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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation theorizes the concept of the tableau effect in order to investigate the 

performativity of gendered notions of selfhood in novels as well as short stories, ranging from 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften (1809), Heinrich von Kleist’s Der 

Findling (1811), Joseph von Eichendorff’s Das Marmorbild (1819), and Sophie Mereau-

Brentano’s Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt (1806). The first chapter analyzes the literary 

representation of performances of tableaux vivants by the female figures Luciane and Ottilie in 

Goethe’s novel, as it argues that these performances induce divergent notions of feminine 

selfhood, namely ones that either fall into tendencies of askesis or asceticism. More precisely, 

the female figures are analyzed in terms of self-indulgence and self- expansion or self-denial and 

self-sacrifice. This twofold model is condensed into the representation of one female figure, 

Elvire, in the second chapter, insofar as this woman oscillates between techniques of selfhood 

that either result in her maintenance of her own internal world of desires or the total renunciation 

of all desire, particularly when she becomes ensnared as an observer in the performance of a 

tableau vivant by her stepson, Nicolo. The third chapter extends the critical apparatus of the 

tableau effect to examine the gendered subject formation of a heterosexual male protagonist in 

Eichendorff’s novella in terms of his standardization as a subject that conforms to more 

conservative gender paradigms. This chapter considers moments in which the protagonist 

encounters tableaux vivants, particularly of women, as formative in his construction as a 

heterosexual subject. The fourth chapter examines Mereau-Brentano’s novella through the lens 
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of the tableau effect, too; however, through the course of this novella, I argue that the female 

protagonist empowers herself through the dynamics of self-performance that the tableau effect 

inculcates as a gendered subject. Ultimately, this dissertation provides insights into the linking of 

gender performativity, visual media, and subjectivity around 1800, thus creating a new space for 

analyzing the resonances between contemporary notions of self-performance and self-marketing 

in social media and earlier modes of self-performance in literary representations of mimoplastics.  
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An Introduction to Tableaux Vivants and Attitudes: Henriette Hendel-Schütz and Her 
Legacy 

 
 The pervasive murmur of conversation suddenly dies down as a butler enters a festively 

decorated ballroom. He rings a small silver bell and astutely announces that the performance is 

about to begin. The servants dim the candelabras, which cast shadows into the recessed alcoves 

that contain neoclassical statues. The guest of honor has been absent from the soirée for almost 

an hour. In anticipation of the performance, everyone eagerly looks at each other through the 

dimly lit room as they orient themselves toward a small, veiled stage. Atop this podium-like 

structure, the curtain is suddenly drawn. Lights shine into the recess and illuminate Madame 

Henriette Hendel-Schütz as she poses, cloaked in a flowing robe, holding a bow and quiver, 

against a painted backdrop of a bucolic landscape in which one can discern a crescent moon and 

a deer. The audience gasps with pleasure as she adjusts her pose. An older woman uses her opera 

glasses to get a better look at the costume’s few glistening sequins. One man’s eyes light up as 

Hendel-Schütz changes her pose again and casts her shadow as a silhouette on the surface behind 

her. When Hendel-Schütz breaks the stillness of her performance in order to read a short poem, 

which describes the attributes and qualities of the goddess Diana, everyone’s eyebrows furrow in 

an attentive trance. As she strikes her last pose, the curtain falls. Quiet delight spreads across the 

room, but before conversation can flare up, the curtain is raised again, and Hendel-Schütz, in a 

surreal transition, has re-styled herself as Mary Stuart. Her demure posture and monastic regalia, 

as she holds a crucifix and rosary, make her immediately legible to the educated audience as a 

reference to Schiller’s recent depiction of the queen in his drama Maria Stuart (1801). Breaking 

her cycle of poses, Hendel-Schütz interjects during her performance, gesturing to the crucifix on 

her chest, and declares that it is an authentic relic of Queen Mary herself, expounding on the 

significance of the Scottish royal jewels. Meanwhile, as Hendel-Schütz transitions to a new pose, 
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some audience members remove their sketchbooks in order to capture this evocative pose, while 

others gasp. Think what it would feel like to attend a salon in the duchy of Weimar during the 

first decades of the nineteenth century for the purpose of observing a tableau vivant! 

 Henriette Hendel-Schütz (1772 -1849) was one of several acclaimed German actresses 

whose specialty was mimoplastic performance when the “pervasive European fashion of the 

tableau vivant” was at its height during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, to quote 

Martin Meisel’s 1983 monograph Realizations: Narrative, Pictorial, and Theatrical Arts in 

Nineteenth-Century England.1 Meisel remarks that although “the tableau vivant apparently took 

hold as a widespread genteel social entertainment on the order of charades after Goethe 

published Die Wahlverwandtschaften,” the inspiration for its popularization stemmed from the 

women who performed mimoplastics.2 Indeed, Hendel-Schütz’s fame spread in 1809, the same 

year as the publication of Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften, also in part due to a famous 

collection of copper engravings, Pantomimische Stellungen von Henriette Hendel, Nach der 

Natur gezeichnet, by Joseph Nicolaus Peroux, which appeared across Europe and familiarized 

the public with this artform. (See figure 1)  

 

 
1 Martin Meisel, “Speaking Pictures: The Drama,” in Realizations: Narrative, Pictorial, and Theatrical Arts in 
Nineteenth-Century England (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1983), 49.  
2 Ibid., 49.  
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Figure 1: Joseph Nicolaus Peroux, “Tab XX,” in Pantomimische Stellungen Von Henriette Hendel 
nach der Natur gezeichnet und in 26 Blättern. (Frankfurt a.M.: 1810). 

 
 Reviews of Peroux’s folio of images in European literary periodicals not only attest to the 

popularity of Hendel-Schütz’s attitudes, but also demonstrate the elevation of mimoplastic arts in 

the public sphere at the end of the long eighteenth century. In a review that appeared in the 

Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung on Friday, October 26th, 1810, an unnamed critic praises Hendel-

Schütz (as depicted in Peroux’s engravings), remarking: “Der Künstlerin, welcher durch das 

vorliegende Werk ein, mehr der Absicht als Ausführung nach, würdiges Monument gestiftet 

worden ist, gebührt der Ruhm: die Wiederherstellerin der Mimik, als einer selbständigen 

schönen Kunst geworden zu seyn.”3 In another significant account of one of Hendel-Schütz’s 

actual performances, which appeared in the English anthology The Manchester Iris: A Literary 

and Scientific Miscellany in 1822, the author remarks that “the celebrated German actress, Mrs. 

 
3 Anonymous, “Werke der Schönen Künste, Mimik.” Friday, October 26, 1810. no. 295. Allgemeine Literatur-
Zeitung: 449.  
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Hendel-Schutz, who has excited admiration by her attitudes, and also performed Schiller’s Maria 

with great applause in several cities in Germany, affirmed that a cross which she wore on her 

neck was the very same one that belonged to the unfortunate queen.”4 With her jewelry as an 

apocryphal artifact, Hendel-Schütz used her costume to blur the border between reality and 

illusion for her audience. In a discussion of Hendel-Schütz’s strategies for engaging her 

audience, Kirsten Gram Holmström’s 1967 monograph, Monodrama, Attitudes, Tableaux 

Vivants: Studies on Some Trends of Theatrical Fashion, 1770 – 1815, imagines what one of 

Hendel-Schütz edifying salons would have been like:  

 [Hendel-Schütz] created an atmosphere which was closer to that of the artist’s studio than 
 that of the theatre. Moreover, between each cycle of attitudes Schütz appeared on the 
 forestage and commented on the next part of the programme, explained the mythological 
 context, or read a poem suited to the situation. [...] Mme. Hendel-Schütz appeared mainly 
 in private circles among artists and academics. In such circumstances she could freely 
 interrupt the performance to discuss her ideas with the spectators. But even during public 
 performances she quite deliberately cultivated this ‘Verfremdung-Technik’ by waving to 
 friends and saying a few words directly to the audience.5 
 
In contrast to Holmström, who emphasizes the anti-illusionistic, didactic quality of Hendel-

Schütz’s performances, this dissertation argues that their illusionistic power enacts a process of 

interiorization, which I term the tableau effect, insofar as material elements and their 

configurations around performers and observers engender the internalization of a sexualized self 

in male and especially female figures. Insofar as Hendel-Schütz both broke the fourth wall in 

order to realize an edifying agenda in her performances, her unique attitudes and tableaux 

vivants appealed to an artistic, intellectual movement that extended across social classes from the 

bourgeoisie to the aristocracy. In his monograph, Meisel describes this appeal as the way in 

 
4 Anonymous, The Manchester Iris: a literary and scientific miscellany. (Manchester: H. Smith (1822-1823)): 178-
179. 
5 Kirsten Gram Holmström, Monodrama, Attitudes, Tableaux Vivants: Studies on Some Trends of Theatrical 
Fashion, 1770 – 1815 (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1976), 291.  
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which “the tableau vivant also afforded the pleasures of ‘realization;’” wherein “realization is in 

itself an ‘effect’” that “was not confined to the independent tableau vivant,” but that impacted 

the observing subjects as well.6 In other words, the tableau vivant invites realizations vis-à-vis 

notions of self, gender, and kinship against the backdrop of shifting social orders. 7 

 Returning to Hendel-Schütz, The Manchester Iris’ mention of Hendel-Schütz’s 

performances attests to German women’s influence on the pan-European craze surrounding 

mimoplastics at the end of the long eighteenth century. In the German-speaking cultural context, 

Hendel-Schütz was the “successor” of Emma Hart, or Lady Hamilton, whose mimoplastics had 

been made famous by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe through his account in Italienische Reise, 

according to Gabrielle Bersier’s 2016 article “‘Hamiltonian-Hendelian’ Mimoplastics and 

Tableau of the Underworld: The Visual Aesthetics of Goethe’s 1815 Proserpina Production.”8 In 

fact, Goethe’s representation of Emma Hart, or Lady Hamilton, in Naples, Italy, was likely a 

“hidden tribute” to Henriette Hendel-Schütz, as Bersier argues, because Goethe not only greatly 

admired Hendel-Schütz and even worked with her in 1810, but also because Goethe’s own 

encounter with Emma Hart in the 1780s “cannot be confirmed,” since Italienische Reise was 

published in 1816 (although the text claims to recount Goethe’s autobiographical events from 

three decades prior).9 Departing from Henriette Hendel-Schütz’s remarkable biography, which 

 
6 Meisel, 49.  
7 Schlipphacke elaborates: “The coming together of the classical novel and the tableau vivant in Goethe’s work 
offers likewise a window onto the intimate relationship between socio-political and aesthetic forms. Performing in 
the drawing room for and with diverse social groups, the tableau vivant combines allegory and mimesis; it combines 
the extended kin community of the pre-modern aristocratic social system with the modern social form of the nuclear 
family. Situated within the modern novel, the genre created for the bourgeois interior subject, the tableau vivant is a 
“baroque” (Hegel) reminder of the simultaneous, non-linear coexistence of aesthetic and social forms normally 
understood to be situated along a linear developmental trajectory (ancient to modern).” (150) 
See Heidi Schlipphacke, “Kinship and Aesthetic Depth: Tableau Vivant in Goethe’s Wahlverwandtschaften,” 
Publications of the English Goethe Society 87, no. 3 (2018): 147-165.  
8 Gabrielle Bersier, ““Hamiltonian-Hendelian” Mimoplastics and Tableau of the Underworld: The Visual Aesthetics 
of Goethe’s 1815 Proserpina Production,” Goethe Yearbook 23 (2016): 172.  
9 Bersier, 173-174. 
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intersected with Goethe’s own life and his work regarding mimoplastics, I argue that the “quasi-

cinematic property” of attitudes and tableaux vivant, which Bersier identifies, demonstrates the 

ways in which this “new art form” sheds light on sociocultural transitions around 1800, which I 

expound upon in terms of the tableau effect.10  

 With today’s world inundated with moving and manipulable texts and images, it is 

difficult to grasp the contemporary significance of tableaux vivants and attitudes, which have 

become relocated from the upper-class salon to innumerable modern contexts, from performance 

art at the Hirschhorn Museum in Washington, DC, to the quotidian experience of scrolling 

images on Instagram from one’s bed.11 Although this study refers to the performance of social 

relations more than two centuries ago, tableaux vivants raise a host of concerns related to their 

signifying potential, socializing and gendering function, status of mass media, and significance 

for the formation of modern observing subjects. This dissertation participates in a larger recovery 

of the significance of mimoplastic performances as a cultural practice that pre-dates and pre-

figures many contemporary forms of media, such as cinema and social media. Indeed, my 

personal enthusiasm stems from my first reading of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften, during which the scenes of Luciane and Ottilie’s tableaux vivants struck 

me for their simultaneously suspenseful, ironic, and provocative quality.12 As a fan of Netflix 

and Hulu’s new wave of period dramas set in the 18th and 19th centuries, I was immediately 

 
10 Ibid., 174.  
11 Julian Rosefeldt, the Munich-born film-video artist, engages with the genre of the tableau vivant across his oeuvre 
in both implicit and explicit ways; his photographs of his tableaux vivants, titled, Asylum, Lonely Planet (2006), The 
ship of fools (2007), American Night (2009), My home is a dark and cloud-hung land (2011) deal with issues of 
illusion and media, belonging, Heimat, and gender. See: https://www.thegreenbox.net/en/books/american-night  
12 Whereas Heidi Schlipphacke’s analysis of Goethe’s tableaux vivants draws inspiration from Hegel’s distaste for 
tableaux vivants because of their “heterogenous composition,” which he argued “wirkt zweckwidrig,” and which 
Schlipphacke uses to frame her thesis that tableaux vivants collide pre-modern and modern kinship regimes, my 
notion of the phenomenon of the tableau effect draws on Hegel’s observation in Ästhetik, I/II, namely, that tableaux 
vivants have an effect that can counteract their intended purpose. (Schlipphacke 149)  
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confused and disappointed that no one had featured an episode with such an intense, sexually 

charged tableau vivant performance, which of course would somehow intersect with the show’s 

cabals and melodramatic plot.13 My question then evolved, however, from not simply one of 

what it would take to portray such a scene, but how and why, in my mind, this artistic 

representation, which is anachronistic from today’s vantage point, so easily lent itself to a 

cinematic rendering in my imagination? How do Goethe’s tableaux vivants, despite the fact that 

they existed before modern photographic and cinematic technologies pre-figure the bodily, 

material, and ideological implications of modern cinema for observing subjectivity? With these 

concerns foregrounded, I will first expand upon my theoretical approach in the following and 

then introduce the subsequent chapters, which focus on four examples of narrative prose around 

1800, namely: Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften (1809), Heinrich von 

Kleist’s Der Findling (1811), Joseph Freiherr von Eichendorff’s Das Marmorbild (1818), and 

finally Sophie Mereau-Brentano’s Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt (1806). My contention is that 

each of these texts contains representations of tableaux vivants, attitudes, and similar theatrical 

scenarios that illustrate the tableau effect as a gendered process of subject formation. 

 This dissertation will marry two strains of scholarship in order to examine the tableau 

effect as a unique operation of gendered subject formation in German narrative prose around 

1800. I first draw on the existing eighteenth-century scholarship on the cultural history of 

tableaux vivants (Holmström, 1967; Jooss, 1999; Wurst, 2005; Hahn, 2009; MacLeod, 1998, 

2014; Bersier, 2016), and particularly on studies of tableaux’ representation in Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften (Härnik, 1912; Kittler, 1981; Wellbery, 1985; McIsaac, 1997, 2007; 

 
13 In Netflix’s recent 2020 psychological-thriller series about Sigmund Freud, Freud, there is in fact a dramatic 
tableau vivant scene. Additionally, a tableau vivant features in a brothel scene in (Monumental Pictures’) Hulu’s 
2017-2019 series Harlots, for example. Both scenes involve tableaux vivants in erotic contexts. 
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Brandstetter, 1999; Jooss, 1999, 2003; Öhlschläger, 2003; Tacke, 2006; Bersier, 2013; Solanki, 

2016; Holmes, 2017; Schlipphacke, 2018). Furthermore, I align this branch of Goethe studies 

with extensive feminist scholarship relating to both eighteenth-century theater studies (Emde, 

1999; Arons, 2006; Hochholdinger-Reiterer, 2014) as well as film, media, and gender studies 

(Rivière, 1929; Mulvey, 1974; Sedgwick, 1975; Doane, 1990; Crary, 1990; Butler, 1992) in 

order to intervene in the scholarly discourse on literary representations of tableaux vivants 

around 1800 and to articulate a model of subject development via the tableau effect. To couch 

this discussion within a history of notions of selfhood, I discuss gendered subject development 

via the tableau effect in Foucauldian terms of disciplinarian modernity and panopticism 

(Foucault, 1975, 1976), as well as in terms of the ways in which subjects recognize and resist 

social order through technologies of the self (Foucault, 1982; Trop, 2013, 2015). 

 Birgit Jooss discusses the changing ideological function of tableaux vivants in the long 

eighteenth century in her 1999 monograph, Lebende Bilder: Körperliche Nachahmung in der 

Goethezeit, as she elaborates on the problematic interconnectedness of both attitudes and 

tableaux vivants with a gendered, disciplinarian discourse around the female body. Through a 

close reading of an advertisement in an 1811 issue of the Journal des Luxus und der Moden for 

an academy offering “militaristic” training for young women in “Shawlkunst,” i.e., in the art of 

attitudes and tableaux vivants, Jooss’ work defines the domain of mimoplastic performance, that 

is, the space in which the tableau effect is enacted, as one in which female subjects are 

disciplined vis-à-vis patriarchal power.14 Indeed, the “tableau vivant implies an eroticized space, 

one that is overwhelmingly the domain of female performers and male spectators,” according to 

Catriona MacLeod in Fugitive Objects: Sculpture and Literature in the German Nineteenth 

 
14 Birgit Jooss, Lebende Bilder: Körperliche Nachahmung von Kunstwerken in der Goethezeit (Berlin: Reimer, 
1999), 115.  
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Century (2014).15 In line with W.J.T. Mitchell’s argument that ekphrasis reflects social 

domination, MacLeod contends that the tableau vivant facilitates a viewing relation predicated 

on “an active, speaking, seeing subject” staged in opposition to “the ‘other,’” who is “projected 

as a passive, seen, and (usually) silent object,” which results in a conceptual binary that has 

historically “been gendered male and female.”16 Underscoring my analysis’ heteronormative 

framework, MacLeod posits that this tableau vivant conducts “a suturing of dominant gender 

stereotypes into the semiotic structure of the image-text,” insofar as it has the “overtones of 

voyeuristic eroticism” that characterizes the male gaze.17 Indeed, because of the significance of 

the male gaze in the tableau effect, and through its “quasi-cinematic” quality, Laura Mulvey’s 

theory of the male gaze in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1974) becomes an operative 

term in my study for the discussion of the tableau effect. 

 On the other hand, tableaux vivants were often performed and directed by women, such 

that women realized a high degree of agency and self-actualization, even from a contemporary 

perspective, thus complicating the notion that mimoplastic performances were ‘dominated’ by 

the male gaze. Furthermore, Hendel-Schütz was not the only example of an early nineteenth-

century woman who was empowered by performance. While Hendel-Schütz directed and 

performed her own performance pieces, albeit with the help of her husband, other masterful 

female arrangers and directors, such as Stéphanie-Félicité de Genlis and Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun, 

developed tableaux vivants and attitudes further “zu einer eigenständigen Kunstform [...], die in 

den Salons zur Unterhaltung der adlig-großbürgerlichen Eliten diente,” as Matthias Hahn notes 

in his 2009 article “Carl Ferdinand Langhans’ Inszenierung von Lebenden Bildern am 

 
15 Catriona MacLeod, Fugitive Objects: Sculpture and Literature in the German Nineteenth Century (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 2014), 150.  
16 MacLeod, 156. 
17 Ibid., 156-157. 
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Nationaltheater.”18 However, as I shall discuss shortly, for the purposes of this study, despite the 

fact that real-life mimoplastic performances were often controlled by women and tailored to 

upper-class audiences of both sexes, I contend that in German narrative prose around 1800, the 

tableau effect depicts models of self-performance that are grounded in heteropatriarchal cultural 

order.19     

 Accordingly, in the first two chapters, I develop an analytical lexicon around the tableau 

effect through a discussion of gender performativity, theatricality, and the male gaze vis-à-vis 

Die Wahlverwandtschaften and Der Findling, which I then apply in the third and fourth chapters, 

which examine more general instances of theatrical performances of the self and intersubjective 

recognition. Within the context of this study, I posit that the intersubjective experience of 

recognition that the tableau vivant engenders constitutes the “tableau effect,” broadly speaking. 

More precisely, this intersubjective dynamic induces the recognition of the subjects’ gendered 

positions vis-à-vis one another. As a sum of the elements of the tableau effect, this differs from 

theatrical looking in that it involves a heightened concentration on a dramatic moment in which 

the observer is granted access to the performer’s body and psychic interiority, although the male 

gaze’s control is also sometimes disrupted in this game of patriarchal looking relations. I 

expound upon this in the subsequent sections and chapters, as I show through various examples 

that the effect of the tableaux vivants, attitudes, and theatrical scenarios depicted around 1800 in 

 
18 Matthias Hahn, “Carl Ferdinand Langhans’ Inszenierung von Lebenden Bildern am Nationaltheater,” Der 
gesellschaftliche Wandel um 1800 und das Berliner Nationaltheater (Hanover: Wehrhahn Verlag, 2009), 284. 
19 Dorothea von Mücke’s discussion of generic innovations during the Enlightenment in Virtue and the Veil of 
Illusion analyzes the sociocultural project of rearing bourgeois male subjects in the mid- to late-eighteenth century 
through new literary genres, i.e., the Bildungsroman and its contention with theatricality. It is against this male-
coded conceptualization of subject formation, qua Bildungsroman, that I define the tableau effect as a generic 
innovation that represents a process of gendered, and particularly non-male, subject formation, which obscures clear 
notions of ancient and modern selfhood. 
See Dorothea von Mücke, Virtue and the Veil of Illusion: Generic Innovation and the Pedagogical Project in 
Eighteenth-Century Literature. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991. 
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these prose works, with their complex directions, costumes, series of poses, and gendered 

politics, constitutes a medium similar to cinematic technology in the ways that such 

performances configure bodies, gazes, and desire.  

 My dissertation builds on Karin Wurst’s scholarship on desire, visuality, and 

performance around 1800, which provides an entry point into the discussion of gendered looking 

relations and mimoplastics, as she contextualizes attitudes and tableaux vivants around 1800 in 

terms of the male gaze, their sartorial dimension, and their temporal quality. Tableaux vivants 

and attitudes displayed the body in “form-revealing garments and shawls” and, most 

significantly, allowed the observer to wield a “contemplative and explorative gaze,” according to 

Wurst’s 2005 article “Spellbinding: The Body as Art/Art as Body in the Cultural Practice of 

Attitüden.”20 To quote Wurst’s essay, the “cultural work that attitudes [and tableaux vivants] 

perform consists of drawing attention to the sensual attraction of the body presented in the arts,” 

or rather, to the body in its role as a medium for “the creation of desire” in an observer. 21 Wurst 

further elaborates on the male gaze vis-à-vis tableaux vivants and attitudes in her 2005 

monograph, Fabricating Pleasure: Fashion, Entertainment, and Cultural Consumption in 

Germany, 1780-1830, in which she theorizes it as a “lingering gaze” that in the late eighteenth 

century was usually only socially sanctioned for looking at representations of the human body in 

works of art, understood as autonomous works of art that are divorced from desire.22 Thus, when 

applied to living bodies in tableaux vivants, the “lingering gaze” has a transgressive quality, 

 
20 Karin Wurst, “Spellbinding: The Body as Art/Art as Body in the Cultural Practice of Attitüden,” Lessing 
Yearbook 38 (2001): 151. 
21 Ibid., 151. 
22 Karin Wurst, Fabricating Pleasure: Fashion, Entertainment, and Cultural Consumption in Germany, 1780-1830 
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2005), 222. 
According to Wurst: “Attitudes and living pictures allow for a different kind of looking at the body. The open, 
sustained, examining gaze at the living body – and not its representation in art – is not part of conventional social 
relationships, which only allow fleeting, surveying glances, reading the clothed body’s positionality within its social 
context. […] Thus, a prolonged gaze at the living body represented a transgression of social norms.” (222) 
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which underscores the tableau effect’s possibility for opening up resistant spaces for the female 

gaze amid patriarchal domination; that is, it creates new possibilities for subjects’ realization of 

possibilities of selfhood. Therefore, although I posit that this effect favors the male gaze, I will 

demonstrate that it creates a space for a desiring female gaze through the norms it internalizes, 

insofar as its “effect” is the inculcation of notions of gendered selfhood predicated on either self-

expansion or self-renunciation.  

