it from its liberal and
Young German counterparts, whieh were trying to divorce them
selves from the educated elite of the Age of Goethe.73 The
segregation of this elite from the general public ultimately
stemmed from the literary market as it was institutionalized in
the late eighteenth century. But its ramifications were qualita
tively different, for the upheavals of the market in Germany
occurred in a society that was still essentially prebourgeois.
Under increased pressure from the 1 770S onward, this
Neohumanistic elite merely withdrew to a greater degree and
71Cf. ibid. , p. 33.
72Ibid., p. 23.
73Cf. my essay "Literarische und politische Offentlichkeit: Die neue Kritik des
Jungen Deutschland," in Literaturkritik, pp. 1 0 2 - 1 2 7.
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battled "trivial" literature with moral weapons.74 Reine moved
closer to this kind of criticism in the late 1 830S when it became
apparent that the literary radicalism propagated by the Y oung
Germans had lost its emancipatory function in a fully developed,
capitalist-market system. R eine's praise of Chopin, inserted
into the tenth letter of the BrieJe über die franzosische Bühne as a
counterbalance to Liszt's popularity as a virtuoso, illuminates
this concept: " Ris fame is of an artistocratic sort, perfumed by
the praise of good society; it is as elegant as his own person"
(3 : 353). Reine relates this elegance (which is not feudalistic but
rather a negation of bourgeois standards) to pure art: Chopin "is
not merely a virtuoso [like Liszt] but a poet as well; he can make
us see the poetry that lives in his soul . . . his true fatherland is
the dream world of poetry" (3 : 353). Significantly, however,
Reine as sociates this dream world with the past; it reminds him
of the fairy-tale world of German Romanticism. When listening
to Chopin's music (he claims) , he envisions mermaids, sea gods,
and moonlight. This, however, treats the purity and beauty of
Chopin's music, no matter how highly celebrated, as belonging
essentially to the past-it has nothing to do with the prose of
everyday reality. This melancholy is strengthened later on by the
animosity toward art shown by French communism, from which
Reine expected nothing less than the abolition of arto In Lutetia
there is no talk of the aesthetic renewal which Reine, under the
influence of Saint-Simonism, had anticipated in the aftermath of
the July Revolution. Since the 1 840S he had expected a revolu
tion that would reach far beyond a reorganization of the political
system. Article 46 of Lutetia proclaims global revolution : "the
great duel between the unpropertied masses and the aristocracy
of wealth" (5 : 407). But he expected no solution to the question
of art from this necessary social upheaval, for he defined the
material interests of the new class so narrowly-in conjunction
with early French socialist theory-that he saw no room for
human emancipation. By linking the regeneration of art to the
abolition of the represssive Christian-stoic morality, he (faced
with the animosity toward art of early socialist theory) could
conceive of a nonbourgeois, proletarian art only in negative
14Jochen Schulte-Sasse, Die Kritik an der Trivialliteratur seit der Aufkliirung
(Munich, 1 97 1 ), pp. 63 - 1 29.
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terms. His satiric theory of art demonstrates what is no longer
possible because of the development of the social conditions of
production.
In his evaluation of the historical development of society,
Heine was guided by the idea of universal revolution, but art was
excluded from this perspective. It was still inconceivable to him
that the masses could be receptive to art, although since the
1 830S there had been indications in France of an independent
proletarian literature.75 To that extent the art theory of the later
Heine, as a critical one, remained dependent on the liberal pub
lic sphere which it was fighting. This boundary did not, how
ever, limit Heine in his literary praxis, which was more ad
vanced than his theory of art.76 That is to say, the sociocritical
accomplishment incorporated in Lutetia transcended the critical
negativity of his later view of arto Heine was aware of that-his
introduction reflects the contradiction between his status as a
bourgeois intellectual and the interests of society as a whole.
75George, French Romanticism, pp. 95 ff.
7 8This tension between art and politics is smoothed over by Betz, Asthetik und
Politik, p. 1 54. Kuttenkeuler (Reine, pp. 104-105) emphasizes resignation and
considers Heine's attempt to develop a historical poetics to be, in the final
analysis, a failure. On the critical achievement of Heine and its limitation, see
Oesterle, lntegration und KonfliJU, pp. 1 25 ff.
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