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trays Moritz's own struggle with Lesesucht through the char-
acter of Reiser, who embodies the headache, indigestion, en-
ervation, envy, isolation, and melancholia typical of those
reading addicts who could be found equally “in straw-huts and
in palaces.” In one memorable section of Anton Reiser’s sec-
ond book, the reader encounters a Reiser so addicted to read-
ing that he starves himself, electing to spend what little money
he has available to him on a candle and a copy of Ungolino,
which he reads, alone and freezing, in his bedroom, “forget-
ting himself and the world.™

As a commentary on reading-addiction, Anton Reiser
offers a unique perspective on the phenomenon of reading-ad-
diction at the end of the eighteenth-century, when the best ef-
forts of the Enlightenment intelligentsia to transform the emer-
gent middle-class into an ideal civil society increasingly
conflicted with Germany’s ever-expanding popular literary

* Johann Georg Heinzmann, Appel an meine Nation iiber Aufkld-
rung und Aufkldirer; iiber Gelehrsamkeit und Schrifisteller; iiber
Biichermanufakturisten, Rezensenten, Buchhéndler; iiber moderne
Philosophen und Menschenerzieher, auch iiber mancherley ande-
res, was Menschenfreyheit und Menschenrechte betrifft. (Bem: s.n.,
1795), 450. ,,... Empfindlichkeit, leichte Erkiltung, Kopfschmer-
zen, schwache Augen, Hitzblattem, Podagra, Gicht, Himorrhoiden,
Engbriistigkeit, Schlagfliisse, Lungenknoten, geschwiichte Verdau-
ung, Verstopfung der Eingeweide, Nervenschwiiche, Migriine, Epi-
lepsie, Hypochondrie, Melankolie, die gewdhnlichsten Krankhei-
ten; unsre Lebenssiifte stocken und faulen; hiBliche
Leidenschaften: Traurigkeit, Unwillen, MiBvergniigen, Eifersucht
und Neid, Trotz und Eigendiinkel; MiiBiggang und Unzucht, findet
man in Strohhiitten wie in Palisten.*

* Karl Philipp Moritz, Anton Reiser: A Psychological Novel, trans.
John R. Russel (Columbia: Camden House, 1996), 111. Cf. Karl
Philipp Moritz, Anton Reiser: ein psychologischer Roman (Verlag:
Deutscher Taschenbuch, 1987), 152.
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is not permeable to sensations already packaged as ideas, in-
vested with value, and charged with feeling? Who is to say that
either our ideas or feelings are in fact our own?”"® Thus the
Sentimental movement developed its own philosophical an-
thropology influenced by moral sense philosophy and the neu-
rophysiology of Albrecht von Haller," and it rejected moral
systems prioritizing reason over emotion, arguing that the al-
ienation of the human individual from his or her emotions, of-
ten identified as animalistic impulses, would inevitably di-
vorce human nature the very nature that sustains it.
Empfindsamkeit adopted a theory of nervous sympathy that at-
tributed emotional experiences to the interplay of liquid-esque
“vital spirits” travelling back and forth from the outside world
and the brain in hollowed-out tubes, the nerves.? Just as
streams of liquid converge, diverge, swell, and overflow their
containers, emotions spread and grew as individuals made
contact with nature and each other. Therefore, in contrast to
the rational separation of the self and other created through the
Bildungsprozess, Sentimentality sacrificed the uniqueness and
autonomy of the self in favor of an easier channel between its
interior and exterior, a move which would hopefully resolve
the greatest problem of the Bi/dung model—so long as the self
remained self-enclosed and distinct from its immediate sur-
roundings, how could individuals ever bridge the gap of their
subjective experiences and create a shared experience upon
which to build civil society? Sentimental neurophilosophy of-
fered a system in which the individual would no longer be
forced into isolation behind the wall of his or her own mind,
thereby allowing for the creation of community—but it did so

'" Armstrong, 10.

' Catherine J. Minter, “Literary Empfindsamkeit and Nervous Sen-
sibility in Eighteenth-Century Germany,” Modern Language Re-
view 96, no. 4 (2001): 1016-1017.