 The concept of the tableau effect also draws momentum from Wendy Arons’ discussion 

of performative femininity in The Impossible Act, in which she posits that “it is possible to trace 

an acknowledgement of the essentially performed nature of womanhood, that is, its lack of 

essence and its status as masquerade” in the eighteenth century, which I analyze through female 

figures’ reactions to and participation in the tableau effect.23 In Arons’ discussion of Sophie 

Mereau’s Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt, which I discuss in detail in the fourth chapter, she 

posits that Mereau’s protagonist resists an interpretive gaze, which seeks to constantly ascribe 

interiority to the central female figure. While I build on Arons’ discussion of Mereau’s text, I 

find her general analysis of Mereau’s representation of resistance to the male gaze useful for my 

discussion of the potentially subversive models of womanliness that all of these texts portray. 

My analysis of the subversive potential of “womanliness as masquerade” in female figures’ 

reactions to the tableau effect, particularly of Goethe’s character, Luciane, in Chapter One, and 

Sophie Mereau’s anonymous protagonist in Chapter Four, is also informed (in addition to Arons’ 

work) by both Joan Rivière’s seminal conception of masquerade and, from more recent 

scholarship, Mary Ann Doane’s notion of the female gaze in “Film and The Masquerade: 

 
23 Wendy Arons, Performance and Femininity in Eighteenth-Century German Women’s Writing (New York: 
Palgrave MacMillan, 2006), 7.  
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Theorizing the Female Spectator.”24 While the lingering gaze permits male observers of tableaux 

vivants, attitudes, or theatrical performances to transgress normative looking relations and 

ponderously gaze upon female bodies as they pose, it is my contention that literary 

representations of the tableau effect also demonstrate the ways in which female figures look 

back or gaze inwardly, thus resisting male-dominated, heteronormative relations. Accordingly, I 

analyze these four texts’ representations of female resistance as masquerade in terms of feminine 

technologies of the self, which I expound upon in terms of askesis and asceticism, particularly in 

chapters one, two, and four, as I draw on Foucault’s use of the terms in his analysis of the history 

of rituals of selfhood vis-à-vis ideological and cultural frameworks in his 1982 lecture 

“Technologies of the Self.” Simply put, askesis involves exercises in self-adjustment and self-

affirmation, whereas asceticism involves practices of renunciation as reactions to social power. 

 The tableau effect, as expressed in tableaux vivants, attitudes, and theatrical 

performances, facilitates either submissive or empowered ways of observing and being observed 

as a feminine (or gender-fluid) subject. The tableau effect, thus generated, involves particular 

material, structural, and psychic elements, namely: the “lingering gaze,” sartoriality, seriality, 

and sexuality. These elements determine the tableau effect’s consequences for notions of gender, 

kinship, and selfhood. From a methodological perspective, these elements can help us to analyze 

the ways in which tableaux vivants and attitudes act as loci of subject formation. Even in the 

absence of literal performances of tableaux vivants or attitudes, this constellation of effects can 

still be present, as they demonstrate the ways in which gendered subjects come to recognize 

themselves.  

 
24 See Joan Rivière, “Womanliness as Masquerade” The International Journal of Psychoanalysis 10 (London, 
1929): 303-313; or see Mary Ann Doane, “Film and The Masquerade: Theorizing the Female Spectator,” in ed. 
Patricia Erens, Issues in Feminist Film Criticism, (Bloomingdale and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1990), 
41-57.   
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 In the following, before I deploy them throughout the dissertation chapters, I will discuss 

each aspect of the tableau effect in more detail: 

 The “Lingering Gaze.” This study conceives of the tableau effect against the backdrop of 

a broader sociocultural context, because “the variety of theater practices not only increased but 

become more visible” around 1800, according to Wurst, as access to the theater and other forms 

of entertainment proliferated as a result of the Industrial Revolution and the rise of the middle 

class.25 In the face of widespread sociopolitical and economic transformations around 1800, 

these new media for the purpose of pleasurable socialization and entertainment circulated farther 

across the German-speaking world. While Wurst posits that the theater shaped not only physical 

space, but also “the behavior of the audience,” I am interested in the ways in which mimoplastics 

induce the tableau effect as a particular way of inducing certain behavior in both the audience 

and the performers.26 In that attitudes and tableaux vivants allow the audience’s gaze to linger on 

the usually “female performer’s body,” to quote Wurst, the tableau effect, in this sense, already 

always implies a form of social transgression. While Wurst remarks that mimoplastics’ 

“entertainment value is derived from an indulgence of the gaze and from a game of cultural 

recognition,” I argue that mimoplastics’ significance for notions of gendered selfhood also stems 

from their amplification of both the performer and the observer’s gazes in a game of recognition 

that can have sensually pleasurable, but also lethal outcomes.27 I later elaborate on this game of 

cultural recognition with reference to Ellwood Wiggins’ work in Odysseys of Recognition: 

Performing Intersubjectivity in Homer, Aristotle, Shakespeare, Goethe, and Kleist; however, for 

now, it is important to note that in line with Wurst’s conception of the lingering gaze, the tableau 

 
25 Wurst, Fabricating Pleasure 300. 
26 Ibid., 300. 
27 Wurst, Fabricating Pleasure 222. 
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effect departs from a Kantian notion of interesseloses Wohlgefallen. According to Kant, in § 2 of 

Der Kritik der Urteilskraft, Erster Teil: Kritik der ästhetischen Urteilskraft, “Das Wohlgefallen, 

welches das Geschmacksurteil bestimmt, ist ohne alles Interesse…”28 While Kant abstracts 

aesthetic experience from physical or material desire, thus locating beauty entirely in the 

observer’s mind, the tableau effect, in contrast, locates beauty, pleasure, and desire in the world, 

or rather, in theatrical scenarios, public presentations, and sartorial performances. The lingering 

gaze of the tableau effect, therefore, undresses the (usually) female body, and in the performer’s 

attempt to represent a work of art, destabilizes its autonomy.29 Thus, I situate my investigation of 

the tableau effect at this historical moment, to quote Wurst, when “vision, which during the 

Enlightenment was tied to rationality, organization, and concept formation, took on new 

dimensions…[as it] became linked to the sensual impact of looking at stimulating objects on the 

one hand, [and] the imaginary pleasures of visualizing, in day-dreaming and fantasizing, on the 

other.”30  

 Sartoriality. As the lingering male gaze falls upon the female performer’s body, a 

primary element of both her complicit observation of this androcentric practice as well as her 

resistance to it lies in her use of clothing. As clothing no longer served solely as a superficial 

marker of social hierarchy around 1800, instead becoming a free-floating signifier, clothing 

 
28 According to Kant: “Interesse wird das Wohlgefallen genannt, was wir mit der Vorstellung der Existenz eines 
Gegenstandes verbinden. Ein solches hat daher immer zugleich Beziehung auf das Begehrungsvermögen, entweder 
als Bestimmungsgrund desselben, oder doch als mit dem Bestimmungsgrunde desselben notwendig 
zusammenhängend. Nun will man aber, wenn die Frage ist, ob etwas schön sei, nicht wissen, ob uns oder irgend 
jemand, an der Existenz der Sache irgend etwas gelegen sei, oder auch nur gelegen sein könne; sondern, wie wir sie 
in der bloßen Betrachtung (Anschauung oder Reflexion) beurteilen.”  
See Immanuel Kant, ed. Karl Vorländer, „Erster Abschnitt. Analytik der ästhetischen Urteilskraft. Erstes Buch. 
Analytik des Schönen. Erstes Moment des Geschackurteils*, der Qualität nach,“ in Der Kritik der Urteilskraft, 
Erster Teil: Kritik der ästhetischen Urteilskraft (Leipzig, Der Philosophischen Bibliothek Band 39: Verlag von Felix 
Meiner, 1922), 40.  
29 Askesis counteracts or contradicts the notion of interesses Wohlgefallen, insofar as interesses Wohlgefallen is 
predicated on renunciation, particularly of desire, whereas askesis is not, and instead assimilates desire into oneself.  
30 Wurst, Fabricating Pleasure wvi. 
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became imbued with new “epistemological presumptions” for “directing and reading” bodily 

presentations, to quote Wurst, as this quality was concurrent with the “destabilization” of 

traditional categories, such as gender and class.31 Clothing becomes part of the process of 

uncovering others’ as well as one’s own authentic subjectivity. Therefore, the tableau effect 

involves sartorial elements because of the increasing signifying potential they garnered around 

1800 as a constitutive element of one’s identity.32 Thus, clothing serves as a material medium of 

the tableau effect, as it carries personal and cultural significances for particular characters in the 

respective German narratives, as I shall demonstrate in my individual analyses of texts by 

Goethe, Eichendorff, Kleist, and Mereau.    

 Moreover, as a medium of self-fashioning, clothing took on a special significance in the 

creation of modern gender norms around 1800. Beate Hochholdinger-Reiterer, in her monograph 

Die Kostümierung der Geschlechter: Schauspielkunst als Erfindung der Aufklärung, aligns 

herself with Judith Butler, for example, as she remarks that “Die von Butler beschriebene 

Umsetzung des geschlechterspezifischen Körpers innerhalb eines kulturell beschränkten 

Körperraumes lässt sich analog auch an schauspieltheoretischen Ausführungen beobachten.”33 

That is, she argues that the development of theater theory around 1800, as a discourse on the 

roles and regulation of clothing and bodies on stage, runs analogously to the naturalization of 

gender at the same time. With clothing as a part of the culturally delimited parameters in which 

gender can be expressed, it became codified in theatrical discourse around 1800, and 

 
31 Ibid., 223. 
32 Ibid., 223. 
Wurst draws on Luhmann’s framework for modernity to inform her discussion of clothing’s role in mimoplastic 
artforms, noting: “While the nobility had regarded clothes as unambiguous markers that determined social rank, the 
bourgeoisie […] engaged in a complex system of signification, constructing and decoding the unique characteristics 
of the clothed body in order to uncover the subjectivity of the individual.” 
33 Beate Hochholdinger-Reiterer, Die Kostümierung der Geschlechter: Schauspielkunst als Erfindung der 
Aufklärung, 42 
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mimoplastics became a new theatrical space in which these sartorial codes could be re-imagined 

or re-enforced. In the context of eighteenth-century theater theory, Hochholdinger-Reiterer’s 

study considers how a closer examination of such performance theory renders the “Techniken” 

und “Mechanismen” visible, which, on the one hand, constitute the “Herstellungsprozeß 

geschlechtlicher Identität,” but which also, on the other hand, work to “veil” – “verschleiern” – 

these structures of social power, just as “im bürgerlichen Illusionstheater.”34  

 There are two sides to every coin, and so clothing and other sartorial elements serve both 

the subversion and the re-enforcement of gender norms. Judith Butler suggests in her 1995 

monograph Bodies That Matter that while clothing plays a central role in underground ballroom 

performances (i.e.,drag shows), “there is no necessary relation between drag and subversion, and 

[…] drag may well be used in the service of both the denaturalization and re-idealization of 

hyperbolic heterosexual gender norms.”35 Thus, in both Hochholdinger-Reiterer and Butler’s 

views, clothing both reveals and conceals itself as a mechanism of heteropatriarchal cultural 

power. Nevertheless, as Butler remarks, some drag performances are sartorial “repetitions of 

hegemonic form of power, which fail to repeat loyally and, in that failure, open up possibilities 

for re-signifying” social relations.36 Similarly, the tableau effect, as a sartorially contingent 

performance, never loses its potential for allowing female agency in patriarchal society. By 

arguing that gender performativity, via clothing and other elements, relies on the repetition of 

certain signs, behaviors, actions, etc., surrounding its use, Butler moreover highlights the next 

characteristic of the tableau effect that I discuss, namely: seriality.  

 
34 Ibid., 43. 
35 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex, (New York/ London: Routledge, 1992), 125. 
36 Butler, 124. 



 

 18 

 Seriality. In addition to the tableau effect’s defining elements of the lingering gaze and 

the sartorial dimension, seriality, which we could understand as various multiplications, 

repetitions, and doublings of images, or, moreover, shifts in performers’ poses, also comprises 

this looking constellation. Wurst remarks that in the organization of tableaux vivants and 

attitudes, “the audience [was] fascinated by the visual impact of the play as a sequence of images 

and pictures,” or in other words, the audience’s gaze was fascinated by serial performances of 

images and the successive quality of such a presentation.37 In an abstract sense, it is noteworthy 

that performance media like the tableau vivant or attitude, which aim to achieve a resemblance 

with an original image, also interrupt, freeze, or draw attention to the temporality of the 

narratives that these images represent.38 In the context of eighteenth-century German aesthetics, 

however, the tableau effect’s use of seriality emphasizes a tension between pictorial and 

narrative art in the late eighteenth century that Gotthold Ephraim Lessing analyzes in his 1767 

treatise, Laokoön oder Über die Grenzen der Malerei und Poesie. As Gabrielle Bersier notes in 

her 2013 article “The Art of Ekphrastic Subversion: Goethe's Optical Iconotexts”:   

 Lessing’s strict delineation of the boundaries of poetry and painting in his Laocoon, 
 setting the temporality of verbal signs apart from the spatiality of the visual arts, was an 
 attempt to re-establish the preeminence of the literary over the pictorial mode of 
 representation for the neoclassical age.39 
 
In the context of the four narratives that I discuss in this dissertation, seriality characterizes the 

tableau effect as a complex act of looking that relies on some sort of repetition or remediation, 

 
37 Wurst, Fabricating Pleasure 300. 
38 Heidi Schlipphacke notes that “allegorically staged tableaux vivants were often performed in seventeenth-century 
theaters during scene intervals,” which provides an example of the way in which individual tableaux vivants were 
incorporated into the sequence of a dramatic narrative. Indeed, at a salon party, a cycle of tableaux vivants could 
also serve to mimic a narrative sequence in images (150). For more information on tableaux vivants’ incorporation 
into theatrical performances, see: Gilbert J. Jordan, “Lebende Bilder im deutschen Drama des 17. Jahrhunderts,” The 
South Central Bulletin 33, no. 4 (1973): 207-210.   
39 Gabrielle Bersier, “The Art of Ekphrastic Subversion: Goethe's Optical Iconotexts” (Word & Image: A Journal of 
Verbal/Visual Enquiry, 2013), 244. 
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which the tableau effect seems to invoke, as it blurs the border between narrative sequence and 

imagistic simultaneity. In the tableau effect, seriality invokes a temporal order of repetition, 

procession, and progression, in which the development of desiring gendered subjects unfolds. 

More precisely, seriality structures the tableau effect in all these textual instances. For instance, 

it characterizes the cycle of tableaux vivants and attitudes that Ottilie and Luciane perform as 

remediations of popular images; Nicolo’s tableau vivant of an image of a man from Elvire’s past 

(as a remediated image); Florio’s repeated encounters with costumed and veiled women; and 

Sophie Mereau’s unnamed protagonist’s Romantic journey, in which she episodically 

experiences male partners as a series of tableaux-like encounters.  

As a process of gendered subject formation, the tableau effect involves seriality in the 

positions of both observer and performer. For example, in a 2010 analysis of Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften, Reinhard Wegner interprets Luciane’s tableaux vivants as a moment of 

heightened tension between “Simultanität und Sukzessivität als eine neue Zeiterfahrung,” 

particularly when she is asked to break the pose of a tableau vivant in order to face the audience 

and thereby sexualize herself for their gaze.40 With the increased friction between visuality and 

narrativity, or the breakdown of the strict neoclassical border between simultaneous and 

successive temporalities, autonomous art becomes threatened by intruding sensuousness – or 

even the sheer materiality of new media. Building on Michael Fried’s discussion of Denis 

Diderot’s theory of theatricality in his seminal 1980 book The Primacy of Absorption: Painting 

and the Beholder in the Age of Diderot, I argue that the lingering gaze disrupts the absorption of 

 
40 Reinhard Wegner, “Von Klapp-Bildern und Kipp-Figuren: ‘Tournez s’il vous plaît’ – ein Schlüsselmotiv in 
Goethes Wahlverwandtschaften,” in Goethes ‘Wahlverwandtschaften,’ (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010), 235. 
Wegner argues that the novel’s representation of visuality involves a style of reading that understands certain 
performances and gestures in terms of the innovative discursive tools of “Kipp-Figuren” and “Klapp-Bilder.” This 
resonates with my argument that the literary representation of tableaux vivants, and by proxy the tableau effect, 
involves a style of reading that incorporates new media genres and thereby opens up space for the representation of 
gendered subjects. (233)  
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the performer (or observer) in tableaux vivants and other theatrical events and thus facilitates a 

moment of truth in the texts I discuss.41 Insofar as Diderot’s concept of absorption is a paradigm 

for works of art and the moral subjects they produce as observers, it anticipates Kant’s later 

notion of aesthetic autonomy. Nevertheless, Goethe depicts these theories’ breaking points in 

Luciane and Ottilie’s performances of religious or moralistic images. Insofar as Wegner reminds 

us that for Goethe “die Entgrenzung des Bildes ist Programm der Moderne,” performances of 

tableaux vivants in Die Wahlverwandtschaften demonstrate this categorical instability around 

1800, as new opportunities for developing desiring subjects were formed.42  

Sexuality. My understanding of discipline and subject formation draws on Foucault’s 

History of Sexuality, in which he argues that “intensifying people's awareness of [sex] as a con-

stant danger,” which “in turn [has] created a further incentive to talk about it,” characterizes 

modernity.43 Foucault elaborates that toward the end of the eighteenth century, an array of 

disciplines and institutions secularized sex and made it such a concern for the state, that “sex 

became a matter that required the social body as a whole, and virtually all of its individuals, to 

place themselves under surveillance.”44 Foucault posits that with the transition from larger, pre-

modern kinship networks (in a stratified social order) to the bourgeois nuclear family (in a 

functionally-differentiated society), the individual’s sexuality began to supersede the 

expectations of familial alliances as marriage’s organizing principle, which put a strain on 

traditional social structures.45 In other words, Foucault argues that sexuality constituted a new 

form of self-knowledge through a host of discursive practices around 1800 (which can be 

 
41 Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot. Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: The University of California Press, 1980. 
42 Wegner, 225. 
43 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume Two: The Use of Pleasure (New York: Vintage Books, 1985), 
31. 
44 Foucault, The History of Sexuality II 116  
45 Ibid., 106. 
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understood to include the lingering gaze, sartoriality, and seriality), as it became constitutive of 

modern subjectivity in the eighteenth century. This dissertation thus seeks to thus uncover the 

tableau effect as a channel through which sexuality was articulated around 1800.  

In addition to Foucault, I use conceptions of self-observation and interiorization of power 

from feminist theory and film studies as well as recent literary scholarship in order to discuss the 

tableau effect’s creation of a resistant female gaze within patriarchal relations. To elaborate on 

the tableau effect’s process of inculcating self-awareness, I build on Ellwood Wiggins’ 

theorization of intersubjective recognition as a “mutual performance” that unfolds as a process 

over time, which I expound upon in the first chapter.46 Such moments of self-examination or 

instances of self-observation, which the tableau effect particularly induces in female or 

androgynous figures, reflect various patriarchal configurations of social power that produce 

sexuality as self-knowledge. More precisely, the tableau effect has the result of producing 

subjectivity as the viewer and the performer of her sexuality, that is, of producing sexuality as 

self-knowledge, through the lingering gaze, sartoriality, and seriality. As a mechanism of the 

modern patriarchal social order, the tableau effect references these elements as constitutive of 

the construction of sexuality as identity. The four texts I discuss all represent female or 

androgynous figures whose sexual desires override, resist, or subvert traditional structures of 

desire and kinship and who therefore find their identities in the tableau effect, although these 

figures experience a range of outcomes, from empowerment and social integration to self-

effacement and even death.  

 Chapter One of the dissertation, entitled “Tableaux Vivants as Feminine Technologies of 

the Self in Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften: Askesis or Asceticism,” 

 
46 Ellwood Wiggins, Odysseys of Recognition: Performing Intersubjectivity from Homer, Aristotle, Shakespeare, 
Goethe, and Kleist (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2019), 3. 
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considers Die Wahlverwandtschaften because it is perhaps the best-known literary example of 

tableaux vivants from around 1800 in the German language. Moreover, Goethe’s own reception 

of Lady Hamilton in Naples, Italy, which he recounts in Italienische Reise, finds its fictionalized 

counterpart(s) in this tragic novel in the literary foils of Luciane and Ottilie. Overall, in this 

chapter I develop the Foucauldian framework of “technologies of the self,” in terms of askesis or 

asceticism, or rather, in terms of degrees of renunciation, through which I also begin to discuss 

the gendering results of the tableau effect. I use the motif of Eduard’s absence to develop my 

argument about the dispersal of the male gaze in modernity. More precisely, Eduard is absent 

when Luciane and Ottilie are both put on display for public audiences, or rather, for the male 

gaze, in tableaux vivants during which each figure recognizes her sexual desirability vis-à-vis the 

audience and then reacts in either self-promoting or self-renunciative ways. A comparison of 

Luciane versus Ottilie’s behavior allows for the interpretation of each of their respective 

tableaux vivants in terms of technologies of the self. In the end, Luciane seems to be more 

successful in mastering or fashioning her performances to suit her own aims, considering she 

does not die as far we know, and insofar as she demonstrates a certain behavioral mode of 

masquerade, which I describe in Foucault’s terms of askesis. In contrast, I analyze Ottilie as 

renunciative and ascetic, since she is unable to perform her “womanliness as masquerade” and is 

thus incapable of askesis, but can only renounce herself in reaction to male desire.  

 Chapter Two, “The Female Gaze in Der Findling: Tableaux Vivants, Fainting, and 

Female Selfhood,” considers the tragic outcome when a male figure performs a tableau vivant 

posing as his step-mother’s dead lover, in order to attempt to control the psyche of a female 

observer in Kleist’s novella. In Der Findling, the heroine Elvire renounces consciousness when 

Nicolo’s tableau forces her into the position of recognizing her own transgressive sexual 
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desire(s). As Elvire’s autoerotic mode of desirous looking becomes re-configured by the tableau 

effect (produced by Nicolo’s tableau vivant), the text reveals its concern with the deployment of 

feminine sexuality and the position of female consciousness in kinship networks. Nicolo’s 

unstoppable and transgressive sexual desire for his stepmother seems to find its expression, 

rather than containment, through the medium of the tableau vivant, as he centers a transgressive 

gaze on her and attempts to rape her.  

 Chapter Three, “Male Subject-Constitution in Eichendorff’s Das Marmorbild as Tableau 

Effect,” departs from a direct engagement with explicit literary representations of tableaux 

vivants in order to deploy the tableau effect as a method for describing gendered subject 

formation. As I show the first two chapters, tableau vivants facilitate the moment of truth, that is, 

the tableau effect, in which figures’ gendered knowledge of themselves is constituted in different 

ways and with varying outcomes. In Eichendorff’s Das Marmorbild, the positioning of the 

protagonist, Florio’s ambiguous or emergent sexuality is enacted through the tableau effect, as 

Eichendorff’s representation of the tableau effect involves the re-naturalization of gender 

through games, festivities, a masquerade ball, female-to-male cross-dressing, and the story’s 

topography. Chapter Three is unique in that it deals with the tableau effect’s results for a male 

character, who I argue is originally positioned as gender-fluid. In this chapter, I seek to show that 

in the course of the novella, Florio’s homosexual desire for his friend, Fortunato, or his gender-

ambiguous positionality, is sublimated into his heterosexual desire for a woman through a series 

of looking events that constitute the tableau effect.  

 In Chapter Four, “The Tableau Effect and Female Positionality in Die Flucht nach der 

Hauptstadt,” the tableau effect again serves as a means of uncovering a process of gendered 

subject formation. This chapter examines feminine moments of agency and resistance that the 
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tableau effect can foster through an analysis of the anonymous female protagonist’s development 

in and outside the theater. Sophie Mereau’s Flucht nach der Hauptstadt represents a female 

protagonist who values her own sexual and personal desires more than her father’s marital 

expectations for her, since he values kinship alliances, as a paternal authority, over romantic 

love. As the protagonist navigates a series of male figures and their theatrical designs, she must 

learn to be an observer of herself, despite only ever permitting some of her interiority to be 

accessible. Moving forward, I hope to show that the tableau effect describes a culturally salient 

mode of representing performative, gendered interiority around 1800 in German culture, which 

has resonances for understanding contemporary instances of performances of the self.    
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Chapter One: Askesis or Asceticism: Tableaux Vivants as Feminine Technologies of the Self 
in Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften 

 
 In Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Italienische Reise (1816), he recounts the pleasurable 

experience of watching tableaux vivants and attitudes performed by Emma Hart, or then Lady 

Hamilton, when he traveled to Italy from 1786 – 1788. Tableaux vivants saw a rise in popularity 

“between the 1780s and the early 1800s,” according to Volker Schachenmayr, and there were in 

fact “several artists performing in this genre” in German states, such as Henriette Hendel-Schütz 

and Gustav von Seckendorff, who “built careers based on static, non-speaking performances.”47 

Although they differed in content and form, Henriette Hendel-Schütz’s performances were 

actually inspired by Friedrich Rehberg’s widely circulated sketches of Emma Lyon, which 

served to popularize attitudes in the late eighteenth century.48 In Book Two of Italienische Reise, 

Goethe recounts her performances:  

 Caserta, den 16. März 1787. 

 Der Ritter Hamilton ... [hat] den Gipfel aller Natur—und Kunstfreude in einem schönen 
 Mädchen gefunden. Er hat sie bei sich, eine Engländerin von etwa zwanzig Jahren. 
 Sie ist sehr schön und wohl gebaut. [Sie]... nimmt ein paar Schals und macht eine 
 Abwechslung von Stellungen, Gebärden, Mienen etc., daß man zuletzt wirklich meint, 
 man träume. Man schaut, was so viele tausend Künstler gerne geleistet hätten, hier 
 ganz fertig in Bewegung und überraschender Abwechslung. Stehend, knieend, sitzend, 
 liegend, ernst, traurig, neckisch, ausschweifend, bußfertig, lockend, drohend, 
 ängstlich etc., eins folgt aufs andere und aus dem andern. Sie weiß zu jedem Ausdruck 
 die Falten des Schleiers zu wählen, zu wechseln, und macht sich hundert Arten von 
 Kopfputz mit denselben Tüchern. Der alte Ritter hält das Licht dazu und hat mit ganzer 
 Seele sich diesem Gegenstand ergeben. Er findet in ihr alle Antiken, alle schönen Profile 
 der sizilianischen Münzen, ja den Belvederschen Apoll selbst. So viel ist gewiß, der Spaß 
 ist einzig! Wir haben ihn schon zwei Abende genossen. Heute früh mahlt sie Tischbein. 
 (WA I, 31: 54-55)49  
 

 
47 Volker Schachenmayr, “Emma Lyon, the ‘Attitude,’ and Goethean Performance Theory” New Theatre Quarterly 
8, no. 49 (February 1997): 3. 
48 Günther Hansen, "Hendel-Schütz, Henriette” in Neue Deutsche Biographie 8 (1969): 520-521. 
49 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Italiänische Reise. II. in Goethes Werke: Herausgegeben im Auftrage der 
Großherzogin Sophie von Sachsen: I. Abtheilung: Goethes Literarische Werke: 31. Band, Goethe, Johann Wolfgang 
von, 1749-1832, 1-279. Weimar: Böhlau Verlag, 1904. 
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This anecdote, which Goethe allegedly experienced over two decades before he published Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften, establishes a dichotomy between male spectators and female performers, 

which this chapter explores as a dominant looking position that serves as the original point of 

reference for representations of the tableau effect around 1800.  

 Turning now to the representations of tableaux vivants in Goethe’s novel Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften, which draw upon both Henriette Hendel-Schütz and Emma Lyon’s 

biographies, it is noteworthy that the tableau vivant seems to be the domain of the male gaze. 

Indeed, while Goethe foregrounds Emma Hart’s corporeality, he also compares her to antique 

statuary and profiles of ancient coins, as absent, valuable, and mysterious objects. Tableaux 

vivants almost always already put women on display, historically speaking, aside from 

exceptional cases such as that of the declamator and actor Gustav Anton von Seckendorff’s 

performances, which I address in the third chapter. Therefore, in my analysis of Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften, I will investigate the ways in which Goethe novel shows how the tableau 

effect disciplines female figures while also providing a space for the expression of feminine 

agency. Insights from feminist and film theory aid my understanding of how the literary 

representations of tableaux vivants in Die Wahlverwandtschaften depict the ways in which the 

patriarchal cultural order conditions the formation of female subjectivity.50 By combining 

cinematic, feminist, and sociohistorical approaches in my close reading of the novel, I go a step 

further than Schachenmayr’s 1997 essay “Emma Lyon, the ‘Attitude,’ and Goethean 

Performance Theory,” in which he analyzes tableaux vivants and attitudes in terms of the 

cinematic film still.  

 
50 Schachenmayr, 11. 
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 To inform my interpretation of how Die Wahlverwandtschaften provides a blueprint for 

the tableau effect, Laura Mulvey’s concept of the male gaze will serve as a theoretical point of 

departure. In her article “’Kunstgriffe oder Poesie der Mortifikation: Zur Aporie des ‘erfüllten 

Augenblicks,“ Claudia Öhlschläger has already argued that the living pictures in Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften always signal or point to a trace of “der abwesende Referent, der nicht 

verfügbare Gegenstand,” which is the condition of their possibility.51 Öhlschläger’s argument 

underscores my contention that in Wahlverwandtschaften, regardless of the presence of absence 

of certain male figures, the male gaze, which enforces a patriarchal social order, serves as an 

omnipresent organizing structure that these performances cite. Expanding on Waltraud 

Maierhofer’s contention that Goethe’s “texts not only describe” tableaux vivants, “but provide 

evidence for a specific mode of spectatorship” with regard to these performances, I argue that the 

absent referent mentioned by Öhlschläger is not only a work of art, or even an unattainable 

beautiful woman, but rather the invisible and intangible condition of looking practices in 

modernity, namely: the male gaze.52 For my argument, it is noteworthy that while Eduard 

occupies a central position in viewing activities in the first part of the novel, he is absent in the 

second part of the novel, especially during the tableaux performances.  

 While Goethe’s text engages in a meta-reflection on gendered acts of looking, this 

chapter considers the tableau effect in the novel’s representations of tableaux vivants as a 

potentially resistant process of female subjectivity formation that opposes patriarchal looking 

relations.53 Building on the narrator’s contrasting remarks that during their tableaux vivants, 

 
51 Claudia Öhlschläger, “’Kunstgriffe’ oder Poesie der Mortifikation: Zur Aporie des ‘erfüllten Augenblicks’ in 
Goethes Wahlverwandtschaften” (Freiburg im Breisgau: Rombach / Reihe Litterae, 2003), 199. 
52 Waltraud Maierhofer, “Goethe and Emma Hamilton’s ‘Attitudes’: Can Classicist Art be Fun?” Goethe Yearbook 9 
(1999): 223.  
53 While female figures are positioned as objects of the male gaze through tableaux vivants in Die 
Wahlverwandtschaften (1809), Waltraud Maierhofer complicates a simplistic “feminist reading of [Goethe’s] 
enthusiastic account” of “male voyeurism” in the performance of tableaux vivants, as she underscores that a 
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whereas Luciane is acutely “gewahr, daß sie hier ganz in ihrem Fach sein würde,” Ottilie’s “Herz 

war befangen, ihr Augen füllten sich mit Thränen,” this analysis considers the novel’s depictions 

of different discursive means of examining self-consciousness. (WA I, 20: 252; 275-275)54 To 

use Michel Foucault’s terminology, I argue that these female characters deploy different 

technologies of the self, namely askesis and asceticism, as reactions to the tableau effect 

engendered by the (imagined or real) presence or absence of an embodied male gaze. 

Accordingly, these two characters and their performances reflect different communicative as 

well as epistemological paradigms of feminine selfhood.  

 Divided into two parts, Die Wahlverwandtschaften portrays shifting interpersonal 

relations within a variable character constellation, which reflects a larger historical shift: namely, 

the transition from an aristocratic to a bourgeois social order. Goethe’s contention with visuality 

through literary representations of tableaux vivants drives narrative forward as it reflects this 

 
“surprising” percentage of the audience was female in her 1999 article “Goethe and Emma Hamilton’s ‘Attitudes’: 
Can Classicist Art be Fun?” Maierhof echoes Judith Butler’s argument in her 1993 essay “Gender is Burning: 
Questions of Appropriation and Subversion,” that although drag heightens the observer’s awareness of the 
performative nature of gender, it “cannot be called [inherently] subversive” of hegemonic gender relations (121). 
Thus, I argue that Goethe’s representation of tableaux vivants does not transgress gender roles to such a degree that 
merits a queered reading, although I demonstrate that these performances delineate certain parameters of female 
agency through the tableau effect. Luciane, for instance, enacts a certain mode of performance that transgresses the 
male gaze’s tendency to fetishize women. Peter McIsaac similarly argues in his 2007 article “Rethinking Tableaux 
Vivants and Triviality in the Writings of Johann von Goethe, Johanna Schopenhauer, and Fanny Lewald,” that 
tableaux vivants are “reinforced by a gendered division of labor,” as men arrange and judge scenes that women 
perform (McIsaac 156). Taking such critiques into account, this chapter operates on an assumption of 
heteronormativity in its feminist criticism of Goethe’s representation of the tableau effect, while at the same time, it 
hopes to not lose sight of the representation of female pleasure as one of many varied experiences of feminine self-
awareness.  
See Peter M. McIsaac, “Rethinking Tableaux Vivants and Triviality in the Writings of Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe, Johanna Schopenhauer, and Fanny Lewald.” Monatshefte 99, no. 2 (2007): 152-176. 
54 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Die Wahlverwandtschaften. Ein Roman., in Goethes Werke: Herausgegeben im 
Auftrage der Großherzogin Sophie von Sachsen: I. Abtheilung: Goethes Literarische Werke: 20. Band (Weimar: 
Böhlau Verlag, 1892), 1- 416.  
In this dissertation, I quote the first Weimarer Ausgabe of Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften, Italiänische Reise, 
and Regeln für Schauspieler. The original spelling is retained. In-text citations are provided, which indicate the 
Weimarer Ausgabe I as “WA I,” followed by the volume and page numbers. Links to these texts are provided in the 
works cited.  
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sociocultural change in viewing relations on an aristocratic estate, replete with salon-like 

activities. Eduard and Charlotte, two aristocrats who are each in a second marriage with each 

other, manage the estate and spend their days renovating its representative spaces, such as the 

local parish graveyard or an extensive garden. The novel begins with Eduard’s suggestion that 

they host his old friend, the “Hauptmann,” particularly because of his potential contribution to 

these renovations. Upon further debate, Charlotte soon suggests that her goddaughter, Ottilie, 

come too. Eduard becomes obsessed with Ottilie, as Charlotte and the Hauptmann develop an 

affinity for one another. Eduard’s desiring gaze is already mentioned in the second chapter of 

Book One, as Eduard and Charlotte discuss an earlier encounter between them. Eduard remarks 

to Charlotte: 

 Hübsch ist sie, das ist wahr, und ich erinnre mich, daß der Hauptmann mich auf sie 
 aufmerksam machte, als wir vor einem Jahre zurückkamen und sie mit dir bei deiner 
 Tante trafen. Hübsch ist sie, besonders hat sie schöne Augen; aber ich wüßte doch 
 nicht, daß sie den mindesten Eindruck auf mich gemacht hätte. (WA I, 20: 20)  
 
Charlotte then replies to Eduard:  
 
 Das ist löblich an dir, sagte Charlotte, denn ich war ja gegenwärtig; und ob sie gleich viel 
 jünger ist als ich, so hatte doch die Gegenwart der ältern Freundin so viele Reize für dich, 
 daß du über die aufblühende versprechende Schönheit hinaussahest. (WA I, 20: 20) 
 
As Eduard and Charlotte recount the first time he saw Ottilie, they both emphasize her beauty 

and her eyes without many other details, which underscores the way in which the novel sets up 

Ottilie as an object of visual desire.  

 While Eduard initially ignores Ottilie after her arrival at the estate, Charlotte anticipates 

that Eduard’s desire could potentially shift from her to the younger woman. After the Hauptmann 

arrives, he and Eduard conduct landscape-architectural projects, during the course of which 

Eduard’s emotional affair with Ottilie begins. Meanwhile, the Hauptmann and Charlotte 

experience burgeoning romantic feelings for each other. As the affairs unfold, Eduard banishes 
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himself from the estate with a written ultimatum, in order to not become physically involved 

with Ottilie, and he demands that Ottilie be confined to the estate as he awaits a divorce from 

Charlotte in the meantime. Charlotte and the Hauptmann’s relationship subsequently dissolves, 

the Hauptmann becomes employed on another estate, and a young architect arrives to replace 

him. The motif of the tableau vivant is introduced when the Hauptmann and Eduard are absent, 

when Charlotte’s daughter, Luciane, visits the estate with her fiancé and relishes performing 

tableaux vivants for the visiting duke and other audience members. Luciane excludes Ottilie 

from her theatrical performances, which the architect helps produce. Soon, however, as 

compensation for Ottilie’s exclusion, the architect stages a nativity scene with Ottilie as the 

Virgin Mary. During the performance of this tableau, Charlotte reflects on her pregnancy with 

Eduard’s child. Ultimately, whereas Charlotte and the Hauptmann both self-consciously 

renounce their romantic affinity for the sake of their social roles, Eduard’s unyielding obsession 

with Ottilie contributes to the story’s tragic ending. Ottilie and Charlotte care for Charlotte and 

Eduard’s baby, Otto, in Eduard’s absence. One day, Ottilie uses the canoe to take the baby on the 

water. In an accidental gesture, Ottilie drops the baby into the water and he drowns. Afterwards, 

Ottilie sinks into depression and she renounces her life in a state of aphasia and anorexia. 

Eduard’s death soon follows.   

 My analysis of Die Wahlverwandtschaften is divided into four sections. The first section 

historically and theoretically contextualizes tableaux vivants and the tableau effect, not only vis-

à-vis disciplinarian social power and the naturalization of gender around 1800, but also within a 

long history of female and male subjects’ strategies for succumbing to, acknowledging, or 

resisting structures of domination. The second section more closely examines the male gaze in 

Goethe’s text as a mechanism of social power, which the tableau effect reveals in female figures’ 
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reactions of either askesis or asceticism, as different technologies of the self that they invoke. 

Subsequently, the third and fourth sections show how the novel characterizes Luciane and Ottilie 

in terms of askesis and asceticism, respectively, and how these ideas connect each of these 

figures with aristocratic and bourgeois communicative paradigms. Finally, the conclusion 

discusses the ways in which the tableau effect enables Luciane to achieve pleasure and agency 

within her social context, in contrast to Ottilie, who suffers as a result of it.  

 

Tableaux Vivants as a Technology of the Self: Theoretical Considerations  
 

Whereas Karin Wurst and David Wellbery’s discussions of the tableaux vivants in Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften emphasize structures of domination in their analyses of subject formation 

and desire, I argue that the tableau vivant enacts gendered subject formation at the point of 

“contact” between “technologies of domination of others” and technologies “of the self,” to 

quote Foucault’s seminal lecture, “Technologies of the Self.”55 While Wurst and Wellbery 

consider the transformation of a structure of desire, the tableau effect reveals how moments of 

self-observation elicit moments of truth, which are not merely a mechanism of domination, but 

also a space that affords subjects opportunities of resistance through recourse to technologies of 

the self, especially via exercises in askesis.56 While Wurst and Wellbery consider the re-

 
55 Michel Foucault, “Technologies of the Self,” Lectures at the University of Vermont 1982 (Amherst, MA: The 
University of Massachusetts Press, 1988), 18. Foucault calls the intersection of disciplinary power and subjective 
responses to and assimilation within these frameworks of power “governmentality.” Subjects’ attitudes toward 
themselves, how they understand themselves as subjects, insofar as they are compliant or resistant vis-à-vis 
dominant structures, and how they relate self-knowledge and self-care, refer to different governmentalities and their 
respective practices, i.e., technologies of the self.  
56 Writing about tableaux vivants within this historical framework, Karin Wurst posits that “visual stimulation, the 
interest in looking, the sensual indulgence of the gaze, altered the theater experience and created new genres, such as 
the living painting” around 1800, as popular interest “shifted from the spoken word to the specular event.” (Wurst, 
xvi) Tableaux vivants are thus situated at this discursive rupture around 1800, when “vision, which during the 
Enlightenment was tied to rationality, took on new dimensions,” to quote Wurst. (xvi) Vision became “linked to the 
sensual impact of looking at stimulating objects on the one hand, [and] the imaginary pleasures of visualizing, in 
day-dreaming and fantasizing, on the other,” in Wurst’s terms. (xvi) While tableaux vivants operate as both a 
medium for inducing embodied as well as imagined pleasure through looking, the phenomenon of the tableau effect 
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configuration of desiring capacities due to shifting forms of social power vis-à-vis new forms of 

media, their analyses take top-down approaches to understanding subjectivity and do not take 

gender fully into account. However, a deeper exploration of Foucault’s ideas about social control 

and domination, through the tableau effect, can help elucidate the way in which gendered 

resistance works against disciplinarian power (as traditional heteronormative gender 

performativity) in these texts. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault describes disciplinarian power 

as the subject’s internalization of authority’s gaze as “universally widespread” 57 Thus, as 

instances of subjects’ compulsion towards “visibility” in Die Wahlverwandtschaften, literary 

tableaux vivants reveal women observing and performing their own models of selfhood as 

moments of truth in a panoptic social order.58 However, these moments of truth also afford 

women resistance through masquerade and self-stylization.   

In Die Wahlverwandtschaften, the ways in which female characters internalize and resist 

the male gaze are distributed spatially in ways that reflect Foucault’s model of the panopticon. In 

his 2018 article, “Goethe and (Um)Weltliteratur: Environment and Power in Goethe’s Literary 

Worlds,” Seth Peabody has analyzed the landscape alterations in Die Wahlverwandtschaften in 

terms of Foucault’s concept of panopticism as a technology of domination with gendering 

effects. According to Peabody, “distant colonial violence is matched at the local level by gender 

 
emerges around 1800, when Western bourgeois society produced a “new mentality of deriving pleasure from a state 
of desiring,” according to Wurst, which “was modelled through literature.” (xvii) Wurst’s work on the new 
structures of desiring around 1800 resonates with David Wellbery’s his essay “Die Wahlverwandtschaften,” in 
which he posits that the novel depicts a new “structure of feeling” that disrupts social life on the estate, as “desire” 
begins “to only have its object in the realm of the imaginary” and thereby destabilizes interpersonal relationships 
around 1800. (Wellbery, 314) 
See David Wellbery, “Die Wahlverwandtschaften,” in Paul Michael Lützeler and James E. McLeod, eds., Goethes 
Erzählwerk: Interpretationen (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1985). 
57 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), 211.  
58 Ibid., 199.  
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oppression” on the estate, insofar as Ottilie understands Eduard as “der, dem es alles gehörte.”59 

The landscape’s “visual design” reflects “an architecture of surveillance,” according to Peabody, 

insofar as it disciplines Ottilie into “subservience” as “she imagines seeing Charlotte” always 

watching her.60 This panoptic structure not only induces in Ottilie the effect of feeling herself 

under surveillance, but, moreover, creates a situation in which women desire to watch and 

control other women (on an estate owned by Eduard). Peabody highlights the individual 

reactions of female figures vis-à-vis the male gaze in order to demonstrate the internalization of 

social power by female figures. 

While I do not intend to exhaustively interpret the workings of disciplinarian power in 

Die Wahlverwandtschaften, I draw on Foucault’s notion of technologies of the self in order to 

describe the strategies that the female figures in Die Wahlverwandtschaften deploy to realize 

agency vis-à-vis patriarchal authority; namely, those “technologies of the self” with which 

individuals modify “their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being in order to 

attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality.”61 Accordingly, 

Foucault’s argument regarding “the relation between care and self-knowledge” states that “as 

there are different forms of care, there are different forms of self.”62 More precisely, the ways in 

which Luciane and Ottilie perform certain reactions or self-interrogations vis-à-vis the male gaze 

reveal elements of their gendered subject formation. In Foucault’s periodization, I locate the 

tableau effect at a historical moment “in the eighteenth century” when acts of self-renunciation 

as the means of knowing oneself were superseded by discourses that did not require 

 
59 Seth Peabody, “Goethe and (Um)Weltliteratur: Environment and Power in Goethe’s Literary Worlds” Seminar: A 
Journal of Germanic Studies 54, no. 2 (May 2018):  227.  
60Ibid., 225.  
61 Foucault, “Technologies” 18.  
62Ibid., 21-22 
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“renunciation of the self,” but instead facilitated new techniques with which to “constitute, 

positively, a new self.”63 Broadly speaking, Foucault addresses the history of technologies of the 

self as a “relation to a set of practices,” which he traces first in “Greco-Roman philosophy,” then 

in “Christian spirituality and the monastic principles developed in the fourth and fifth centuries 

of the late Roman Empire,” and finally, in the advent of the positivistic sciences in the eighteenth 

century.64 Within these three periods, Foucault locates an initial rupture in the fourth century, 

when Christian spirituality emphasized self-renunciation through self-confession as the only 

method to salvation. Modern scientific discourses then cause the second rupture around 1800, 

which dovetails with the time when this novel was written. To invoke a more contemporary 

term, this dissertation traces different models of feminine “self-care.”  

 The tableau effect reflects shifting paradigms of feminine selfhood at the discursive 

rupture that Foucault calls the “’Cartesian moment,’” [in the 18th century], after which the 

subject is only assumed to access truth via direct knowledge rather than through a host of 

external intermediary practices.”65 This rupture had profound impacts on processes of subject 

formation and notions of what it meant to be a subject. Accordingly, the range of positionalities 

produced by the tableau effect, which are implicated in the development of the male and female 

selfhood around 1800, are illuminated by Immanuel Kant’s discussion of Enlightenment 

sociability and the two “antagonist” models of subjectivity upon which it is predicated in his 

1794 essay “Idee zu einer allgemeiner Geschichte in weltbürgerlicher Absicht.”  

 In this text, Kant introduces the term “ungesellige Geselligkeit” in order to describe this 

tension between these models of subjectivity.66 That is, while subjects have an inclination toward 

 
63 Foucault, “Technologies” 49.  
64 Foucault, Ibid. 19.  
65 Wiggins, 220.  
66 Vierter Satz. 
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society, or socialization, i.e., “eine Neigung sich zu vergesellschaften,” they also feel the “einen 

großen Hang sich zu vereinzelnen (isolieren),” according to Kant.67 As characters, Luciane and 

Ottilie correspond to these polar habits of behavior, insofar as Luciane tends to become more 

social and expand her notion of selfhood, whereas Ottilie sinks into self-effacement.  

  For Luciane, the tableau vivant serves as a social practice of self-knowledge through 

which she masters her positionality vis-à-vis the male gaze via masquerade. For Ottilie, on the 

other hand, the tableau effect induces a blinding moment of paralysis, which causes her to 

renounce herself through stricter forms of monastic self-scrutiny. It is my contention that the 

characters’ respective approaches to self-knowledge and self-care rely on much older 

imperatives for “the disclosure of the self” described by Foucault, insofar as Luciane’s 

performance corresponds to the practice of askesis, while Ottilie’s performance corresponds to 

asceticism, through the practices of exomologesis or exagoreeusis.68 

As Foucault argues, “askesis means not renunciation, but the progressive consideration of 

self, or mastery over oneself, obtained not through the renunciation of reality but through the 

acquisition and assimilation of truth,” through a confrontation with the limitations of this 

world.69 Building on Foucault’s definition, Gabriel Trop defines askesis in his 2015 monograph 

 
„Das Mittel, dessen sich die Natur bedient, die Entwickelung aller ihrer Anlagen zu Stande zu bringen, ist der 
Antagonism derselben in der Gesellschaft, so fern dieser doch am Ende die Ursache einer gesetzmäßigen Ordnung 
derselben wird. Ich verstehe hier unter dem Antagonism die ungesellige Geselligkeit des Menschen, d.i. den Hang 
derselben in Gesellschaft zu treten, der doch mit einem durchgängigen Widerstande, welcher diese Gesellschaft 
beständig zu trennen droht, verbunden ist. Hiezu liegt die Anlage offenbar in der menschlichen Natur. Der Mensch 
hat eine Neigung sich zu vergesellschaften: weil er in einem solchen Zustande sich mehr als Mensch, d.i. die 
Entwicklung seiner Naturanlagen, fühlt. Er hat aber auch einen großen Hang sich zu vereinzelnen (isolieren): weil er 
in sich zugleich die ungesellige Eigenschaft antrifft, alles bloß nach seinem Sinne richten zu wollen, und daher 
allerwärts Widerstand erwartet, so wie er von sich selbst weiß, daß er seinerseits zum Widerstande gegen andere 
geneigt ist.“  
See Immanuel Kant, “Idee zu einer allgemeiner Geschichte in weltbürgerlicher Absicht,” in Berlinische Monatshefte 
2. Band (4) (1794): 385. 
67 Kant, 395.  
68 Foucault, “Technologies” 19.  
69 Ibid., 35 
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Poetry as Way of Life: Aesthetics and Askesis in the German Eighteenth Century as a particular 

technology of the self, that is, “a form of exercise that continually modifies, often imperceptibly, 

the manifold patterns of being – whether they are perceptual, behavioral, or affective – of the 

person who undertakes it,” in a way that is neither mimetic nor ascetic, but adaptable and 

sybaritic, i.e., self-indulgent.70 In a similar vein, Foucault conceptualizes the Enlightenment from 

the late eighteenth century to the present as embodying a certain attitude that resembles askesis 

in his essay “What is Enlightenment?”, in which he discusses Kant’s seminal essay by the same 

name in German, “Was ist Aufklärung?”. Foucault summarizes what he means by the attitude of 

the modern subject as follows:   

 The critical ontology of ourselves has to be considered not, certainly, as a theory, a 

 doctrine, nor even as a permanent body of knowledge that is accumulating; it has to be 

 conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a philosophical life in which the critique of what we 

 are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the limits that are imposed on us 

 and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond them.71 

In this chapter, I argue that Foucault’s “ethos” of critiquing the limitations that are “imposed” 

upon oneself and experimenting with the possibility of transcending these limitations also 

constitutes the way of being that characterizes both the Enlightenment subject and Luciane in the 

context of Die Wahlverwandtschaften. 