20 Minter, “Literary Empfindsamkeit and Nervous Sensibility in
Eighteenth-Century Germany,” 1050.
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will’s autonomy to overcome psychological determinism. The
past would not appear as a series of choices, steps toward or
away from the path of healthy mental development, but would
instead seem to be something that merely happened. This
problem plagues Reiser for the entirety of the novel, and it is
no coincidence that the same man whose Magazine called out
from its cover “Know thyself!” writes a character whose fatal
flaw is self-ignorance. Anton Reiser has no self-awareness or,
at best, a deeply flawed one. Consider the following excerpt
from the third book of Anron Reiser:

But just as a person always searches for the most com-
pelling reasons for doing what he wants to do as if to
justify his conduct to himself, so Reiser tried to regard
paying the small debts he had been led to incur as an
impossible matter and revealing the same as so em-
barrassing that solely on account of this he believed
he had to leave Hannover. But his actual motivations
were the irresistible urge to change his situation and
the desire to perform publicly in some way as soon as
possible in order to gain fame and approval. To him
nothing could seem better suited for this than the stage
where it isn’t even regarded as vanity when a person
wants to display himself in public to his advantage as
often as possible, but where, on the contrary, an ad-
diction to applause is, so to speak, privileged.”

Here, instead of acknowledging his desire to escape triviality
and to accrue the accolades demanded by his vanity, Reiser
deceives himself, spinning some story of a young man over-
come by insurmountable debt with no further recourse but to
remove himself from the presence of his creditors. Crucially,
this leads to a decision which is neither autonomous nor moral:

25 Moritz, Anton Reiser: A Psychological Novel, 204. Cf. Moritz,
Anton Reiser: ein psychologische Roman, 274-275.
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Therefore, Anton Reiser might best be understood as
autobiography, fictionalized and transposed into the third-per-
son. But though the notion that a novel training its readers in
Empfahrungsseelenkunde self-analysis would make heavy use
of autobiography is unsurprising, the admission of autobiog-
raphy into the formal characteristics of Anton Reiser raises a
number of interpretative questions: (1) Is Anton Reiser anovel,
biography, or autobiography? (2) Why use third-person in-
stead of first-person? (3) If Anton Reiser is really to be under-
stood as Moritz, and the narrator (by virtue of his deep
knowledge of Reiser’s inner-life and his explicit use of expe-
riential psychology) is also to be understood as Moritz, and if
Moritz names himself as editor on the novel’s cover, why three
Moritzes instead of one?

A number of have scholars have introduced possible
explanations for Reiser’s internal structure. Vosskamp, for ex-
ample, claims that Moritz differentiates his perspective be-
tween character and narrator so that both perspectives may
then be consummated in the perspective of the reader—just as
the novel pits Reiser's schwérmerische® imagination against

ity,” in German Literature of the Eighteenth Century: The Enlight-
enment and Sensibility, ed. Barbara Becker-Cantarino (Rochester:
Camden House, 2005). 14.

** For more information regarding the term Schwdrmerei—which
connotes a “swarming frenzy” but whose long and complicated his-
tory leaves translations such as “excessive enthusiasm or senti-
ment” unsatisfactory—one might consult the anthology Enthusiasm
and Enlightenment in Europe, 1650-1850, edited by Lawrence E.
Klein and Anthony J. La Vopa—especially Anthony La Vopa,
“The Philosopher and the Schwdrmer: On the Career of a German
Epithet from Luther to Kant,” Enthusiasm and Enlightenment in
Europe, 1650-1850 (Huntington Library: San Marino, 1998), 85-
116. Describing the efforts of philosopher Christian Garve, he
writes: “Garve posited an ‘essential difference’ between Sc/nwdir-
merei—as self-delusion, the mistaking of ‘fictions’ for *real
knowledge’—and Enthusiasmus (the creative inspiration that ‘ex-
alts desires, raises hopes, and beautifies what is really there’) He
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