 
70 Gabriel Trop, “Introduction: Attraction and Critique,” in Poetry as Way of Life: Aesthetics and Askesis in the 
German Eighteenth Century (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2015), 4. 
71 Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?,” in Rabinow P., ed., The Foucault Reader (New York: Pantheon Books, 
1984), 50. Insofar as Foucault conceives of the Enlightenment subject’s attitude through the questions: “How are we 
constituted as subjects of our own knowledge? How are we constituted as subjects who exercise or submit to power 
relations? [and] How are we constituted as moral subjects of our own actions?”, I argue that Luciane and Ottilie 
seem to respond to these questions in their respective performance as forms of resistance to patriarchal social order. 
(49) 
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In contrast to askesis, asceticism in practices of exomologesis is predicated on 

recognizing one’s own guilt, which is not a “verbal behavior but [rather] the dramatic 

recognition of one’s status as a penitent,” which is a “symbolic, ritual, and theatrical” process, to 

quote Foucault.72 Furthermore, in exomologesis, “the penitent superimposes truth about [her]self 

by violent rupture and dissociation” from reality, to quote Foucault, which is facilitated partially 

through prohibitions on sex, clothing, and diet.”73 This is reflected by Ottilie’s internal “monastic 

regimen,” in line with Lillyman’s analysis.74 The articulation of one’s sin is subordinated to 

“showing the true sinful being of the sinner” as a “process of self-scrutiny” in another degree of 

asceticism, namely exomologesis, according to Foucault, wherein expressions of atonement 

become superseded by “complete control” of oneself by another and involves the total “sacrifice 

of the self” rather than a “final autonomous state.”75 Here, Foucault notes that “the scrutiny of 

conscience consists of trying to immobilize consciousness, to eliminate movements of the spirit 

that divert one from God,” in a “state of permanent contemplation.”76 In much the same way, 

Ottilie can be said to immobilize her consciousness in Goethe’s novel in an act of exagoreeusis 

 
72 Foucault, “Technologies” 43.  
73 Ibid., 43. 
74 Similarly, William Lillyman posits that “the most significant feature” for understanding “Goethe’s heroine”is the 
“subtle portrayal of Ottilie’s inclination toward a monastic way of life, her instinctive monasticism,” insofar as she 
“already lives in accord with the monastic virtues of humility, service, self-denial, abstinence, silence, poverty, and 
chastity.” (349) Furthermore, Lillyman argues against dominant interpretations of Ottilie as “’rätselhaft’ and defying 
‘all rational comprehension,’” insofar as “Ottilie does obtain and express some degree of insight into herself” in 
monastic terms, although Lillyman does not use a Foucauldian framework (347-348). Dovetailing with my thesis 
that the tableau effect reveals specific technologies of the self in the female figures’ self-performances, Lillyman 
posits that “a recognition of [Ottilie’s] instinctive adoption of a monastic regimen also clarifies […] the problematic 
nature of her own representation of herself as a saint, her very own ‘lebendes Bild.’” (349)  
William Lillyman, “Monasticism, ‘Tableau Vivant’, and Romanticism: Ottilie in Goethe’s ‘Die 
Wahlverwandtschaften,’” The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 81, no 3 (July 1982): 347-366.  
75 Foucault, “Technologies” 45.  
76 Ibid., 46.  
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after she exclaims that she has stepped outside her bounds; and it is at this point that she begins 

her descent into self-effacement, like a martyr to the idealized image of bourgeois femininity.77  

Luciane and Ottilie’s respective association with different technologies of the self 

correlates to their alignment with different communicative modes. At the beginning of the novel, 

“the reports from the school,” that is, “die Berichte, die [Charlotte] aus der Penionsanstalt 

erhielt,” underscore Luciane and Ottilie’s association with opposing aristocratic and bourgeois 

communicative paradigms and the discursive limitations of their respective models of feminine 

selfhood (WA I, 36).78 It is significant that the novel portrays the Pension as a disciplinarian 

institution, too, one in which Ottilie has always already been under surveillance, as evidenced by 

the detailed reports of Luciane and Ottilie’s behavior from the Gehülfe. According to the report 

to Charlotte from the Vorsteherin of the Pension, Luciane appears energetic and bombastic, 

while Ottilie already exhibits a monastic coolness, as she notes:  

[Luciane] sprang mit ihren Preisen und Zeugnissen in den Zimmern herum, und 
 schüttelte sie auch Ottilien vor dem Gesicht. Du bist heute schlecht gefahren! rief sie aus. 
 Ganz gelassen antwortete Ottilie: es ist noch nicht der letzte Prüfungstag. (WA I, 61-62)  

 

 
77 Lynne Tatlock remarks in her article “Grim Wives’ Tales: Mundt’s Stieglitz, Stieglitz’s Goethe,” in Monatshefte 
82, no. 4 (Winter, 1990): “Ottilie ultimately acquires sovereignty [through her denial of food]. [Insofar as] choosing 
to eat or not to eat is one of the few decisions which she is allowed to make and, paradoxically, to assert herself she 
must conquer herself.” (474) As Tatlock elaborates: “[Ottilie] refuses to speak while secretly starving herself and 
dies, leaving the other to mourn and testify to her virtue. […] Modern histories of female asceticism tell us that self-
starvation indicates at least in part a bid for autonomy and Ottilie may be interpreted as needing just this. Insofar as 
[Die Wahlverwandtschaften] assimilates Ottilie’s death into the tradition of female asceticism, or anorexia mirabilis, 
however, it reduces her feat of the will simply to martyrdom, i.e., self-denial.” (474) 
For more work on femininity, ascetic technologies of the self, and anorexia mirabilis, see Caroline Bynum, “Food as 
Control of the Self,” in Holy feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1987), 189 – 218. 
78 The Grimms quoted Goethe’s use of the word in Wahlverwandtschaften in order to provide context, which I have 
cited in bold here: „PENSIONSANSTALT, f., s. pension 4: berichte, die sie aus der pensionsanstalt erhielt. 
Göthe 17, 36;“  
See: Jacob Grimm und Wilhelm Grimm, Deutsches Wörterbuch, Band 13. (digitalisierte Fassung im 
Wörterbuchnetz des Trier Center for Digital Humanities, Version 01/21) <https://www.woerterbuchnetz.de/DWB>,.  
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Whereas Luciane is quite popular at the Pension, Ottilie does not fit into its disciplinary 

regime.79 The appended report from Ottilie’s male instructor and observer, der Gehülfe, seems to 

contain the only notes of positive praise, but this is partly explained by the fact that his interest in 

Ottilie is more than just pedagogical, but likely sexual. As Wellbery notes, the pedagogical 

institution of the Pension has a both gendered and class-oriented dimension, too, insofar as it 

“bildet Mädchen für die Welt aus, für le monde, jenen öffentlichen Raum der aristokratischen 

Gesellschaft, in der die künftigen Damen sich darstellen werden.”80 Earlier in the novel, 

Charlotte comments on this and uses this fact as reasoning for bringing Ottilie to the estate, 

remarking to Eduard:  

 Wenn Luciane, meine Tochter, die für die Welt geboren ist, sich dort für die Welt  bildet, 
 wenn sie Sprachen, Geschichtliches und was sonst von Kenntnissen ihr mitgetheilt 
 wird, so wie ihre Noten und Variationen vom Blatte wegspielt; wenn bei einer 
 lebhaften Natur und bei einem glücklichen Gedächtniß sie,  man möchte wohl sagen, 
 alles vergißt und im Augenblicke sich an alles erinnert; wenn sie durch Freiheit des 
 Betragens, Anmuth im Tanze, schickliche Bequemlichkeit des Gesprächs sich vor 
 allen auszeichnet, und durch ein angebornes herrschendes Wesen sich zur Königin 
 des kleinen Kreises macht; wenn die Vorsteherin dieser Anstalt sie als eine kleine 
 Gottheit ansieht, die nun erst unter ihren Händen recht gedeiht, die ihr Ehre machen, 
 Zutrauen erwerben und einen Zufluß von andern jungen Personen verschaffen wird; 
 wenn die ersten Seiten ihrer Briefe und Monatsberichte immer nur Hymnen sind über die 
 Vortrefflichkeit eines solchen Kindes, die ich denn recht gut in meine Prose zu 
 übersetzen weiß: so ist dagegen, was sie schließlich von Ottilien erwähnt, nur immer 
 Entschuldigung auf Entschuldigung, daß ein übrigens so schön heranwachsendes 
 Mädchen sich nicht entwickeln, keine Fähigkeiten und keine Fertigkeiten zeigen wolle. 
 (WA I, 20: 17) 

 
79 In the literary-historical scholarship on boarding schools in the German states around 1800, Friedrich Kittler 
discusses the discursive innovations instituted by the pedagogues of the “Carls-Hohe-Schule,” which was founded in 
1782 in the Duchy of Württemberg, in terms of a new disciplinarian regime of observation that included confession 
(in student-teacher relationship) and self-examination (through observational “Berichte” about oneself and one’s co-
students), all of which had lasting effects in terms of cultural production and subject formation (such as producing 
the student Friedrich Schiller) (246). Regarding the methods for developing subjects at the school, Kittler remarks: 
“Ein jeder erfährt mithin zugleich die Ehre, Psychologe sein zu dürfen, und den Zwang, Objekt der Psychologie sein 
zu dürfen. So erwächst den Eleven eine Individualität, die ja anderswo als im neuzeitlichen Disziplinarsystem gar 
nicht existiert.” (246) As I will argue, Ottilie exhibits this internalization of self-observation, and impulse toward 
confession to her male teacher, in her tableau vivant.  
Friedrich Kittler, “Carlos als Carlsschüler,” in Wilfried Barner, Eberhart Lämmert, Norbert Oellers, eds., Unser 
Commercium: Goethe und Schillers Literaturpolitik (Stuttgart: J. G. Cotta’sche Buchhandlung Nachfolger GmbH, 
1984). 
80 Wellbery, “Wahlverwandtschaften” 295. 
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Charlotte’s litany of praise pivots grammatically with the colon to a succinct description of 

Ottilie as Luciane’s antithesis, despite her being beautiful. Here, we must not lose sight of the 

fact that Luciane is a wealthy aristocrat, whereas Ottilie is a much poorer relative. The different 

socioeconomic stations and respective institutional socializations of each woman could explain 

their different responses to tableau vivant performances, broadly speaking. While Luciane seems 

to be the ideal product of this Pension as an aristocratic educational institution, i.e., one intended 

to produce women who can function in aristocratic society, Ottilie appears to be a failed subject 

of this institutional program, which would prepare them to engage in a variety of activities 

including salon performances. Moreover, it is noteworthy that Charlotte’s spectacularly 

laudatory image of her own daughter, which his mediated through the reports of the director of 

the boarding school, ironically does not align with the reality that the reader experiences of 

Luciane. In contrast to the reports of Ottilie’s “inabilities and incapability,” she soon 

demonstrates herself as adept in household chores as a sort of homemaking wife-figure, which 

implies that the education she received at the Pension was not focused on such skills. Rather, 

Ottilie represents the ideal of bourgeois female subjectivity, in that she represents “a bride, a 

housewife, a mother,” and the interchangeable roles that men project onto Ottilie, which itself, to 

quote Wellbery, forces her into the “problematische Existenzweise eines Bildes, in der ja Ottilie 

schließlich ganz aufgeht.”81 Ultimately, I argue that the two communicative paradigms of 

aristocratic theatricality and bourgeois textuality align with askesis and exomologesis, 

respectively, insofar as they are negotiated in Luciane and Ottilie’s tableaux. 

In its analysis of Luciane and Ottilie’s tableaux performances, this chapter furthermore 

builds on notions of self-observation and self-fashioning in Judith Butler’s work in Bodies That 

 
81 Wellbery, “Wahlverwandtschaften” 297.  
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Matter, in which Butler argues that gender performativity is a “ritualized production,” which 

“cannot be understood outside of a process of iterability [and] a reiteration of a norm or a set of 

norms.”82 Moreover, as Butler argues, the social construction of gender difference is part of 

“regulatory schemas [that] are not timeless structures, but historically revisable criteria of 

intelligibility,” which reflect subjects’ conformity with or resistance to dominant cultural 

norms.83 While Foucault refers to the history of sexuality as a history of domination, Butler 

theorizes gender performativity both in terms of social domination as well as resistance to social 

order. Similarly, I argue that the tableau effect incites moments of potentially resistant self-

observation and performative reactions in the female figures in Goethe’s novel. To quote 

Johnathan Crary in his 1991 monograph Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity 

in the Nineteenth Century, their resistance exemplifies those “marginal and local forms by which 

dominant practices of vision were resisted, deflected, or imperfectly constituted.”84  

  As Crary remarks, “from the 1500s to the end of the 1700s, the structural and optical 

principles of the camera obscura coalesced into a dominant paradigm through which was 

described the status and possibilities of an observer,” in a way that resonates with the notion of 

the panopticon as a means of describing the limitations of observing subjects.85 However, after 

the end of the 1700s, according to Crary’s framework, new optic discoveries and visual devices 

displaced the camera obscura’s discursive hegemony. Thus, within my critical framework, the 

tableau effect, as enacted in mimoplastic performances around 1800, constitutes one of these 

many new techniques of observing, which potentiated new forms of subject formation during this 

 
82 Butler, Bodies That Matter 95.  
83 Ibid., 95.  
84 Johnathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1990), 7.  
85 Ibid., 27  
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period. While I argue that the tableau effect opens up the possibilities for an observing subject 

that is either submissive or resistant to male social power through technologies of the self (in 

practices of askesis or asceticism), Crary also defines the visual dynamic of the camera obscura 

in terms of askesis. He remarks that the paradigm of the camera obscura performed “an operation 

of individuation” that defined “an observer as isolated, enclosed, and autonomous within its dark 

confines, [insofar as] it impels a kind of askesis, or withdrawal from the world, in order to 

regulate and purify one’s relation to the manifold contents of the now ‘exterior’ world.”86 I locate 

the tableau effect at the end of the camera obscura’s hegemony, however, I expand upon the 

ways in which askesis, as a process of selfhood that the tableau effect evokes, becomes gendered 

subjects’ way of being in the world.   

In my analysis of Die Wahlverwandtschaften, I modify Crary’s monastic characterization 

of askesis as a practice in selfhood entirely predicated on self-sequestration, in order to instead 

emphasize that askesis functions as both a withdrawal from the world as well as a way of being 

in the world (that is evoked by the tableau effect). While Crary suggests that askesis is an 

observing subject’s mode of coming to terms with or making sense of one’s reality (and social 

relations), which thus implies askesis as a passive and entirely meditative practice, my reading 

aligns with Foucault’s definition of askesis as an active technology of the self that inculcates 

preparedness for social encounters (on- and offstage). Furthermore, the tableau effect, via 

tableaux vivants, engenders two distinct resistant moments that align with the discursive regimes 

I have discussed in this section, in which female figures realize selfhood through masquerade on 

the one hand, but also moments of introspection, confession, and renunciation on the other. That 

is, the representations of tableaux vivants in Wahlverwandtschaften reveal discursive strategies 

 
86 Ibid., 38 -39. Crary simplistically equates askesis with a sequestration, but not as a technology of the self.    
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that delimit feminine subjectivity as they reference a history of performative practices of self-

effacement or self-expression. In the following section, I expand my analysis of the male gaze in 

Goethe’s novel, before turning to analyses of first Luciane’s and then Ottilie’s tableaux vivants 

in the subsequent sections.  

 

Tableaux Vivants and the Male Gaze in Die Wahlverwandtschaften 
 

Because of Eduard’s absence from the performances of the tableau vivants depicted in 

the novel, the male gaze in Die Wahlverwandtschaften must be described not only using its 

conventional critical vocabulary (i.e., from feminist film, literary, and cultural studies), but also 

in terms of its disembodiment in modernity, or rather, in terms of its technical, functional, and 

psychic displacement. When Eduard leaves the estate, the other male figures become stand-ins 

for his gaze, and meanwhile his desire still influences the female figures’ actions. In Eduard’s 

ultimatum, which he issues before he attempts to renounce Ottilie by going to war to die, he 

stipulates that if Ottilie transcends the border of the estate in his absence, then “she belongs to 

him,” i.e., “gehört sie mir,” and he will “take possession of her,” i.e., “ihrer bemächtigen;” but if 

she remains under Charlotte’s watchful eye on his estate, then he will not seek to directly possess 

her, i.e., have sex with her. (WA I, 20: 170) In this perverted maneuver Eduard puts Ottilie in a 

double bind. On the one hand, Eduard attempts to displace the responsibility for his own life onto 

Ottilie, thus faulting her for his motivation to risk losing his life in battle because of his desire for 

her. On the other hand, Eduard seems to attempt to preemptively absolve himself of not only an 

extramarital affair with Ottilie, but also even his rape of her, as this ultimatum serves as a sort of 

disciplinarian boundary and misogynist norm that Ottilie must internalize, insofar as she is 

gaslighted to feel guilty for Eduard’s flight from his estate, but also commanded by Eduard to 
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not leave the estate, lest Eduard lose all control over himself and have sex with her. Although 

nobody embodies the male gaze par excellence after Eduard’s departure in the second half of Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften, the pressure of his imagined gaze nevertheless forces the women to take 

recourse to renunciative or liberatory techniques of self-awareness in the tableaux vivants.  

Although it deals with twentieth century cinema, Laura Mulvey’s seminal essay “Visual 

Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” provides a critical point of departure for my discussion of 

gendered, observing subjectivity in this novel. I extend Mulvey’s contention that the cinema is an 

“advanced representation system,” which has different effects for male and female subjects, to an 

analysis of tableaux vivants and their effects for gendered subject-development. 87 Moreover, 

tableaux vivants have pre-cinematic resonances in their production of observing subjects through 

the internalization of patriarchal authority. In a broader context, Steven Jacobs has discussed 

how tableaux vivants inspired early modernist cinema in his 2011 book, Framing Pictures: Film 

and the Visual Arts, in which he notes that the director Alain Resnais used tableaux vivants to 

explore “the tension between stasis and movement” in his films “Van Gogh, Gauguin and 

Guernica” from the 1940s and 1950s.88 Mulvey’s terminology also aptly describes the gendering 

effect of mimoplastic performance, which satisfies a desire for pleasurable looking either 

through “voyeuristic” or “fetishistic scopophilia,” i.e., “instinctual looking.”89 Both the cinema 

and the tableau effect satisfy male desire through their very structure, according to this 

argument. One the one hand, this is realized through acts of looking that seek to sadistically 

control and manipulate the female other from a distance, i.e., voyeurism; or, on the other hand, 

 
87 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” in Braudy and Cohen, eds., Film Theory and Criticism 
(New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974), 834.  
88 Steven Jacobs, Framing Pictures: Film and the Visual Arts (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011).  
89 Mulvey, 840. 
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through objectifying women as tangible and possessable, i.e., fetishization, in their immediacy.90 

For the male-gendered observer (or reader), voyeurism affords him a sadistic “pleasure [that] lies 

in ascertaining guilt,” and punishing “the guilty person,” i.e., the woman, through his omniscient 

surveillance, whereas for the female observer, this experience is characterized by her 

internalization of the gaze as self-observation, which also induces the feeling that she is always 

guilty, according to Mulvey.91 In this sense, Mulvey’s analysis dovetails with Foucault’s 

discussion of the ways in which panopticism facilitates the internalization of emotional 

structures, and it runs as a red thread through this and the subsequent chapters.  

At least one German studies scholar (Öhlschläger) has applied Mulvey’s terminology to 

her analysis of Die Wahlverwandtschaften in order to describe the characters’ interpersonal 

relations. For example, Öhlschläger examines Eduard’s behavior vis-à-vis the tableaux vivants in 

terms of the active male gaze, remarking that Eduard subscribes to “einer fetischen Passion des 

Zeichen-Setzen und Zeichen-Lesens.”92 Out of this male-coded fetishistic drive, Eduard’s 

“Begehren nach Ottilie” becomes an “Effekt narzißtischen Phantasierens,” according to 

Öhlschläger, which results in the serialization of male desire, in a mise-en-abîme effect, and 

which spirals into solipsism and death.93 Although there are no central male figures in the scenes 

of tableaux vivants, I aim to show the ways by which, to quote Mulvey, the “active power of the 

male protagonist” is displaced, literally and figuratively, by the tableau effect.94 The male gaze is 

not only conditioned by a production process that is often male-dominated, but it also divides 

male viewing subjectivity between the position of the “spectator” and the position of an 

 
90 Mulvey, 840.   
91 Ibid., 840.  
92 Öhlschläger, “’Kunstgriffe’” 196. 
93 Ibid., 196 
94 Mulvey, 838.  
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imaginary “surrogate,” who is “the active” one forwarding the narrative, to quote Mulvey.95 To 

borrow Niklas Luhmann’s terminology, Goethe’s representations of tableaux vivants, situated on 

the cusp of modernity, comment on the ways in which patriarchal cultural order, as an 

“observing system,” construes experiences of female self-performance as processes of either 

self-fashioning or self-assessment vis-à-vis the male gaze.96  

Furthermore, the tableau effect’s three-dimensionality, and the discursive position it 

creates, contributes to the female figures’ internalization of their imagined possession by an 

invisible male authority. In a way that resonates with the physical structure of the theater, and the 

way in which it positions observers, Mulvey argues that the male gaze necessitates this three-

dimensional space and a network of subjects to condition the possibility of the looking act, which 

is contingent upon certain technological innovations, like the camera or the production studio. A 

similar example can be found in the Christmas nativity tableau in Die Wahlverwandtschaften, in 

which the narrator recounts that Ottilie is staged as the Virgin Mary not only by the Architect, 

whom I address later, but also by an artist, der Künstler, whom the narrator cursorily mentions. 

The Künstler not only directs the lighting, but also controls the physical tension and duress that 

the stillness of posing for the tableau induces in the performers. The narrator describes the 

transition between images in this tableau as follows:  

Man hatte den Vorhang niedergelassen, theils um den Vorstellenden einige Erleichterung 
zu geben, theils eine Veränderung in dem Dargestellten anzubringen. Der Künstler hatte 
sich vorgenommen, das erste Nacht- und Niedrigkeitsbild in ein Tag- und Glorienbild zu 
verwandeln… (WA I, 20: 273) 
 

The narrator describes the series of images and almost cinematic quality of her tableaux. Indeed, 

upon viewing the first nativity tableau that Ottilie performs, Charlotte’s “Augen strömten von 

 
95 Mulvey, 838.   
96 Niklas Luhmann, “Deconstruction as Second-Order Observing,” New Literary History 24, no. 4 (Autumn 1993): 
767 
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Thränen und sie stellte sich auf das lebhafteste vor, daß sie ein ähnliches liebes Geschöpf bald 

auf ihrem Schoose zu hoffen habe,” as the narrator attributes this effect to the technological 

mastery of the Künstler (WA I, 20: 273). Although the main characters often discuss what it 

means to be an artist, this Künstler is only mentioned three times, and exclusively in relation to 

the lighting or the stage curtain. This figure, therefore, serves the function, within the 

configuration of the tableau effect, to project male desire onto a woman, insofar as it stages her 

in a way that allows desires, narratives, and an interiority to be ascribed to her. As one of 

Eduard’s many viewing surrogates, the Künstler controls the tableau’s concealment through a 

curtain, “der Vorhang,” which blocks visual access to Ottilie’s tableau as an object of desire par 

excellence and thereby dramatizes Ottilie’s public performance, while physically and psychically 

holding her at a distance from the audience and figuratively keeping her from Eduard in this 

three-dimensional arrangement. This theatrical constellation is affirmed in the sixth chapter of 

Book Two, that is, in the final moment of Ottilie’s last tableau in the nativity cycle, as the 

narrator remarks that Ottilie feels herself “painfully” or “awkwardly” stuck and is unable to rush 

offstage to the male teacher “aus der Pension,” der Gehülfe, whom she only perceives 

acoustically, not visually: “Sie wurde daher einigermaßen betroffen, als sie in der Zwischenzeit 

vernahm, es sei ein Fremder angekommen, im Saale von Charlotten freundlich begrüßt.” (WA I, 

20: 275) After noticing the new person’s presence, light inundates both the theater and Ottilie, as 

the narrator remarks:  

Der Vorhang ging auf, für die Zuschauenden ein überraschender Anblick: das ganze Bild 
war alles Licht, und statt des völlig aufgehobenen Schattens blieben nur die Farben übrig, 
die bei der klugen Auswahl eine liebliche Mäßigung hervorbrachten. Unter ihren langen 
Augenwimpern hervorblickend bemerkte Ottilie eine Mannsperson neben Charlotten 
sitzend. Sie erkannte ihn nicht, aber sie glaubte die Stimme des Gehülfen aus der Pension 
zu hören. Eine wunderbare Empfindung ergriff sie. (WA I, 20: 275)  
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The tableau vivant limits Ottilie’s perception to auditory reception, as it also positions her as a 

silent, static, and temporarily blinded subject, as the audience gazes at her. The narrator 

continues:  

Hatte das peinliche Gefühl, einem werthen Freunde nicht entgegen eilen zu können, sich 
schon die letzten Augenblicke zu den übrigen Empfindungen Ottiliens gesellt, so war sie 
jetzt in noch größerer Verlegenheit. Sollte sie in diesem fremden Anzug und Schmuck 
ihm entgegen gehn? sollte sie sich umkleiden? Sie wählte nicht, sie that das Letzte und 
suchte sich in der Zwischenzeit zusammenzunehmen, sich zu beruhigen, und war nur erst 
wieder mit sich selbst in Einstimmung, als sie endlich im gewohnten Kleide den 
Angekommenen begrüßte. (WA I, 20: 275)  
 

Rather than expanding her possibilities for intersubjective recognition, the tableau vivant limits 

Ottilie’s perception of her erstwhile teacher, according to the narrator. Moreover, the narrator 

relates Ottilie’s internal consternation vis-à-vis her sartorial presentation and then remarks that 

she chose not to change her costume. As this performance also results in Ottilie’s self-scrutiny, I 

will investigate it as a moment of truth, insofar as she questions her own authenticity, later in this 

chapter.  

 While Eduard does not embody the position of an active, speaking, and seeing subject in 

the audience of this tableau vivant, this active role is displaced by other men and, in different 

ways, it is psychically internalized by female figures. This occurs in either self-scrutiny, which 

results in asceticism, or masquerade, which expands the performance of the self via askesis, as I 

shall argue. While I argue that the tableau effect redistributes Eduard’s centralized, sovereign 

gaze in order to replace it with a lingering gaze, which is constituted by many men’s gazes, the 

duplication, splintering, or division of the male gaze reflects a tendency toward its serialization. 

The displacement of Eduard’s gaze in Wahlverwandtschaften has also been addressed by Fritz 

Breithaupt and Jill Suzanne Smith in their 2000 article, “Culture of Images: “Limitation in 

Goethe's ‘Wahlverwandtschaften.’” Breithaupt and Smith argue that Eduard constantly 

reproduces, or serializes, his own image and thus loses control of himself. Breithaupt and Smith 
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posit that Eduard is unable to impose limitations upon himself, as he is anxious about the 

displacement of his authority by “images,” because he does not want to “be made possessable 

[and] controllable” by the “process of replacement” they represent.97 The tableau effect’s 

serialization or replacement-function not only makes the female performers possessable and 

controllable through their supplementation by their living images, but, according to Breithaupt 

and Smith, this “visual entity [also] takes [Eduard’s] place,” whereby he is “quite literally, torn 

in two”; or to put it in my own terms, the tableau effect serializes both the observer as well as the 

subject of observation.98 The power of Eduard’s gaze to possess women is redistributed by the 

tableau vivant, insofar as Eduard’s gaze is displaced through its technological externalization in 

the physical environment, which “allows for what usually would not be possible,” as Breithaupt 

and Smith argue; or in other words, while the tableau vivant allows for Eduard’s gaze to possess 

Ottilie despite his physical absence, the tableau effect affords women, like Ottilie or Luciane, 

recourse to forms of resistance.99 By identifying Eduard as “something that merely occupies” an 

authoritative position in the novel’s matrix of looking relations, Breithaupt and Smith’s analysis 

of the tableaux vivants’ “framing function” in Die Wahlverwandtschaften aids my theorization of 

the tableau effect as a mechanism within patriarchal order that enacts the male gaze’s ability to 

“[expose] the view evading inner-self as something perceptible” in order to make it an ideal site 

for the interrogation of female selfhood.100  

 
97 Fritz Breithaupt and Jill Suzanne Smith, “Culture of Images: Limitation in Goethe's "Wahlverwandtschaften,"” 
Monatshefte 92, no. 3 (Fall 2000): 306.  
98 Ibid., 306. 
99 Ibid., 306.  
Breithaupt and Smith analyze Die Wahlverwandtschaften against the symbolic transition from the ancien regime to 
bourgeois hegemony; or rather, from a paternal symbolic order to one of patriarchal castration, which favors the 
fraternal over the paternal. In this sense, the tableaux vivants serve as a sort of prosthetic limb of Eduard’s desire 
(i.e., his traditional paternal authority) in a world now organized around fraternity.  
100 Ibid., 306.  
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 While the male gaze is an organizing principle in the plot, and its depiction of tableaux 

vivants in particular, its disembodied power structurally parallels Eduard’s physical absence in 

the microcosm of the country estate. Accordingly, the narrator along with the other male figures, 

becomes a residual locus of the male gaze in Eduard’s absence, which recalls Öhlschläger’s 

charge to reassess the function of Goethe’s narrator as a theatrical arranger.101 The ways in which 

other male and female figures in Die Wahlverwandtschaften view the tableaux, as they 

compensate for Eduard’s possessive gaze, reflect the fact that in patriarchal society, women have 

one of two choices: either they can fabricate their own social identities, resist the gaze’s 

“Definitionsmacht,” and thereby control their positions within a male-dominated society, like 

Luciane, through adjusting themselves to new circumstances; or, like Ottilie, they can renounce 

their submission to the gaze itself and revert to asceticism, as a means of “purifying oneself to 

know oneself” as a subject within a given ideological context. 102 In Foucault’s terms, the literary 

representation of tableaux vivants depicts “truth games,” that is, exercises through which 

subjects relate themselves to a particular truth regime.103 Before turning to a close reading of 

Luciane’s tableau vivant, I want to emphasize that an analysis of literary tableaux vivants around 

1800 captures a discursive moment when the discursive and material possibilities for female 

subjectivity became more differentiated, as patriarchal power also became more diffuse. Thus, 

the tableau effect’s elements, namely, the lingering gaze, sartoriality, seriality, and sexualization, 

will help me to tease out (in the subsequent sections) the (re)iteration of models and rituals of 

self-knowledge around 1800 in Goethe’s text.  

 
101 Öhlschläger, 188. 
102 Emde, 454. 
103 Foucault, “Technologies” 18. 
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In the subsequent sections of this chapter, I discuss this complex of themes in relation to 

Luciane’s four tableaux vivants followed by Ottilie’s single performance. I first examine 

Luciane’s performance of mimoplastics, then I consider her performance of Raphael’s Artemisia, 

and I finally analyze her cycle of four tableaux of various genre paintings, namely: Anthony van 

Dyck’s Blinded Belisar as a Beggar (1618), Nicolas Poussin’s Esther before Ahaservus (1655), 

and finally Gerhard Terborch’s Gallant Conversation (1654) (in its later iteration as Georg 

Wille’s copper engraving re-titled as the Paternal Admonition).104 After these performances, I 

turn to an analysis of Ottilie’s tableaux vivants, namely two images from the Christmas nativity. 

Bringing together Mulvey, Foucault, and Butler’s conceptions of desire, social power, and 

subjectivity, I argue that the tableaux vivants are not only a technology of the male gaze’s 

domination, but also one that elicits feminine technologies of the self as resistance.  

 

Luciane’s Self-Performances: Sartoriality, Aristocratic Masquerade, and Askesis 
 
 In the scholarship on Die Wahlverwandtschaften, the depictions of Luciane’s 

performances seldom receive the same theoretical treatment as Ottilie’s final tableau. In chapter 

four of Book Two, Luciane’s dramatic behavior evolves into sporadic performances, in which 

the disassembling and reassembling of her expensive clothes becomes a means for assuming new 

identities, through sartorial presentations, in order to shock onlookers. The narrator remarks:  

 Wenn es ihr Vergnügen machte, sich des Tages drei-, viermal umzuziehen und mit 
 gewöhnlichen, in der Gesellschaft üblichen Kleidern vom Morgen bis in die Nacht zu 
 wechseln, so erschien sie dazwischen wohl auch einmal im wirklichen Maskenkleid, 
 als Bäuerin und Fischerin, als Fee und Blumenmädchen. Sie verschmähte nicht, sich als 

 
104 In terms of patriarchal social relations and the gaze, the representation of the myth of Esther before Ahaservus is 
an interesting choice because it involves a female figure fainting upon entering a forbidden male space, exposing 
herself outside of the king’s haram, as she intends to expose her true identity as Jewish. Goethe’s choice of 
Poussin’s painting (1655), rather than the female artist Artemisia Gentileschi’s painting from 1628 is noteworthy, 
although the reason for this choice could be strictly pragmatic because of access to artwork around 1800.  
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 alte Frau zu verkleiden, um desto frischer ihr junges Gesicht aus der Kutte
 hervorzuzeigen; und wirklich verwirrte sie dadurch das Gegenwärtige und das 
 Eingebildete dergestalt, dass man sich mit der Saalnixe verwandt und verschwägert zu 
 sein glaubte. (WA I, 20: 231)105  
 
Using her luxurious fabrics for her own pleasurable and playful activity, Luciane re-fashions her 

clothes for these one-time performances, which makes her not only a passive consumer, but also 

an active producer. Thus, she enacts a sort of conspicuous consumption (or production) that 

displays her knowledge of self-presentation and self-performance (while also necessitating an 

enormous outflow of capital on the part of her fiancé).  

 Luciane’s use of costumes to represent different personae demonstrates the text’s 

awareness of the material aspects of gender performativity, insofar as it is predicated on a 

“materiality that bears meaning” in a way that is “fundamentally dramatic,” thus bringing it in 

line with Judith Butler’s characterization of gender performativity in her 1988 essay 

“Performance Acts and Gender Constitution.”106 Moreover, Luciane’s dramatic behavior vis-à-

vis her clothing reflects what Butler calls “a continual and incessant materializing of 

possibilities,” which also resonates with Joan Rivière’s concept of womanliness as a masquerade, 

i.e., as a sort of self-performance staged by women in order to mask their intellectual equality 

 
105 The narrator aligns Luciane’s behavior with the eroticized figures of mermaids in Romantic literature and theater, 
via the reference to the “Saalnixe,” which figure in “Zauberromane” such as Christian August Vulpius’ Die Saal-
Nixe: Eine Sage der Vorzeit. In fact, Goethe assisted Vulpius in producing plays for the Weimarer Hoftheater in 
November 1802. (See: Andreas Meier, “Unterhaltungsliteratur als kulturelles Komplement,” Christian August 
Vulpius: Eine Korrespondenz zur Kulturgeschichte der Goethezeit (Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, 2003), 
CLXXVIII).  
Moreover, David Gallagher argues that the trope of the Saal river mermaid signifies the border between life and 
death as well as “the human and the natural spheres,” i.e., cultural versus biological categories.  The narrator’s snide 
remark that Luciane also confuses present reality and imaginary things to the extent that the viewer, would believe 
him- or herself to be both related by blood and by marriage to the mermaid, indicates the narrator’s, and by proxy, 
the spectator’s inability to possess, classify, or control her in terms of traditional, patriarchal kinship networks. 
David Gallagher, Metamorphosis: Transformations of the Body and the Influence of Ovid's Metamorphoses on 
Germanic Literature of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Century (Berlin: Weidler; Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 
2009), 347. 
106 Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory,” 
Theatre Journal 40, no. 4 (December 1988): 521. 
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with men in a social game in which agency is realized, to paraphrase her 1929 essay 

“Womanliness as Masquerade.”107 More recently, Mary Ann Doane’s 1990 essay “Film and the 

Masquerade: Theorizing the Female Spectator” expands upon the concept of womanliness as 

masquerade to argue that masquerade is a technique of female resistance against the male gaze. 

In Doane’s conceptualization of femininity as masquerade, she remarks that the woman “flaunts 

her femininity” before the male gaze, thus manufacturing a certain “distance between [herself] 

and [her] image,” which I argue aligns with Luciane’s actions in the novel, insofar as she 

materializes and manipulates the presentation of her femininity through the medium of her 

clothing.108 Luciane “embodies a representational agenda that is at odds with the notion of 

‘authenticity’ associated with eighteenth-century middle-class subjectivity,” in that she opts for 

representational variability “rather than expressing her individuality” and fixed identity, as 

Dupree remarks in her article “Ottilie’s Echo: Vocality in Goethe’s Wahlverwandtschaften.”109 

Thus, Luciane resists the male gaze by playfully anticipating the audience’s expectations of her 

material self-presentation.  

 As Luciane flaunts herself through the medium of clothing, she controls her image, 

extends herself, and tests the limits of her social context (in a way that also resonates with the 

contemporary practice of cosplay).110 To apply Doane’s terminology, Luciane’s cognizance of 

 
107 Butler “Performative Acts” 521.  
108 Doane, 49. 
109 Mary Helen Dupree, “Ottilie’s Echo: Vocality in Goethe’s Wahlverwandtschaften” German Quarterly 87, no. 1, 
(Winter 2014): 76. 
110 According to Rahman, Wing-Sun and Cheung, cosplay involves notions of authenticity, the extended self, and 
the negotiation of boundaries for performers, which resonates with the issues for feminine subject development that 
the tableaux amplify in Wahlverwandtschaften through the figure of Luciane, insofar as “cosplay is an identity 
marker, a visual art form that transforms an individual's identity through the reproduction of an idealized character, 
[wherein] performers may enjoy the pleasurable moments being looked at by spectators, or they may be obsessed in 
objectifying themselves.” Thus, cosplayers, like Luciane, “momentarily change their identity in order to create an 
exciting, extraordinary, and contented self.” (Rahman 334)  
See: Osmud Rahman, Liu Wing-Sun, and Brittany Hei-man Cheung, “’Cosplay’: Imaginative Self and Performing” 
Identity, Fashion Theory 16, no. 3 (2012): 317-341. 
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the male gaze’s desire to objectify her reflects her “resistance to patriarchal positioning,” as she 

denies this male network of onlookers “the production of femininity” as “imagistic” and passive, 

but instead empowers herself through a sartorial masquerade.111 In other words, Luciane’s 

subversive use of clothing, through femininity as masquerade, in her attitudes and tableaux 

demonstrates the tableau effect’s empowering quality. In fact, the narrator remarks that Luciane 

wields her own gaze in order to befriend or even seduce a man in this process, noting: “So hatte 

sie den Architekten schon bald ins Auge gefaßt [um ihn] für ihren Hof zu gewinnen.” (WA I, 20: 

231) Considering the narrator’s comment that she has her own “court” or entourage, Luciane 

uses this masquerade to position herself as sovereign over herself and others via her own gaze. 

Through Luciane’s spontaneous attitude-like performance, she thus destabilizes a typically 

asymmetrical, heteronormative looking dynamic, particularly in Mulvey’s conception, to realize 

her own gaze vis-à-vis the male gaze. In a similar vein, Wurst argues in Fabricating Pleasure 

that the “destabilization contained in the game of masquerade [that attitudes and tableaux 

facilitate] was part of the fascination of this type of specular parlor game” in general around 

1800. 112 While the tableau effect allows for men to gaze at her body, thus reinforcing the male 

gaze’s authority over female bodies, Luciane constantly repositions and re-styles herself. As 

mentioned in the introduction to this dissertation, Wurst contends that tableaux vivants engender 

a “lingering gaze” that “allow[s] for a different kind of looking at the body,” which “is not part 

of conventional social relationships,” as this gaze involves complex acts of “reading the clothed 

body’s positionality with its social context” in order to provide information about “gender, class, 

 
For more on cosplay and gender, see Rebecca Turk, “Costuming as Inquiry: An Exploration of Women in Gender-
Bending Cosplay Through Practice and Material Culture” ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2019; Heather 
Fitzsimmons Frey, “Victorian Girls and At-Home Theatricals: Performing and Playing with Possible Futures” 
ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2015. 
111 Doane, 49.  
112 Wurst, Fabricating Pleasure 215. 
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and social position.” 113 The “purposefully lingering gaze” that the tableau effect affords vis-à-

vis the clothed body facilitates a “complicated mélange of aesthetic, sensual, and social 

responses,” which I argue Luciane attempts to control through her self-performance.114 More 

specifically, Luciane enacts a complicated performance, a mixture of clothing, gestures, poses, 

and social queues, through her cosplay masquerade, so that her constant re-fashioning of her 

sartorial presentation disrupts the lingering male gaze’s ability to dress (or undress) her, 

figuratively speaking. Clothing thus becomes a medium for Luciane’s own entertainment, rather 

than her sexualization. On the one hand, Luciane disrupts the male gaze’s ability to control or 

possess her, insofar as her shifting appearances de-stabilize the male gaze’s ability to sexualize 

her. On the other hand, Luciane simultaneously invites the male gaze with its sexualizing 

tendency into her looking relations, as she satirizes the concept of Kantian interesseloses 

Wohlgefallen, thus implying that all forms of pleasurable looking are susceptible to the 

contingency of eroticism and the sensuousness that clothes can evoke.115   

When the narrator remarks that it was not “umsonst” that Luciane brought so much 

luggage, he underscores that Luciane is aware of the semiotic power that clothing possesses, 

which she realizes in an “unendliche Abwechslung” of outfits. (WA I, 20: 231) This shift toward 

representing feminine self-awareness of the clothed body’s signifying potential reflects a 

historical moment at which articles of clothing transitioned from the status of “unambiguous 

markers of social rank” in a traditional community to a modern, “complex system of 

signification,” as Wurst puts it, which involves “visualizing how natural bodies are marked as 

 
113 Wurst, Fabricating Pleasure 222.  
114 Ibid., 222.   
115 According to Fried’s analysis of Luciane’s tableau of Ter Borch’s Gallant Conversation, “Goethe’s adaptation of 
[Diderot’s] strategy of denying the presence of the presence of the beholder is a means of fixing his attention,” and 
is thus “ostensibly anti-theatrical composition is exploited by Luciane to serve as a theater of her charms.” (173) 
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cultural bodies.”116 As Luciane takes charge of her self-definition, her behavior reflects Mary 

Ann Doane’s contention that women can slip into the dominant viewing position through 

masquerade (which complicates Mulvey’s one-sided “masculinization of spectatorship” in her 

theorization of the male gaze).117 Moreover, it references the redistributing of a possessive, 

authoritative male gaze’s hold over female bodies. Doane contends that through masquerade, in 

which clothing especially “allows mastery over the image and the very possibility of attaching 

desire to the gaze,” women can commandeer the gaze.118 Clothing provides a screen, i.e., a 

projection space, for female desire vis-à-vis the male gaze. Similarly, Luciane derives pleasure 

from sartorial masquerade and she controls the audience’s gaze through her constant re-

materialization of “the visual body, the clothed body,” to quote Butler, as she displays her 

awareness of its signifying power.119 For Luciane, clothing is not a means for making herself 

legible to the male gaze, i.e., to her fiancé and other audience members, but rather a practice of 

gaining control over her own image and expanding her influence in this social context.120  

 Following Luciane’s initial, spontaneous masquerades, her first tableau vivant 

demonstrates a gendered division of labor, as her activity relies on male figures’ contributions to 

her performance through musical accompaniment and help with other technical aspects. In this 

tableau, Luciane performs the image of the myth of Artemisia of Caria, the widow of Mausolus, 

 
116 Wurst, Fabricating Pleasure 223. 
For more on fashion in the long eighteenth century, see Daniel Purdy, “Part IV: Idealist Aesthetics,” in The Rise of 
Fashion (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2004).  
According to Purdy in his book chapter on Goethe’s relationship to fashion, “Goethe makes clear that the two realms 
[of art and fashion] should be absolutely separate from one another.” (139)   
117 Doane, 48. 
118 Doane, 48.  
119 Butler, “Performative Acts” 521.   
120 Clothing serves as a medium for tenuous and improvisational self-fashioning, which I argue transcends and 
expands the notion of sartorially prescribed, self-fashioning as a structure of selfhood for aristocratic subjects during 
the Renaissance, in line with Stephen Greenblatt’s 1983 monograph Renaissance Self-fashioning: From More to 
Shakespeare. 



 

 57 

as she laments his death and drinks his ashes in order to become his living tomb. Luciane not 

only stages herself as an overtly dramatic and macabre image, insofar as the narrator implies she 

is in poor taste, but she also stages the social scenario of being asked to improvise a performance 

(although this too is pre-meditated). The narrator observes:  

 Sie zeigte sich unentschlossen, ließ die Wahl, bat wie ein Improvisator um einen 
 Gegenstand, bis endlich jener Clavier spielende Gehülfe, mit dem es abgeredet sein 
 mochte, sich an den Flügel setzte, einen Trauermarsch zu spielen anfing und sie 
 aufforderte, jene Artemisia zu geben, welche sie so vortrefflich einstudiert habe.  
 (WA I, 20: 232) 
 
The narrator compares Luciane to an Improvisatore, one of a group of poets who could perform 

on command, thus connoting her as improvisational and capable of managing contingency. 

Moreover, insofar as the myth of the Widow of Mausolus involves a process of life, death, and 

corporeal consumption, Luciane potentially refers to herself through this tableau vivant as 

someone who will outlast her male partner, or rather, who will eat him. Insofar as death and 

decay haunt the entire novel (particularly in many of the characters’ deaths), Luciane portrays 

herself as a literal man-eater, thus thumbing her nose at this theme itself. This tableau vivant, as 

a satire, could also represent salon culture devouring works of high art for its own entertainment. 

Here, Luciane is representative of eighteenth-century salon culture and all its discursive 

components, insofar as she has even involved a servant in order to provide musical 

accompaniment. Additionally, Luciane has the stage arranged with “eine große schwarze Tafel” 

and a piece of “Kreide” so that an improvised chalk sketch will serve as the backdrop of a tomb. 

In order to get the architect involved, Luciane dispatches another man as a messenger. (WA I, 

20: 232) The narrator remarks:  

 Einer ihrer Verehrer und Adjutanten, dem sie etwas in’s Ohr sagte, ging sogleich den 
 Architekten aufzufordern, zu nöthigen und gewissermaßen herbeizuschieben, das er als 
 Baumeister das Grab des Mausolus zeichnen, und also keineswegs einen Statisten, 
 sondern einen ernstlichen Mitspielenden vorstellen sollte. (WA I, 20: 232)    
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The messenger who demands that the architect perform on Luciane’s behalf is described as one 

of Luciane’s many “Verehrer und Adjutanten,” i.e., admirer and adjutant, which characterizes 

him in mock-disciplinary terms as Luciane’s inferior military officer. Once the props are in 

place, Luciane’s performance relies on the architect’s participation, insofar as he must draw the 

tomb as the setting to this tableau vivant. Luciane controls a company of men in way that reflect 

her manipulation of the staging of her tableau vivant as a social performance in and of itself. 

 Whereas Luciane is in her element, so to speak, the architect is a fish out of water. The 

tableau vivant performance becomes destabilized when Luciane tries to increasingly involve the 

architect as a performer in the tableau vivant against his will. Gradually, it devolves into a series 

of embarrassing interactions, as the narrator remarks:   

 Wie verlegen der Architekt auch äußerlich erschien – denn er machte in seiner ganz 
 schwarzen, knappen, modernen Civilgestalt einen wunderlichen Contrast mit jenen 
 Flören, Kreppen, Franzen, […] Schmelzen, Quasten und Kronen  – so faßte er sich doch 
 gleich innerlich, allein um so wunderlicher war es anzusehen. Mit dem größten Ernst  
 stellte er sich vor die große Tafel, die von ein paar Pagen gehalten  wurde, und zeichnete 
 mit viel Bedacht und Genauigkeit ein Grabmal. (WA I, 20: 232-233) 
 
While the architect presents himself as focused and earnest, Luciane exaggerates her 

performance to try to adjust to the architect’s sober presence and bourgeois discipline. In fact, 

Luciane heightens her theatricality in response to the architect’s earnestness and civilian sartorial 

appearance. Luciane attempts to exert control over the architect within the parameters of the 

performance, as she attempts to engage him in theatrical performance. However, in a sartorial 

juxtaposition, the many frills and embellishments of Luciane’s costume cannot achieve a 

harmonious visual relation with the “civilly” dressed architect, whose sole purpose is to sketch 

the grave, as the narrator observes:  

 Was Lucianen betraf, so war sie endlich von ihrer Ungeduld erlöst: denn ihre Absicht war 
 keineswegs eine gewissenhafte Zeichnung von ihm zu haben. Hätte er mit wenigen 
 Strichen nur hinskizzirt, was etwa einem Monument ähnlich gesehen, und sich die 
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 übrige Zeit mit ihr abgegeben, so wäre das wohl dem Endzweck und ihren Wünschen 
 gemäßer gewesen. Bei seinem Benehmen dagegen kam sie in die größte Verlegenheit: 
 denn ob sie gleich in ihrem Schmerz, ihren Anordnungen und Andeutungen, ihrem 
 Beifall über das nach und nach Entstehende, ziemlich abzuwechseln suchte und sie ihn 
 einigemal beinahe herumzerrte, um nur mit ihm in eine Art von Verhältniß zu kommen, 
 so erwies er sich doch gar zu steif, dergestalt daß sie allzu oft ihre Zuflucht zur Urne 
 nehmen, sie an ihr Herz drücken und zum Himmel schauen mußte, ja zuletzt, weil  
 sich doch dergleichen Situationen immer steigern, mehr einer Witwe von Ephesus als 
 einer Königin von Karien ähnlich sah. (WA I, 20: 233-234) 
 
During this performance, Luciane “attempts to adjust her behavior accordingly” in what she sees 

as a “highly playful exchange between both parties,” to quote Edgar Landgraf’s discussion of the 

evolving semantics of romantic love during the Enlightenment.121 Her re-adjustment of her 

performance, however, obfuscates the clarity of the mythical image of femininity that she intends 

to depict, insofar as the narrator remarks that she appears more like a Widow of Ephesus than a 

Queen of Caria.122 The narrator shames her activity in an ironic manner, connoting her as 

salacious, when she is in fact only playing a game. In her attempt to “conquer” the other 

participant (and the audience), Luciane demonstrates the behavioral characteristics that Landgraf 

associates with gallant values, in his 2004 essay “Romantic Love and the Enlightenment: From 

Gallantry and Seduction to Authenticity and Self-Validation,” in which he analyzes female 

figures in Lessing’s bourgeois tragedy Miss Sara Sampson as typical foils of the tension between 

 
121 Edgar Landgraf, “Romantic Love and the Enlightenment: From Gallantry and Seduction to Authenticity and Self-
Validation” The German Quarterly 77, no. 1 (Winter 2004): 32. 
122 Whereas the history of Artemisia II, Queen of Caria (circa 350 BC), depicts a virtuous and strong female figure, 
or to quote Giovanni Boccaccio’s assessment of her in his De Mulieribus Claris, LVII (1331 – 1362), “a lasting 
example of chaste widowhood and of the purest and rarest kind of love,” the Widow of Ephesus is an Antique myth 
that revolves around the depiction of an unvirtuous woman, who succumbs to her sexual desires. (115) According to 
Edward Wheatley, adaptations of the Widow of Ephesus from the Middle Ages and early modern period “emphasize 
[the story’s] innate misogyny to varying degrees.” (628) More precisely, the myth of the Widow of Ephesus, to 
quote Wheatley, “appeared initially in the Satyricon of the first-century Roman writer Petronius Arbiter” and tells of 
a virtuous woman’s fall from grace, when she “undermines her reputation as a faithful wife by offering the body of 
her recently buried husband for crucifixion in order to save the life of a guard with whom she has suddenly fallen in 
love.” (627).     
See Edward Wheatley, “Rereading the Story of the Widow of Ephesus in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance,” 
Comparative Literature Studies 51, no. 4 (2014): 627-643.  
See Giovanni Boccaccio, “Chapter 57,” in De Mulieribus Claris [On Famous Women], Trans. Virginia Brown, 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003), 115-118. 
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bourgeois and aristocratic communicative regimes (in line with Niklas Luhmann’s 1982 

monograph Liebe als Passion).123 To sum up, Luciane, who does not have an identity marked by 

technical capacity, which was typical of the professional and educational constraints put on 

women at the time, stages a sartorial masquerade that contrasts with the architect’s bourgeois 

self-performance, i.e., his need to fulfil a bourgeois ‘function’ and produce some sort of product 

or service. As he is more concerned with the task at hand, the architect barely attends to Luciane 

in a playful, gallant mode, like she expects, and he instead devotes his attention to his work 

rather than to the prima donna. Because the architect is unconcerned with putting himself into the 

performance, per se, she dramatically overcompensates, whereby her playful destabilization of 

the communicative scenario through masquerade unintentionally transforms into a comic display 

of her frustration. 

 Luciane thus conceives of the tableau vivant as a playful “conversation,” i.e., the 

“communicative medium” that Landgraf notes “dominated pre-eighteenth century aristocratic 

societies,” insofar as her attempts to engage the architect deemphasize any notion of her 

individuality and authentic emotional interiority in favor of a charade of semantics that is “easy 

to identify” as gallant role-playing.124 Aware of the male gaze’s desire to objectify her as an 

image, Luciane exploits her sartorial choices in this conversation in order to demonstrate an 

awareness of clothing as an advanced semiotic system.125 As Birgit Jooss has argued, both 

Luciane and Ottilie possess self-awareness of their own “Bildhaftigkeit”; however, only Luciane 

is able to maintain a safe distance between herself and her image, which allows for interpersonal 

 
123 Landgraf, “Romantic Love” 32.  
124 Ibid., 37.  
125 See: Roland Barthes, The Fashion System (Berkeley and Los Angeles: The University of California Press, 1990).  
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gallantry and sartorial flexibility.126 In contrast to Luciane, Ottilie cannot realize an “ästhetische 

Distanz” between herself and the image she present (i.e., the Virgin Mary), according to Jooss, 

and therefore falls into a precarious mode of emulating this image as its “Äquivalenz,” which I 

address further in the section on Ottilie.127   

 The architect and Luciane’s contrasting discursive dispositions in the tableaux 

performances also operate along gendered lines. In opposition to such an aristocratic mode of 

communication on the part of the female performer, the architect’s behavior during the 

performance reflects his capacity to mediate reality through two-dimensional means aimed at 

duration and concentration; that is, through qualities that are characteristic of bourgeois 

communicative values, according to Landgraf, in that “writing…,” i.e., something two-

dimensional, “delimited” the semantics of bourgeois communication in the eighteenth century.128 

Where Luciane sees a playful and theatrical self-performance (in a three-dimensional game that 

is reminiscent of the cinematic structures required for Mulvey’s initial conception of the male 

gaze), the architect sees a serious, silent activity of drawing that is located on a two-dimensional 

plane and devoid of theatricality. In this sense, Luciane has misjudged her interlocutor’s capacity 

for theatricality. Instead of focusing on the social dimension of his performance and acting in this 

tableau vivant as part of the fun, rather than as a functional worker, the architect fails to read the 

room, i.e., he is unable to perceive what others expect him to do (in terms of 

Erwartungserwartungen). While Luciane communicates with immediacy, presence, and 

 
126 Birgit Jooss, “Lebende Bilder als Charakterbeschreibungen in Goethes Roman Die Wahlverwandtschaften“ in, 
ed. Gabriele Brandstetter, Erzählen und Wissen: Paradigmen und Aporien ihrer Inszenierung in Goethes 
‚Wahlverwandtschaften‘ (Freiburg im Breisgau: Rombach Verlag, 2003), 134.   
127 Ibid., 130.  
128 Landgraf, “Romantic Love” 38. 
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physicality, the architect communicates with distance, absence, and mediation, so much so that 

they do not achieve any relationship (“Verhältniß”) with one another, as the narrator remarks.   

 To return to the concept of the male gaze, in Mulvey’s terms, the architect fails to realize 

the “active, speaking, seeing” position of the male gaze because of his functionalized role in the 

tableau’s production, which demonstrates a different configuration of the male gaze altogether. 

Luciane remains in a dramatic mode, ready to engage an interlocutor, despite her comically 

escalating frustration due to the architect’s un-chivalrous attitude. Whereas the architect’s 

engagement with Luciane becomes reduced to one activity, which also corresponds to his 

bourgeois identity, Luciane’s dilettantism and gallant sociability characterize her as variable, as 

her self-performance constantly spills over into other social activities and scenarios. Luciane’s 

self-referential playfulness, which she realizes through masquerade, resembles the Antique 

hermeneutic of the self of askesis, which “is a process of becoming more subjective [and of] 

remembering” what one must do to confront a given social circumstance, as Foucault argues. In 

this case, Luciane’s masquerade, as a process of remembering how to become “more subjective” 

vis-à-vis social power, also dovetails with Butler’s notion of gender as performative insofar as it 

is a constant materializing of possibilities, which is especially realized through the clothed body. 

Luciane empowers herself by adopting a gallant attitude that trumps the architect’s modesty and 

discipline, such that she does not renounce herself in a self-sacrificial way. Nevertheless, 

Luciane cannot achieve complete control of the male gaze, much in the same way that the 

architect cannot embody it in a traditional sense. Between these two figures, the transition from 

an aristocratic to bourgeois communicative paradigm is also incomplete and muddled, as 

Luciane, the aristocrat, achieves a degree of agency through masquerade, despite ultimately 

losing the Definitionsmacht over her own image.  
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Later, in Book Two of the novel, Luciane performs two tableaux vivants depicting 

biblical imagery (van Dyck’s Belisar and Poussin’s Esther), which are juxtaposed with a third 

tableau of Terborch’s Gallant Conversation and its secular motif. The narrator comments that 

this cycle of tableaux, which invokes many levels of cultural knowledge, has intense effects on 

the viewers in terms of the discernibility between reality and semblance, remarking:  

 Der Abend kam herbei, und die Darstellung wurde vor einer großen Gesellschaft und zu 
 allgemeinem Beifall ausgeführt. Eine bedeutende Musik spannte die Erwartung. Jener 
 Belisar eröffnete die Bühne. Die Gestalten waren so passend, die Farben so glücklich 
 ausgetheilt, die Beleuchtung so kunstreich, daß man fürwahr in einer andern Welt zu sein  
 glaubte; nur daß die Gegenwart des Wirklichen statt des Scheins eine Art von 
 ängstlicher Empfindung hervorbrachte. (WA I, 20: 253)   
 
Here, the heightened possibility of blurring the perception between reality and representation in 

the performance leaves the viewer in an emotionally precarious state, i.e., with an anxious 

feeling, because the viewing subjects experience the freedom of the “the essential iterability” of 

a sign in any given context, to quote Jacques Derrida, as it is unbounded by any authority.129 In 

Wurst’s terms, the tableau imparts an “ambivalent pleasure” to viewers.130 In order to gain 

control over this correspondence between image and reality, both male and female figures 

attempt to assert their authority in the tableaux vivants’ production process.  

In Luciane’s tableaux vivants, the process of selecting the images, although controlled by 

the Graf, is grammatically construed in an opaque way. The narrator uses a passive, generalized 

grammatical form to recount this moment, remarking: “Man suchte nun Kupferstiche nach 

berühmten Gemählden; man wählte zuerst den Belisar nach van Dyk. [sic]…. Mit diesen und 

andern Bildern beschäftigte man sich sehr ernstlich” (WA I, 20: 252-253). The narrator’s choice 

of the impersonal third-person pronoun grammatically obfuscates which figures participate in the 

 
129 Jacques Derrida, "Signature Event Context," in Limited Inc, trans. Samuel Weber and Jeffrey Mehlman 
(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1988), 9.  
130 Wurst, Fabricating Pleasure 218.  
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selection process and de-emphasizes Luciane’s agency in the production. During the preparations 

the Graf gives excessive and unwarranted commands to the already overburdened architect while 

having no real technical role himself, which not only reveals his station in the social hierarchy, 

but also references the aristocracy’s outsourcing of its own representational practices. Although 

the Graf occupies the highest social position among the male characters in Eduard’s absence, the 

male gaze has become networked in this theatrical scenario, as no individual embodies the 

panoptic “monarch-of-all-I-survey-scene,” to quote Peabody, or even seems to have an 

authoritative, commanding role in this process.131 The narrator thus highlights the dissolution of 

the sovereign male gaze, in a traditional, aristocratic sense, amid the transition from looking 

relations in the ancien régime to the new visual order of bourgeois society.    

Similarly, the text highlights the de-centered role that Luciane’s fiancé has in their 

relationship, both in terms of traditional, possessive role and as a male observer. Notably, 

Luciane’s rich fiancé, simply known as “der Bräutigam,” as a representative of aristocratic 

marriage, does not occupy a sovereign viewing position. Although the narrator comments that 

this young man “possesses” Luciane, the freedom with which Luciane socializes with other men 

suggests that their relationship is based on money and Luciane’s erotic sway over him rather than 

genuine love. The narrator describes the young man’s attitude toward Luciane as follows:  

…. ein junger, sehr reicher Mann empfand gar bald eine heftige Neigung, sie zu besitzen. 
Sein ansehnliches Vermögen gab ihm ein Recht, das Beste jeder Art sein eigen zu 
nennen, und es schien ihm nichts weiter abzugehen als eine vollkommene Frau, um die 
ihn die Welt so wie um das Übrige zu beneiden hätte. (WA I, 20: 227) 
 

Despite the narrator’s suggestion of an asymmetrical gendered dynamic, in which Luciane is her 

fiancé’s property, this is not the case in their relationship. Rather, Luciane asserts an active and 

 
131 Peabody, 221. 
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even dominant role as she independently enjoys herself in sociable performances. In this light, 

the narrator reports extensively on the groom’s unique attraction to Luciane, as he remarks:  

Bei großem Vermögen und gemäßigter Sinnesart schien er auf eine wunderbare Weise 
von dem Vorzuge geschmeichelt, ein Frauenzimmer zu besitzen, das der ganzen Welt 
gefallen mußte. Er hatte einen so ganz eigenen Sinn, alles auf sie und erst durch sie auf 
sich zu beziehen, daß es ihm eine unangenehme Empfindung machte, wenn sich nicht 
gleich ein Neuankommender mit aller Aufmerksamkeit auf sie richtete, und mit ihm, wie 
es wegen seiner guten Eigenschaften besonders von älteren Personen oft geschah, eine 
nähere Verbindung suchte, ohne sich sonderlich um sie zu bekümmern. (WA I, 20: 256) 
 

Luciane’s fiancé only derives pleasure from watching her enjoy attention from others, in a way 

that shows he possesses her only as an object at a distance, i.e., as a voyeur, whose viewing 

position also resembles that of a cuckold, i.e., a term that in contemporary parlance either refers 

to a man who derives pleasure from watching his wife engage in extramarital sexual intercourse, 

particularly in fetish subculture, or more broadly, a man whose wife is cheating on him. 

Historically, however, the trope of the cuckold husband has its roots in medieval and Early 

Modern representations of masculine anxiety vis-à-vis men becoming the victims of excessively 

sensual women.132 Although this rich man allegedly “owns” or “possesses” Luciane, in a way 

that suggests his immediacy and dominance, his cuckoldry – as he watches other men enjoy 

observing her – suggests that Luciane has autonomy as well as power over him. Luciane seems 

to exist at a distance from her fiancé, as she freely enjoys everyone’s attention without his 

direction (albeit to his great pleasure, insofar as “Er hatte einen so ganz eigenen Sinn, alles auf 

sie und erst durch sie auf sich zu beziehen,” to reiterate the narrator’s observation). Goethe, 

 
132 In Marlene LeGates’ discussion of the upward valuation of femininity in the eighteenth century in her article 
“The Cult of Womanhood in Eighteenth Century Thought,” she remarks that up until this period, the misogynist 
trope of a “lusty” woman’s insatiable erotic appetite had dominated representations of women and was even 
“substantiated by medical teachings,” which allowed for the trope of the “woman, whose husband, from the 
medieval fabliaux to Restoration comedy,” was “obsessed with cuckoldry” to emerge (22).  
See Marlene LeGates, “The Cult of Womanhood in Eighteenth-Century Thought,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 10, 
no. 1 (Autumn 1976): 22.  
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however, depicts the fiancé as someone who derives pleasure from possessing an object of desire 

that other men also perceive as valuable, like a trophy wife.  

 The fiancé’s alignment with non-monogamous looking relations reflects the less central 

position of monogamy in aristocratic romantic relationships, in contrast to bourgeois notions of 

monogamous love. To introduce the paintings to be depicted in the tableaux, the narrator 

addresses the reader: “Als drittes hatte man die sogenannte väterliche Ermahnung von Terburg 

gewählt, und wer kennt nicht den herrlichen Kupferstich unseres Wille von diesem Gemählde?” 

(WA I, 20: 254).  

 

 

Figure 2: Gerhard Ter Borch, The Gallant Conversation. 1654, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. 
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Figure 3: Georg Wille, Die Väterliche Ermahnung.  

 
Without explicitly indicating the situation, the narrator’s sarcastic rhetorical question seems to 

point to the fact that Luciane is literally performing a brothel scene in which she is a prostitute.133 

Although the narrator deploys a matter-of-fact, rhetorical question in order to re-enforce his 

authority, “he never admits his incompetence” or explicates this satirical moment to the reader, 

as Eric Blackall argues, which makes “the irony of this novel more implicit rather than explicit” 

and elides whether the narrator actually knows the artworks he is describing or not.134 While the 

narrator refers to Luciane’s third tableau vivant of The Gallant Conversation by Gerhard von 

Terborch, he also leaves the reader in a position of ambivalence through the invocation of a 

 
133 As Eric Blackall argues in his analysis of Wahlverwandtschaften in his1984 essay “Novella into Novel,” the 
“tension between what is being told and the manner of telling it” indicates the unreliability of the narrator’s 
authority, Blackall argues that the narrator’s “contrived, formal” and haughty tone enacts an “extraordinary 
distancing effect, […] as though we are looking at something from over a wall,” which emphasizes that this novel’s 
reflection on the impossibility of imposing any order on this very representation of reality, even by the narrator 
himself. This puts the veracity of the narrator’s recollection of Luciane’s tableaux performances, their reception by 
the audience, and the overall narrative into question, as the narrator himself acts like a sort of voyeur or focalizer for 
the reader. In this sense, the interpretation of the tableau effect’s reflection of dominant patriarchal looking relations 
also reveals idiosyncrasies or fissures in the same representational order. See Eric Blackall “Novel into Novella,” in 
Goethe and the Novel (Ithaca/London: Cornell University Press, 1984), 186 
134 Eric Blackall “Novel into Novella,” in Goethe and the Novel (Ithaca/London: Cornell University Press, 1984), 
186.  
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certain frame of reference, namely, the fact that the engraver Georg Wille re-named the painting 

as The Paternal Admonition in order to morally re-cast and sanitize the brothel scene as a family 

tableau for a German audience.135 The narrator’s emphasis on this intentional titular confusion 

satirizes the moral-didactic potential for works of art and Wille’s recourse to bourgeois morality 

in particular.136  

Thus, Luciane’s masquerade “forecloses a moral response on the part of the beholders,” 

to quote Tanvi Solanki’s 2016 article “A Book of Living Paintings: Tableaux Vivants in 

Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften (1809).”137 For the reader, this signifies a certain 

obfuscation of the audience’s interpretive control. The characters in this scene, despite being 

members of the upper class, would likely never have had access to the original paintings depicted 

in tableaux vivants (an absence that creates demand for their performance) and, therefore, would 

have only known Wille’s re-inscription of meaning onto this representation of the family 

 
135 Regarding the circulation and significance of Georg Wille’s copper engravings, Tanvi Solanki remarks that 
“Goethe had prints of the first two and likely Wille’s as well in his home in Weimar.” (246) Furthermore, in 1878, 
Heinrich Düntzer, a German philologist and historian of literature, remarked in his monograph Goethes 
Wahlverwandtschaften: “Das Bild selbst, von Johann Georg Wille in Paris in Kupfer gestochen, befindet sich jetzt 
im Berliner Museum, ein ähnliches in Amsterdam.” (96) Additionally, he notes Goethe’s praise for Wille in 
Dichtung und Wahrheit XX, quoting Goethe, ‘Wille, hochgeehrt als Kupferstecher, gab dem deutschen Verdienste 
(in Paris) Grund und Boden.’” (96)  
Heinrich Düntzer, Goethes Wahlverwandtschaften (Leipzig: Wartig Verlag, 1878), 96.   
See Solanki 246. 
136 Goethe’s narrator implies that the moralistic remediation of Classical works of art result in their parodies, 
whereby he combats the contemporary tendency toward the “sacralization,” or moralization, of the visual and its 
elevation above textuality by the polemically religious Nazarene movement, as Bersier argues in her 2013 article 
“The Art of Ekphrastic Subversion: Goethe's Optical Iconotexts.” I argue that Luciane becomes a representative of 
Weimar Classicism’s aesthetic agenda, as she successfully parodies both the values of Enlightenment visual culture 
as well as the religiosity and moralism of the contemporaneous Romantic Nazarene movement, which advocated an 
“anti-sensuousness” and “notions of bourgeois self-control and ascetism,” according to Mitchell Benjamin Frank in 
German Romantic Painting Redefined: Nazarene Tradition and the Narratives of Romanticism. Whereas Ottilie 
exhibits ascetic bourgeois self-control, Luciane practices an aristocratic mode of self-control, qua askesis, that 
allows her to imperceptibly consider her situation, and then adapt, transform, or modify to situations, irrespective of 
any moral system. 
See: Gabrielle Bersier, “The Art of Ekphrastic Subversion: Goethe's Optical Iconotexts” 253 
See: Mitchell Benjamin Frank, “Conclusion,” German Romantic Painting Redefined: Nazarene Tradition and the 
Narratives of Romanticism (London and New York: Routledge, 2001), 190. 
137 Tanvi Solanki, “A Book of Living Paintings: Tableaux Vivants in Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften (1809)” 
Goethe Yearbook 23 (2016): 260.  
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tableau. While the narrator references the portrait’s moral agenda, the text itself exposes some 

fissures in the narrator’s control, as I have shown. Moreover, by means of her masquerade, 

Luciane exposes the image’s contingency upon its observing context and thus “use[s] the 

discourse with which [she] is armed,” i.e., the image she embodies, in order to manipulate the 

male gaze.138  

In Luciane’s tableau vivant performances, the male gaze primarily has a distanced, 

voyeuristic quality, although it “is essentially active,” insofar as the narrator and audience 

members demonstrate, in line with Mulvey’s characterization of the male gaze.139 The male gaze 

comes up against the fourth wall in the final performance, as Luciane acknowledges her 

circumstance and resists the audience’s desire. More precisely, the male gaze intrudes into 

Luciane’s third and final performance when a male audience member shouts for Luciane to turn 

around. The narrator notes:  

 Man konnte mit dem Wiederverlangen nicht endigen, und der ganz natürliche Wunsch, 
 einem so schönen Wesen, das man genugsam von der Rückseite gesehen, auch ins 
 Angesicht zu schaun, nahm dergestalt überhand, daß ein lustiger, ungeduldiger Vogel die  
 Worte, die man manchmal an das Ende einer Seite zu schreiben pflegt: ‘Tournez s’il vous 
 plaît’, laut ausrief und eine allgemeine Beistimmung erregte. (WA I, 20: 255) 
 
While this interjection from the audience is a verbal, sexualized violation of her performance, the 

narrator attempts to naturalize and thereby excuse the audience member’s behavior, as he 

qualifies it as “an entirely natural wish,” (which also demonstrates the narrative unreliability and 

irony that Blackall notes). Moreover, this verbal interruption also conceives of Luciane in 

textual, two-dimensional terms, as the narrator remarks how this statement likens her to a generic 

organizational feature on pages of a document or a letter, insofar as an audience member shouts a 

phrase that could also be found in written discourse. In fact, the audience member borrows the 

 
138 Foucault, “Technologies” 35. 
139 Mulvey, 835. 
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semantics of text consumption practices to attempt to control and orchestrate Luciane’s body in 

time and space, as if he were turning a page in a book. In response to the audience’s arousal, 

Luciane holds her ground, as the narrator remarks:  

 Die Darstellenden aber kannten ihren Vortheil zu gut, und hatten den Sinn dieser 
 Kunststücke zu wohl gefaßt, als daß sie dem allgemeinen Ruf hätten nachgeben sollen. 
 Die beschämt scheinende Tochter blieb ruhig stehen, ohne den Zuschauern den 
 Ausdruck ihres Angesichts zu gönnen. (WA I, 20: 255-256)  
 
Luciane maintains her pose, only showing her back to the audience, thus resisting the audience’s 

desire in order to heighten the sexual tension and thereby subvert the original image’s moral 

content. She becomes the focus of the male gaze through the manipulation of the desire it 

projects, whereby she gains some control over it. This moment could refer to Denis Diderot’s 

thoughts on the relation between media and femininity, which associates femininity with issues 

of visuality and legibility. In Diderot’s theory, “women become regarded as objects of beholding 

par excellence,” to quote Fried, but the need arises for them to “be rescued from becoming 

theatrical and instead made textual, so that they are oriented toward the legibility and 

transparency of a textual” paradigm.140 Thus, Luciane resists the fixation or the making-legible 

of her identity, her bourgeois disciplining by the male gaze, as she engages in a mode of playful 

sociability through masquerade that avoids self-reflection and self-inhibition in favor of a 

performance of the self that is devoid of much interiority or depth. Luciane’s empowering 

masquerade references a certain self-awareness vis-à-vis patriarchal power and sociability, which 

allows her to gain control over the male gaze, and thus more generally, over her social context. 

Luciane’s refusal to turn around not only demonstrates her playful resistance to a 

bourgeois regime of transparency and legibility, but also cites her resistance of male desire. 

Luciane’s resistance to male authority’s desire to objectify her shows that she counteracts being 

 
140 Fried, 170. 
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‘read’ like a book, although she still achieves a certain legibility as remarkably erotic. As the 

narrator ekphrastically describes her body to intensify her desirability, he references the 

significance of Luciane’s concealment via her clothing, stating:  

Bei dieser Gelegenheit nun sollte Luciane in ihrem höchsten Glanze erscheinen. Ihre 
 Zöpfe, die Form ihres Kopfes, Hals und Nacken, waren über alle Begriffe schön, und die 
 Taille, von der bei den modernen antikisirenden Bekleidungen der Frauenzimmer wenig 
 sichtbar wird, höchst zierlich, schlank und leicht, zeigte sich an ihr in dem älteren 
 Costüm äußerst vortheilhaft; und der Architekt hatte gesorgt, die reichen Falten des 
 weißen Atlasses mit der künstlichsten Natur zu legen, so daß ganz ohne Frage diese 
 lebendige Nachbildung weit über jenes Originalbildniß hinausreichte und ein allgemeines 
 Entzücken erregte. (WA I, 20: 255)                                

               

Here, Luciane’s clothing choices, despite concealing her body, emphasize her corporeality, 

especially since she wears a more tightly fitted corset dress per the narrator’s description, as 

opposed to a looser robe à la grecque or an Empire waist. The narrator remarks that “in dem 

älteren Costüm,” Luciane’s slim waist is “more visible” in comparison to the oxymoronically 

worded “modern antiquated” dresses of other women. In a simple but sensual outfit, which 

corresponds to an earlier sartorial period, Luciane’s fashion, through evoking an older model of 

dress, outshines her contemporaries in their more modern outfits, which are simultaneously 

antique and modern.141 In addition to her conscious sexualization of her waistline via her dress, 

Luciane plays up her own sexuality against canonical and ‘moral’ popular art, as she brings the 

audience to an affective edge by tempting the onlookers to debase the original image of a 

woman’s back, i.e., her backside and derrière, with projections of erotic desire. Luciane’s 

sensuality and her exploitation of the audience’s gaze thus reflect how “the (male) spectator’s 

pleasure might very well lie in the fantasy of a tension between successful and unsuccessful 

 
141 Fashion historians remark that in upper-class European milieux around 1800, particularly in France, sartorial 
fashions became very fast-changing in comparison to prior centuries.  
See: Johannes Pietsch, "On Different Types of Women's Dresses in France in the Louis XVI Period" Fashion 
Theory: The Journal of Dress, Body & Culture 17, no. 4 (September 2013): 397 – 398.  
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objectification” of the female other, whose “destabilization” is enacted by the tableau effect. 

Luciane’s destabilization of the moment provides the male subject “a pleasurable dynamic 

interplay between the familiar and the unfamiliar, between confirmation and transgression of 

expectations,” which Luciane also enjoys for herself in this social game.142143  

 Both in this tableau and in other moments of theatricality in the novel, Luciane 

constantly re-calibrates herself to destabilize and thus control the social situation, the tableau 

effect reveals the ways in which she further aligns herself with an aristocratic communicative 

paradigm, but also demonstrates an empowered model of feminine selfhood in the process. After 

Luciane’s third tableau vivant of the painting by Ter Borch, which the male gaze interrupts, and 

which Luciane exploits through holding her pose in order to heighten her own desirability, the 

narrator deploys a rhetorical question to imply that Luciane and her companions then perform 

potentially more erotic scenes of parties and festivities, remarking: “Was sollen wir noch viel 

von kleinen Nachstücken sagen, wozu man niederländische Wirtshaus- und Jahrmarktsscenen 

gewählt hatte?” (WA I, 20: 255) In art-historical terms, Luciane and her companions then 

perform tableaux of “merry companies,” which are particularly salient to Dutch Golden Age and 

Flemish Baroque painting (i.e., movements in which Ter Borch was involved), as this type of 

painting offers a range of depictions of sociability. Although the narrator describes the choice of 

the tableaux scenes again in the passive voice, i.e., “man… gewählt hatte,” thus obfuscating 

 
142 Wurst, Fabricating Pleasure 229. 
143 While the tableau vivant has historically been associated with the destabilization of Classical aesthetic categories, 
Catriona Macleod argues that the tableau vivant also induces this destabilizing quality that either reinforces or 
subverts hegemonic gendered looking relations. As MacLeod notes: “When it is cited within a work of narrative 
fiction, the tableau vivant calls into question the intersection between verbal and visual arts, whose borderlines 
Goethe polices here, in a move typical of classicizing, ‘purity’-oriented theorists, under the influence of Lessing’s 
Laocoön (1766). Elsewhere, in a letter to Heinrich Meyer, Goethe dubs the tableau vivant, which undergoes the 
proper isolation of the arts in their respective domains, hermaphroditic (ein Zwitterwesen); the term connotes a 
grotesque, composite entity, the opposite of a harmonious synthesis of arts, and one that visually manifests sexual 
excess.” Catriona MacLeod, Fugitive Objects, Fugitive Objects: Sculpture and Literature in the German Nineteenth 
Century (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2014), 149.     
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Luciane’s agency in the selection process, Luciane is always already to perform in a sort of 

improvisational mode of selfhood. For Luciane, life is a party both on and offstage, and she 

seems to transition from her tableaux vivants to the actual party by portraying festive scenes in 

tableaux vivants, as she transitions into these unnamed scenes. On the one hand, Luciane realizes 

her heightened sexuality in theatrical representations (in tableaux vivants) of anti-theatrical 

looking relations, such as her representation of Esther’s half-sequestered face in mid-faint as she 

falls before Ahaservus or in her performance of the Paternal Admonition.144 On the other hand, 

Luciane also performs scenes of “merry companies,” or “companies of young people,” like those 

found in 17th-century Flemish Baroque genre painting, which can devolve into bacchanals and 

debaucheries.145 Thus, Goethe shows how tableaux vivants invert Diderot’s tableau as the 

medium of his “aesthetics of immediacy,” as Dorothea von Mücke has argued, and it negates the 

moral-didactic possibilities of the work of art. 146 Accordingly, Luciane bends her tableaux 

performances toward pleasurable ends, whether through upholding these representational 

conventions or not.  

 These tableaux vivants correspond to different ways in which male desire interrupts 

enclosed, autonomous images in order to undermine their pedagogical or moral efficacy. At the 

same time, Luciane’s theatrical self-staging subverts the moralizing goal of the image and its 

figural constellation, as the primacy of the absorption of the beholder is not achieved, but rather 

displaced by the erotic tension that she unleashes through her command of the gaze. The fourth 

wall is broken by this interjection, as voyeuristic male desire collapses its own creation, i.e., as 

 
144 See Michael Fried, “Appendix B: Two Related Texts: The Lettre sur les spectacle and Die 
Wahlverwandtschaften” in Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: The University of California Press, 1980), 167-173. 
145 See Elmer Kolfin, The Young Gentry at Play: Northern Netherlandish Scenes of Merry Companies. Primavera 
Pers. Leiden, 2004. Here: 99.  
146 von Mücke, 15. 
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the performance subverts the fourth wall as a transparent, moralizing representational mode, 

which has the disciplinarian result (via the tableau effect) of the internalization of one’s sexuality 

as a function of patriarchal power. Luciane’s self-constitution in her final tableau does not 

collapse with the loss of this work of art’s autonomy, as the awareness of this eroticizing gaze 

breaks the fourth wall; rather, Luciane adjusts herself to the moment and uses her awareness of 

the male gaze to heighten the playfulness of the performance. Luciane does not break the 

conventional pose in the Ter Borch painting, but still manages to subvert any chance of creating 

a moralizing interpretation of the image’s figural logic by inserting the knowledge of her 

corporeality into the performance, thus disrupting the possibility of the primacy of absorption, 

which Michael Fried argues this scene parodies, as Luciane erotically arouses her audience 

through the very act of “denying the presence of the beholder.”147 Despite its “ostensibly 

antitheatrical composition,” as Fried argues, Luciane deploys the art of bashful concealment, 

pudeur, to undermine this moralizing, bourgeois representation in her gallant provocation.148  

Luciane resists the demand of the (likely) male audience member to “turn around,” but 

still tempts him into a playful dialogue that, to quote Landgraf, “depends on a semantic of 

interaction that insists on politeness, indirectness, and general applicability.”149 She thus 

demonstrates a conversational ambivalence toward her audience that dually undermines its desire 

to sexualize and read her, as she does not succumb to the call to turn around, while it still 

paradoxically intensifies her coquettishness. In this bind of double contingency, Luciane 

anticipates her audience’s expectation of her flirtatiousness in order to direct its attention toward 

more heightened eroticism. Or, put differently, Luciane takes advantage of strategies of 

 
147 Fried, 172.  
148 Fried, 173. 
149 Landgraf, “Romantic Love” 37.  
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concealment to position the spectator(s) to project his (or her) desires into the imaginary realm of 

the tableau vivant. This process both resonates with Wellbery’s discussion of the novel’s 

depiction of a new structure of feeling in modernity, namely, desire for an imaginary object, 

which Luciane manipulates, and aligns with Rousseau’s notion in the Lettre à M. D’Alember of 

pudeur. This “is a key term in [Rousseau’s] Lettre’s discourse of hiding and concealing, of 

visibility and tantalizing shows,” as Patrick Coleman argues in Rousseau’s Political 

Imagination: Rule and Representation in Lettre À D’Alembert.150 Through Luciane’s 

performance of pudeur and subsequent entry into a gallant exchange, she teases the audience’s 

expectations with her theatrical self-performance of bashfulness, which, as part of the 

masquerade, serves as a neutralization or defense technique against the male gaze in the text, 

while it also piques the interest of the male observer.  

Luciane feigns pudeur as part of her masquerade during her last performance through a 

suspension of the audience’s desire; that is, through her deferral of the audience’s desire. Pudeur 

plays a role in naturalizing sexual relations in Rousseau’s framework, insofar as “if there were no 

pudeur, there would be no sex, since desire thrives on overcoming obstacles” and moments of 

resistance, to quote Coleman.151 While Luciane plays with the gestural language of naturalized 

gender relationships, she does not succumb to their end goal, namely, procreation. Luciane does 

not allow herself to be pinned down by the male gaze, or procreative forces, in her playful 

masquerade, through which she engages with an aristocratic social milieu and its semiotic 

system, resists bourgeois asceticism, and defers her involvement in biological procreation as a 

continuity of patriarchal power between aristocratic and bourgeois value systems.  

 
150 Patrick Coleman, Rousseau’s Political Imagination: Rule and Representation in Lettre À D’Alembert (Genève: 
Librairie Droz, 1984), 113.  
151 Coleman, 114.  
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 To conclude this section, although the materiality of Luciane’s dramatic performances 

does not have a profound internal effect on her psyche, she tests the possibilities of her own 

social limitations and thus demonstrates the principle of askesis, insofar as she acquires and 

assimilates certain social truths (like the existence of the male gaze) into her behavior. (I would 

not argue that Luciane transcends her social limitations, but rather that these strategies allow her 

to navigate her social environment so that she ends up unscathed). Although bourgeois 

individuality never comes into play in Luciane’s tableaux vivants, her masquerade is more than a 

function of the disembodied male gaze in modernity, but is a form of feminine gallantry that 

resists male desire. While Luciane resists the pressure of the male gaze by realizing femininity as 

a masquerader, Ottilie’s performances revert to practices of asceticism, as I will show in the 

following section. 

 

Ottilie’s Interiorization of the Male Gaze and her Recourse to Asceticism    
 

In the novel’s final depiction of a tableau vivant, the focus shifts to Ottilie when she 

performs the Virgin Mary in a Christmas scene. Although Luciane positioned the architect 

against his will in her performance, he now volunteers himself for this production and suggests 

Ottilie as the central performer. The architect does not force Ottilie into the picture. Rather, the 

narrator discusses how a feeling of guilt drives Ottilie to participate in whatever artistic 

performances the architect suggests:     

  …so empfand sie, daß sie sein zartes Gemüt verletzt habe, und fühlte sich als seine 
 Schuldnerin... Nicht wohl konnte sie ihm daher eine Bitte rundabschlagen, die er in 
 Gefolg dieses Gesprächs an sie tat, ob sie gleich, indem sie schnell ihr Gefühl zu Rate 
 zog, nicht einsah, wie sie ihm seine Wünsche gewähren könne. (WA I, 20: 269)  
  
With guilt as the interior emotional state that conditions Ottilie’s voluntary subjection to the 

tableau vivant, her entry into this performance already demonstrates her internalization of the 
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male gaze. Before the architect has even expressed his wishes, the narrator notes that Ottilie 

already feels a guilty disposition toward him so much so that she wants to fulfill his desire, or by 

“gracefully give way” to this technology’s “dominance,” to use Mulvey’s terms.152 In response 

to the architect’s invitation for her to participate in his Christmas tableau, Ottilie becomes 

“verlegen über seinen Antrag,” gives no answer, and only acquiesces when Charlotte gives her 

permission as her custodian. (WA I, 20: 67) Ottilie’s attempt to protect the architect’s feelings by 

satisfying his expectations of her reflects her comprehension of Erwartungserwartungen, as she 

seeks to stabilize her interpersonal relationship by preemptively satisfying the male gaze, while 

renouncing her own desires in the process. In other words, Ottilie submits to male desire.  

As we have seen, Luciane’s tableaux vivants situated subjects in voyeuristic acts of 

looking at this artistic production, which defaults to a theatrical, distanced mode of looking that 

arranges human and non-human elements in a dramaturgical fashion and invites viewers to 

fetishize the exteriority of its central figure. One the one hand, Ottilie’s tableau vivant 

performance resembles Luciane’s in that it exhibits her exterior beauty, although the narrator 

never mentions any of her physical attributes other than her eyes. On the other hand, the tableau 

vivant also allows the audience (and the reader) to gaze into her interiority, in a way that differs 

from the tableau effect’s revelation of Luciane’s self-performance as a social calculation. Solanki 

argues that “Goethe’s portrayal of Ottilie lures the reader into finding meaning in her character 

through self-projection, ascribing traits and accidents to her that do not exist,” insofar as the 

tableau vivant represents Ottilie in a moment of some degree of inward assessment.153 I argue 

that Ottilie”s performance therefore represents not only structural absence or a projection 
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surface, as Solanki has posited, but also a mode of subjectivity disciplined into recourse to 

bourgeois technologies of the self. 

Luciane and Ottilie’s diametrically opposed behaviors, which correspond to aristocratic 

and bourgeois ideals of femininity, respectively, are made legible through their juxtaposition, 

insofar as this comparison emphasizes Luciane’s theatricality in order to imply Ottilie as its 

opposite.154 This opposition is established the very first time they are introduced in the text. For 

instance, whereas Luciane’s awareness of her own image is represented through her sartorial 

masquerade, the reader learns about Ottilie’s relationship with clothing in a letter from the 

Vorsteherin of the Pension that Ottilie “hält freilich ihre Sachen sehr reinlich und gut, und 

scheint nur in diesem Sinn die Kleider zu wechseln.” (WA I, 20: 37) Nevertheless, Ottilie is still 

a social performer, like Luciane, in an upper-class context on Eduard’s estate. With this in mind, 

Ottilie’s ability to expect what will be expected of her, i.e., to anticipate others’ desires is marked 

by her communicative deficiency, namely her inarticulateness. Moreover, her paralysis and near-

blindness during the tableau represent a certain awareness she possesses, insofar as she knows 

she does not want to sexualize herself, but has lost control of her image to the male gaze. (Her 

ultimate aphasia could also be a technique of confounding expectations, insofar as she decides to 

position herself against an oral or theatrical communicative paradigm). Unlike Luciane, whose 

display of bashfulness quickly dissipates when she is asked to perform before an audience by a 

man, Ottilie never becomes more confident, as her characteristic pudeur quality silences her vis-

à-vis men (unlike Luciane) and reduces her agency in the tableaux vivants. Furthermore, Ottilie’s 

speechlessness or verbal paralysis in response to the architect’s invitation, in comparison with 

Luciane’s playful resistance to the Graf’s invitation to perform, aligns her with the ideal of 

 
154 Ibid., 264. 
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Enlightenment morality and its semiotics of transparency. In Landgraf’s framework, it is the 

“purest expression of inwardness,” when a woman, like Ottilie, “cannot articulate a single word,” 

and thus opposes the oral and theatrical communicative paradigm of the aristocratic order (which 

I argue Luciane playfully manipulates), because through her silence, she presents herself as a 

legible sign.155 Furthermore, to quote Lynne Tatlock, “indeed because Ottilie is markedly 

inarticulate, all attribute a great depth of spirit to her; although she lives in a society in which 

conversation is valued, her oral restraint is from the beginning a source of prestige.”156  

Whereas Ottilie was excluded from Luciane’s tableaux vivants, she now becomes the 

centerpiece of this performance. Her central position in the image is not an effect of her 

egocentrism, though, as in the case of Luciane. Rather, Ottilie’s participation in the Christmas 

tableau, which is modelled using three-dimensional figures from a certain “Präsepe,” is 

motivated solely by the architect’s desire to see her on display. (WA I, 20: 270) The narrator 

notes how the architect now fully projects his desires onto Ottilie when she performs in the 

Krippenspiel, insofar as “es schien ihm unmöglich von Ottiliens Augen zu scheiden, von deren 

ruhig freundlich gewogenen Blicken er die letzte Zeit fast ganz allein gelebt hatte” (WA I, 20: 

270). The narrator characterizes the architect’s feeling toward Ottilie in terms of the nourishment 

he receives from gazing into her pupils. The architect’s obsession with possessing her mirror-like 

eyes, which is so intense that he cannot part with them, has a fetishistic quality, too. Thus, Ottilie 

is reduced to the symbol of visuality par excellence in the reflective surface of her eyeballs. 

Indeed, the architect’s obsession with her eyes, and his association of Ottilie with the visual, 

resonates with Eduard’s anecdote about seeing her eyes for the first time. As a bearer of the male 
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gaze, the architect constantly replaces Ottilie with objects and images, thus confusing art and life 

in his artistic creation, as he objectifies her in order to displace his desire for erotic satisfaction.  

Unlike Eduard, however, the architect actively reproduces Ottilie’s image in such a way 

that his obsession and infatuation with Ottilie does not result in narcissistic paralysis, but its 

sublimation in creativity. While the architect cannot realize any sort of erotic (procreative) 

relationship with Ottilie, he derives creative inspiration from his insatiable desire for her 

particularly in his restoration of the estate’s chapel. The architect’s re-painting of the chapel’s 

vaulted ceiling thus becomes an homage to Ottilie. The narrator states:  

Durch eine anhaltende Übung gewannen Ottilie und der Architekt bei den letzten Bildern 
 mehr Freiheit, sie wurden zusehends besser. Auch die Gesichter, welche dem Architekten 
 zu mahlen allein überlassen war, zeigten nach und nach eine ganz besondere Eigenschaft: 
 sie fingen sämmtlich an Ottilien zu gleichen. Die Nähe des schönen Kindes mußte wohl  
 in die Seele des jungen Mannes, der noch keine natürlichen oder künstlerische 
 Physiognomie vorgefaßt hatte, einen […] lebhaften Eindruck machen …  

(WA I, 20: 219 – 220) 
 

The architect’s relationship to Ottilie stands in contrast to that of Eduard, “who, like Narcissus 

stunned by his reflection in the water,” according to Solanki, “is paralyzed by his binding and 

entirely self-projected love for Ottilie. … […] in her mirrors of him.”157 Eduard becomes lost in 

a mise-en-abîme of his own desire and his obsession with imagining his desire for Ottilie blinds 

him, metaphorically speaking, whereas the architect renounces his desire and orients it toward 

productive, artistic activities, such as renovating the church. The narrator remarks that the 

architect displaces his desire for Ottilie so intensely that he reproduces her as an exact copy 

because of the impression she makes on him internally, i.e., in his soul. The narrator’s comment 

that the architect had no pre-conceived notions of any natural or artificial physiognomy suggests 

with a hint of innuendo that the architect, who is both inexperienced in erotic interpersonal 
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relations as well as in looking at erotic imagery, is a virgin. Therefore, he has sublimated his 

romantic feelings and displaced them into his artistic production. This overall looking 

configuration corresponds to the modern structure of feeling that Wellbery argues Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften thematizes, wherein „das menschliche (und vor allem das männliche) 

Begehren sich auf einen unendlich entfernten und damit unerreichbaren Gegenstand richtet, den 

es allerdings nur im Imaginären, im Bilde hat (‚besitzt‘).“158 While the architect “hatte sich die 

Möglichkeit eines solchen Bildes vollkommen vergegenwärtigt,“ he also stages himself as a 

shepherd in the scene, near the edge of the proscenium stage, which architectonically positions 

him on the margin between actor and viewer of this man-made constellation (WA I, 20: 270). To 

get as close to Ottilie as possible, then, the architect thus positions himself as both observer and 

performer.   

Although the architect serves as an embodied surrogate for Eduard’s gaze, the narrator 

recounts the observation of Ottilie’s performance in hypothetical terms and denotes the absence 

of an ideal male observing presence. He states:  

 Ottiliens Gestalt, Gebärde, Miene, Blick übertraf aber alles, was je ein Maler dargestellt 
 hat. Der gefühlvolle Kenner, der diese Erscheinung gesehen hätte, wäre in Furcht geraten, 
 es möge sich nur irgend etwas bewegen; er wäre in Sorge gestanden, ob ihm jemals etwas 
 wieder so gefallen könne. Unglücklicherweise war niemand da, der diese ganze Wirkung 
 aufzufassen vermocht hätte. Der Architekt allein, der als langer, schlanker Hirt von der 
 Seite über die Knieenden hereinsah, hatte, obgleich nicht in dem genauesten Standpunkt, 
 noch den größten Genuß. (WA I, 20: 272-273) 

 
The architect, although not positioned in the best position, as the narrator remarks, has a view of 

Ottilie that perhaps allows him to see her breasts or body in a sexualizing manner. In the 

audience observing the tableau, however, the ideal viewing position occupied by the 

knowledgeable masculine-coded viewer of art is empty; there is no Kenner present. There is no 
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viewing subject with the capacity to perceive this representation of reality in full, i.e., as a 

theatrical spectator would. Even the architect, the creator of this theatrical production, cannot 

occupy the position of the best possible vantage point to view a living image, due to his highly 

specialized role in the production, although he still draws great enjoyment from this act of 

looking. While male authority becomes fractured or diffused in Eduard’s absence, the tableau 

effect still facilitates an act of pleasurable looking for the male figures.  

 For Ottilie, however, the tableau effect induces self-observation in the absence of 

Eduard’s gaze. Although no one occupies the ideal spatial viewing position for looking at her 

exteriority, the fact that the tableau effect induces Ottilie to self-assess and lose her composure 

demonstrates the invisible weight of patriarchal authority’s demand for women to perform the 

Enlightenment imperative of moral transparency as the representation of authenticity and 

sincerity. In line with Butler’s statement that gender itself paradoxically “involves impersonating 

an ideal that nobody actually inhabits,” scholars of feminine performance in eighteenth-century 

Germany also comment on the contradictory demands placed on feminine gender 

performativity.159 As Ruth Emde posits in her essay, “Die Schauspielerin im ‘Kennerblick’: 

Gefühls- und Verstandes-Schauspiel als Neuformation der Geschlechterdifferenz,“ the theater 

served as a “fictive space” and a “model of social theories” in the late eighteenth century, in 

which the woman-as-actress figured as a “Sollbruchstelle,” or “predetermined breaking point.”160 

 
159 Judith Butler, “The Body You Want: Liz Kotz Interviews Judith Butler” Artforum 31, no. 3 (November 1992): 
82-89. 
160 Ruth Emde, “Die Schauspielerin im ‘Kennerblick’: Gefühls- und Verstandes-Schauspiel als Neuformation der 
Geschlechterdifferenz“ (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 1999), 460. 
Emde posits that the concept of representational illusion in Enlightenment theater theory became directly aligned 
with definitions of natural femininity and was framed as a question of power between masculine „Kennern“ and 
feminine „Schauspielerinnen“ during the period. (450) According to Emde, theatrical discourses afforded “das ideal 
gedachte, patriarchalische, unparteiische Publikum“ an arrangement in which male-coded spectators experienced 
“ein unbegrenztes Spekulationsfeld über die psychischen Zustände der weiblichen Darstellerinnen,” which reflects 
the asymmetrical gendered relations that determine the reception of tableaux vivants in Wahlverwandtschaften. 
(457) 
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The psychic burden of Ottilie’s gendered performance of authenticity, and its characterization as 

a built-in structural point of weakness, also corresponds with Wendy Arons’ concept of “the 

impossible act.” Similar to Emde’s concept of the “Sollbruchstelle,” Arons’ notion of “the 

impossible act” posits that the “utterly untenable position into which the discourse” of 

antitheatricality placed women “paradoxically required them to perform the very naiveté that 

was, by definition, not supposed to be performable at all,” to quote Arons.161 In Goethe’s novel, 

Ottilie’s feeling of shame for participating in a theatrical production reflects the extent to which 

“ideas about idealized femininity” were “predicated upon the notion that proper womanhood 

eschewed all forms of performance and publicity.”162 Paradoxically, Ottilie must present her 

authentic self, which itself is a performance, while renouncing performance in and of itself. 

Whereas Solanki and others have interpreted Luciane’s tableaux as citations of Ottilie’s absence, 

I contend that the tableau effect supplants Eduard’s absent gaze with the architect’s desire, in 

order to display Ottilie for visual pleasure, despite her anti-theatrical quality, thus staging an 

“impossible act.” In this sense, Ottilie experiences the burden of the interiority that others ascribe 

to her. 

 While the narrator ekphrastically describes Ottilie as surpassing any painterly rendering 

of female beauty, which is typical of the eroticized space that MacLeod argues the tableau vivant 

represents, this physical idealization of Ottilie’s corporeality contrasts with the disembodied 

presence of the “nobody,” i.e., the absence of the “gefühlvoller Kenner,” which could reference 

Eduard. Although the ideal viewing position typically corresponds to the most knowledgeable or 

powerful social role, this seems to be an empty spot in the viewership of tableaux vivants in the 

novel. Figuratively, it is as if the Fürstenloge or royal box in a theater, i.e., the seat from where 
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the most authoritative and ideally positioned gaze emanates, were emptied and its authoritative 

power displaced into the mind of the actress. In fact, the arrangement of tableaux vivants in Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften resonates with the structure of Bentham’s panopticon, in which prisoners 

internalized the feeling of always being under surveillance by guards. This notion of performing 

as if one is always acting on stage corresponds to Goethe’s notion in paragraph 80 of his essay 

Regeln für Schauspieler, namely, that one should internalize the gaze of an audience in order to 

train to be the best possible actor. Goethe instructs:  

 Da man auf der Bühne nicht nur alles wahr, sondern auch schön dargestellt haben will, da 
 das Auge des Zuschauers auch durch anmutige Gruppierungen und Attitüden gereizt 
 sein will, so soll der Schauspieler auch außer der Bühne trachten, selbe zu erhalten; er 
 soll sich immer einen Platz von Zuschauern vor sich denken.163 
 
In the absence of a Kenner who can speculate on Ottilie’s interiority, the tableau effect forces 

her into this same discursive position, as both fetishized object and voyeuristic self-observer, as 

both image and beholder, both subject and object. This, according to Doane, must be an 

“extremely difficult, if not impossible” performance, thus resonating with Wendy Arons’ 

“impossible act” as a model of female performance in the eighteenth century.164  

To the onlookers, the Christmas tableau reduces Ottilie to her body, face, and especially 

to her eyeballs, i.e., to the symbol of visuality par excellence. The narrator simultaneously relates 

Ottilie’s reflections on her own feelings in the third person. In this moment she becomes aware 

of a man’s presence in the audience, someone whom she cannot see, but whom she perceives to 

be the Gehülfe from her boarding school. The narrator remarks:   

 Eine wunderbare Empfindung ergriff sie. Wie vieles war begegnet, seitdem sie die 
 Stimme dieses treuen Lehrers nicht vernommen. Wie im zackigen Blitz fuhr die Reihe 
 ihrer Freuden und Leiden schnell vor ihrer Seele vorbei und regte die Frage auf: darfst  

 
163 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Regeln für Schauspieler (1803), in Goethes Werke: Herausgegeben im Auftrage 
der Großherzogin Sophie von Sachsen: I. Abtheilung: Goethes Literarische Werke: 40. Band (Weimar: Böhlau 
Verlag, 1901), 166.  
164 Doane, 47. See also Arons. 
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 du ihm alles bekennen und gestehen? Und wie wenig wert bist du, unter dieser heiligen 
 Gestalt vor ihm zu erschienen, und wie seltsam muß es ihm vorkommen, dich, die 
 er nur natürlich gesehen, als Maske zu erblicken? Mit einer Schnelligkeit, die 
 keinesgleichen hat, wirkten Gefühl und Betrachtung in ihr gegeneinander. Ihr Herz war 
 befangen, ihre Augen füllten sich mit Tränen, indem sie sich zwang, immerfort als 
 ein starres Bild zu erscheinen; und wie froh war sie, als der Knabe sich zu regen anfing 
 und der Künstler sich genötiget sah, das Zeichen zu geben, daß der Vorhang wieder fallen 
 sollte! (WA I, 20: 274) 
 
Here, the narrator remarks on Ottilie’s internal considerations: she panics during the second half 

of her performance, as she thinks about her own romantic desires and the ways in which her 

theatrical performance is an inauthentic representation of her “natural” self. The self-assessing, 

confessional function incited by the tableau effect reflects Ottilie’s internalization of the 

paradoxical demand to perform her naturalness, as she literally imagines herself as a mask. 

Ottilie experiences a sense of anxiety and guilt at the sight of herself juxtaposed with the image 

of the Virgin Mary, as she imagines herself through the eyes of the male audience member, der 

Gehülfe (and thus re-affirms the authority that men hold over her). Indeed, Ottilie’s self-image is 

what she images the object of her desire sees. Simply put, she constitutes her self-image through 

observing herself as an object of the Gehülfe’s desire. In terms of self-scrutiny, the tableau effect 

incites Ottilie to verbalize an examination of her own consciousness; feeling herself observed by 

the male gaze, she wishes to un-mask herself, or, in other words, reveal herself as guilty.165  

Regarding her wish to un-mask herself, Ottilie’s thoughts evoke the anxiety that 

underpins Rivière’s seminal notion of womanliness as masquerade, which theorizes that women 

 
165 We must not forget, however, that Ottilie’s direct speech throughout the novel is constricted to a few words and 
her diary entries. The novel deploys various narrative strategies to ascribe interiority to Ottilie, such as her diary 
entries, which are written in the style of aphorisms. Here, this moment of insight into her consternation during her 
performance is provided by the narrator without any quotation marks or indentions. The rhetorical questions that 
Ottilie poses to herself seem to be the projection of the narrator (or Goethe himself). Returning to Eric Blackall’s 
thesis regarding the unreliability of the novel’s narrator allows for the possibility that Ottilie’s interiority, any sort of 
natural, interiority or absolute qualities or intentions are inaccessible and can be called into question as a figment of 
the narrator’s imagination. Indeed, Ottilie’s interiority cannot be totally accessed, even when the narrator projects a 
moment of self-observation onto her as her alleged thoughts. 
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“put on a mask of womanliness to avert anxiety” vis-à-vis a patriarchal society.166 Here, the 

tableau effect functions as a surveillance apparatus for both Ottilie’s exteriority, in terms of her 

physiognomy, as well as her emotional interiority, insofar as her awareness of the presence of the 

Gehülfe in the audience, whose goal for this visit, as the narrator alleges, is “einige Schritte 

seinem Ziele näher zu thun,” i.e., to marry Ottilie and make her into his pedagogical partner at 

the boarding school, causes Ottilie to inwardly assess her own desire. (WA I, 20: 274) Whereas 

Luciane constantly expects new eyes to gaze upon her and adjusts accordingly, Ottilie’s thoughts 

represent her awareness of this contingency, although she cannot quit the futile search for the 

truth of a fixed, authentic self that does not in fact exist. This notion of an unfixed, performative 

selfhood dovetails with Wiggins’ work, insofar as intersubjective (or self-reflective) recognition 

occurs, to quote Wiggins, “in texts from Homer to the twentieth century” as processual and 

gradual, rather than as “the immediate knowledge of someone else’s [or one’s own] unique, fixed 

identity.”167 Accordingly, Luciane’s chameleon-like behavior affords her a more realistic and 

pragmatic way of managing interpersonal relationships (although she makes many faux pas), 

whereas Ottilie’s disavowal of masquerade and wish to un-mask herself vis-à-vis the gaze 

demonstrates her internalization of an impossible understanding of selfhood and authenticity. In 

other words, unlike Luciane, who embraces masquerade and variable self-performance, Ottilie 

can only conceive of herself in terms dictated by bourgeois Enlightenment moralism, which can 

involve a certain fixity of self that can evolve into self-sacrifice (like Sara in Lessing’s Miss Sara 

Sampson or like Sophie von la Roche’s heroine in her epistolary novel Sophie von Sternheim). 

Ottilie can only perform in terms of equivalences, insofar as she equates her true interior self to 

the image of herself that she or others project, unlike Luciane, who operates in terms of 
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variables. Ottilie therefore is unable to distance herself from the religious iconography she 

embodies in the Christmas tableau, as she lacks the interpersonal sophistication and cultural 

disposition to survive in an aristocratic milieu in which she must sacrifice a fixed notion of an 

inner self. While both of the female figures’ tableaux reflect knowledge of the contingency that 

meeting the expectations of the male gaze invites, Luciane’s adherence to an aristocratic 

communicative model affords her flexibility and space for self-optimization. Inversely, Ottilie’s 

adherence to a bourgeois communicative paradigm, which is associated with rigid anti-

theatricality, not versatile self-performance, thus restricts her ability to adjust to or deflect the 

male gaze.  

As I have already demonstrated, on the one hand, in light of a Foucauldian periodization 

of technologies of the self, Luciane’s behavior corresponds to the pre-Christian notion of 

selfhood as askesis, which engenders an expansive, accumulative attitude towards selfhood, thus 

dovetailing with an aristocratic communicative paradigm of theatricality. On the other hand, 

Ottilie’s recourse to another technology of the self, i.e., self-renunciation has its roots in early 

Christian practices of asceticism, which promotes self-scrutiny and self-denial as a technology of 

the self. This Foucauldian periodization links Luciane and Ottilie’s behaviors with different 

communicative paradigms, which were both re-activated around 1800 at the precise point of the 

sociocultural transition from a pre-modern, stratified cultural order (of aristocratic hegemony) to 

a modern, functionally differentiated social order (of bourgeois hegemony). In this framework, 

the early Christian model constricts female agency, as Ottilie reverts to a notion of self-

knowledge through self-assessment and confession that corresponds with Foucault’s observation 

regarding the Christian development of the “sacrifice of the self, of the subject’s own will,” as a 
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“new technology of the self” in the fourth century.168 Thus, as Ottilie lapses into aphasia, her 

retreat into herself resonates with this discursive shift in early Christian practices, which was 

predicated on obedience, silent listening, and self-sacrifice. While Luciane’s theatrical askesis 

imbues her with self-empowerment vis-à-vis her situation, Ottilie’s asceticism locks her within 

an oppressive system of self-sacrifice, which the tableau effect works to reinforce. Ottilie’s 

thoughts of self-assessment and self-renunciation during her tableau reveal how deep structures 

of feeling resurface in acts of looking that incite self-sacrifice as a means to possess oneself.  

As Ottilie internally assesses whether she embodies authenticity in the blinding light of 

the stage, she asks herself if she can permit herself to be displayed as a “mask.” Here, her 

thoughts correspond with what Foucault considers as essential to all technologies of the self, 

namely, “the drive to seek within the self any hidden feeling, any movement of the soul, any 

desire disguised under illusory forms” and correct or destroy it.169 This self-assessment leads to 

her an awareness of the modern condition in which “certain kinds of interdictions [require] the 

price of certain kinds of knowledge about oneself,” to quote Foucault.170 Ottilie must recognize 

and acknowledge her impulses and desires in order to root them out and renounce them. While 

Ottilie “knows” herself in terms of assessing her own conformity to an aesthetics of 

Enlightenment transparency, she cannot accept herself as the object of male desire, which is clear 

to her, and which she can only transcend through becoming a sort of non-eroticized image in 

death.  

To give a further example of Ottilie’s internalization of the panoptic male gaze, shortly 

after her tableau performance, she reflects on her intention to take control of her destiny and to 
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renounce her feelings for Eduard. As Ottilie walks through the garden one day, holding the baby 

Otto, the narrator remarks that she has internalized all of Eduard’s inclinations and predilections 

in his absence, but has committed herself to his service through another means, or as the narrator 

puts it: “aber noch auf eine viel andre Weise war sie veranlaßt für ihn zu wirken,” namely, caring 

for his child. In this displacement of her feelings for Eduard, Ottilie sublimates her desire into 

her relationship with his child, which still demonstrates her enmeshment with Eduard and his 

desires. The narrator remarks: “Wenn sie um sich her sah, so verbarg sie sich nicht, zu welchem 

großen reichen Zustande das Kind geboren sei: denn fast alles wohin das Auge blickte, sollte 

dereinst ihm gehören.” (WA I, 20: 307) Ottilie attempts to manage her desire for Eduard by re-

directing it towards the baby, insofar as she subscribes to continuing his patrilineage as a sort of 

surrogate or secondary mother for Otto, who now in stands in for Eduard. As Ottilie becomes 

more focused on the baby, she displaces her sensual desire for Eduard into this new ‘affinity’ for 

the baby, in an act of elective kinship. The narrator evokes the semantics of light as Ottilie has 

this epiphany:  

 Ottilie fühlte dieß alles so rein, daß sie sich's als entschieden wirklich dachte und sich 
 selbst dabei gar nicht empfand. Unter diesem klaren Himmel, bei diesem hellen 
 Sonnenschein, ward es ihr auf einmal klar, daß ihre Liebe, um sich zu vollenden, völlig 
 uneigennützig werden müsse; ja in manchen Augenblicken glaubte sie diese Höhe schon 
 erreicht zu haben. Sie wünschte nur das Wohl ihres Freundes, sie glaubte sich fähig 
 ihm zu entsagen, sogar ihn niemals wieder zu sehen, wenn sie ihn nur glücklich wisse. 
 (WA I, 20: 307)                       
         
Here, Ottilie “suddenly clearly grasps” her situation in a mountain-top moment of total clarity, 

during which she recognizes that her desire for Eduard must be recalibrated as a self-less, non-

procreative love. According to Albrecht Koschorke, representations of the holy family always 

carry a semiotic tension between the holy and the secular, which opens a “breiten Spielraum für 
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Aneignungsakte und Bedeutungstransfer.“171 Thus, Ottilie’s moment of renunciation in the 

garden not only corresponds with Christian technologies of the self in terms of “the renunciation 

of the flesh,” but it also references the Christian iconographic motif of the Annunciation.172 As 

one of the most frequent subjects of Christian art, the Annunciation of the Virgin Mary 

represents Mary’s perpetual virginity and purity, her spiritual and emotional interiority, and her 

recognition of her positionality vis-à-vis God through Gabriel’s revelation of her pregnancy. Not 

only does a beam of light often figure in the iconography of the Annunciation, which parallels 

the “Sonnenschein” in Ottilie’s moment of realization, but Ottilie’s location in a garden also 

resonates with the common setting of the Virgin Mary’s Annunciation inside a hortus conclusus, 

or enclosed garden.173 This scene also evokes Peroux’s engraving (see figure 1), referenced in 

this chapter’s introduction, in which Hendel-Schütz performs an attitude of an annunciation 

scene and gazes at the “Himmel,” which resembles Ottilie’s pose here). While Ottilie displaces 

her romantic love into maternal love for the child, in whom Eduard’s gaze is re-incarnated, she 

also resists her obedience to the master, Eduard, in that she begins to steal her own life away, 

that is, to seek salvation from his possession of her through self-renunciation and self-

destruction, in a way that resonates with Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s discussion of 

suicide as the most extreme resistance to bodies’ cooptation by biopower in their book Multitude. 

Ottilie similarly recognizes suicide as the only means through which to “refuse a life of 

submission” and, thus, she turns “life itself into a horrible weapon” in order to escape Eduard’s 

 
171 Albrecht Koschorke, Die Heilige Familie und Ihre Folgen (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Verlag, 2000),  
 41-42. 
172 Foucault, “Technologies” 44. 
173 Peter Murray and Linda Murray, The Oxford Companion to Christian Art and Architecture (Oxford and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 23. 
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possession.174 Thus, Eduard’s dominion over Ottilie, just like an empire’s “dominance, no matter 

how multidimensional, can never be complete and is always contradicted by resistance.”175  

Later, as Ottilie rushes across the lake to return the baby to Charlotte before meeting 

Eduard, the division of her gaze between holding the baby, using the canoe, and grasping her 

book causes her to drop the child, who falls to its death. Instead of a moral, suspended illusion of 

life as the “impossible act,” as in a tableau vivant, in which the risk threshold is lower because 

the intellectual and material labor is (relatively) harmoniously dispersed, Ottilie precariously 

tries to be both mother, reader, and to steer her own canoe, so to say. In the moment when Ottilie 

drops the baby, she enacts a process similar to the Christmas tableau vivant, but one that 

surpasses it, in that this child also remains quiet and still, but becomes like a statue, as it “an 

Weiße und leider auch an Kälte dem Marmor gleicht…”. (WA I, 20: 361) In an instance of futile 

breast-feeding, an inversion of a universal life-giving gesture, Ottilie “drückt zum erstenmal ein 

Lebendiges an ihre reine nackte Brust, ach! und kein Lebendiges!“ (WA I, 20: 361) After Ottilie 

renounces Eduard, she tries to create an ‘elective’ kinship with his child, but this collapses on 

itself. Without the baby as a living point of reference for her selfhood following her epiphany, 

Ottilie’s subsequently reverts to silence and self-destruction, after confessing her transgressions, 

as a means of experiencing penitence, which resembles the early Christian technology of the self 

of martyrdom, exomologesis. Foucault notes that “the hermeneutics of the self has been confused 

with theologies of the soul, concupiscence, sin, and the fall from grace,” which Ottilie likewise 

confuses in her subsequent lapse into aphasia and anorexia as acts of renunciation that result in 

her own destruction.176  

 
174 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire (New York: Penguin 
Press, 2004), 54.  
175 Ibid., 54.   
176 Foucault, “Technologies” 17.  
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Ottilie’s actions of self-denial should be understood as a strategy that she perceives as 

necessary to achieve an intelligible relation with herself and her kinship network after this 

tragedy. Ottilie’s vow of silence after the baby’s death, in Foucault’s terms, represents her 

recourse to a “culture of silence” in early Christianity, in which “listening is linked to the fact 

that you’re not under the control of the masters but [that] you must listen to logos.”177 Goethe’s 

text “recognizes that to deny and suppress vocality is to reject life itself,” as Dupree argues, and 

this “is articulated most poignantly in the story of Ottilie’s aphasia and her doomed relationship 

with Eduard, which recalls elements of the tragic myth of Narcissus and Echo.”178 Moreover, 

regarding Ottilie’s depiction as a young woman preyed upon by an older married man, we, as 

readers, must also not forget that she represents a woman trapped in an abusive and frightening 

situation. Eduard’s estate and garden become the site of her potential sexual assault as she is 

objectified by his gaze. In this sense, even her final resting place, which is a sarcophagus “mit 

einem Glasdeckel“ and „eine immerbrennende Lampe,“ will always render her visible to the 

male gaze through her public display. (WA 1, 20: 409)  

 Returning to the latter part of the novel, whereas Ottilie has expressed her interiority 

through her diary up until this point, she continues to do so verbally and textually as she again 

regrets her affair with Eduard and renounces him after waking up from a nervous slumber 

following the baby’s death. Immediately after the tragedy of the baby’s death toward the end of 

the novel, Ottilie remarks:  

 Aber ich bin aus meiner Bahn geschritten, ich habe meine Gesetze gebrochen... Ich bin 
 entschlossen … Eduards werd' ich nie! … Ich will es büßen; und niemand gedenke 
 mich von meinem Vorsatz abzubringen! (WA I, 20: 370) 
 

 
177 Ibid., 32. 
178 Dupree, “Ottilie’s Echo” 68. 



 

 93 

Here, Ottilie realizes that she has indulged her own desire in permitting herself to be the object of 

Eduard’s desire; that is, she observes her own deviation from bourgeois femininity.179 Indeed, in 

this moment of self-assessment, Ottilie remarks that she has internal “laws” by which she 

operates; and it appears she acknowledges the extent to which she has allowed herself to break 

them, insofar as admits her own desire for Eduard. Ottilie subsequently repeats this instance of 

verbal confession, and this time in a letter to a friend, as she begins her writing with the 

statement: “Warum soll ich ausdrücklich sagen, meine Geliebten, was sich von selbst versteht? 

Ich bin aus meiner Bahn geschritten und ich soll nicht wieder hinein.“ (WA I, 20: 394) Ottilie’s 

confessional practice corresponds to the communicative paradigm of textuality and writing, 

which also aligns her, in a Luhmannian framework, with the bourgeois cultural order’s 

paradoxical principle that “the constitution and performance of the modern individual is linked 

intrinsically to the mediation of immediacy and authenticity in writing.”180 As Ottilie’s self-

examination transforms into self-destruction she signifies the incomplete communicative 

entrenchment of bourgeois hegemony, as its visual and textual object par excellence falls into 

self-consumption as a means of self-salvation (thus revealing the aporia of bourgeois values).  

 For Ottilie, her renunciation of worldliness via aphasia and anorexia equates to self-

control, after she has ruined her semblance of a kinship network by accidentally causing the 

baby’s death. Etymologically, the verb “renounce” in German, Entsagung, already references the 

disavowal of speech which Ottilie embodies, as it contains the semantic root of sagen, i.e., to 

speak. As Ottilie renounces her consumption of worldly sustenance, as an act of penitence, she 

 
179 In Luhmann’s terms, Ottilie’s remark demonstrates her own “second order observation” of her “akrasia,” or 
“(lack of self-control), as the Greeks would have said.” Ottilie’s reaction to her own akrasia (incited by Eduard) 
demonstrates asceticism, unlike Luciane, whose reaction to the male gaze in general is askesis.  
Luhmann, “Deconstruction as Second-Order Observing” 764.  
180 Landgraf, 38. 
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denies her desires’ existence. As other scholars such as Bersier and Dupree contend, Ottilie’s 

aphasia thus liberates her from social death in a society that no longer corresponds the rules of 

stratified, traditional kinship structures and instead follows only the arbitrary law of attraction.181 

Similar to the practice of self-examination through contemplation that leads to self-sacrifice, the 

tableau effect incites Ottilie to know herself through self-sacrifice as a means of achieving an 

authentic or moral relation to her social context in a world where traditional structures such as 

patriarchal order are in the process of reconfiguration. As a representative of bourgeois aesthetic 

paradigms, Ottilie thus retreats into a conservative but lethal mode of selfhood.  

 

Conclusion of Chapter One: Toward a Female Gaze as a Feminine Technology of the Self 
 

To conclude my analysis of the female characters involved in the tableaux in Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften, I consider a third female observer, namely Charlotte, or to quote Bersier, 

the figure through whom the narrator “invites his readers to witness” the Christmas tableau, and 

who thus represents “the eyes of the focalizer” of the male gaze.182 I argue that Charlotte’s 

viewing experience evokes her thoughts of both her pregnancy as well as her emotional affair 

when she views the tableau vivant of Ottilie, insofar as it brings her to tears in the following: 

 Und wer beschreibt auch die Miene der neugeschaffenen Himmelskönigin? Die reinste 
 Demuth, das liebenswürdigste Gefühl von Bescheidenheit bei einer großen, unverdient 
 erhaltenen Ehre, einem unbegreiflich unermeßlichen Glück, bildete sich in ihren Zügen, 
 sowohl indem sich ihre eigene Empfindung, als indem sich die Vorstellung ausdrückte, 
 die sie sich von dem machen konnte was sie spielte. Charlotten erfreute das schöne 
 Gebilde, doch wirkte hauptsächlich das Kind auf sie. Ihre Augen strömten von Thränen  
 und sie stellte sich auf das lebhafteste vor, daß sie ein ähnliches liebes Geschöpf bald auf 
 ihrem Schoose zu hoffen habe. (WA I, 20: 273)  
 

 
181 Dupree, 83. 
182 Bersier, 245.  
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Although the narrator remarks that Charlotte has an intense viewing experience that brings her to 

tears at the thought of soon being a mother to Eduard’s child, he also ironically remarks that 

Charlotte has already in fact seen spectacular tableaux vivants before this one, unlike many other 

observers, noting:  

 Ottilien war in ihrer halb theatralischen bisher die größte Beruhigung gewesen, daß außer 
 Charlotten und wenigen Hausgenossen niemand dieser frommen Kunstmummerei 
 zugesehen. (WA I, 20: 273-274) 
 
This reduces the significance of the image itself to rather emphasize its psychological effect on 

Charlotte (insofar as it makes her reflect on her internalized gender role as a mother).  

Insofar as Charlotte is an observer and not a performer, her emotional response at the 

sight of the child in the tableau vivant is symptomatic of the tableau effect, i.e., of her 

internalization of the patriarchal male gaze, in that it incites her to reorient her notion of selfhood 

around childrearing and maternity. Charlotte becomes a stand-in for Eduard’s gaze, which she 

fulfills especially clearly while watching Ottilie, insofar as she has internalized the disembodied 

male gaze and now directs it at Ottilie. While the perception of this semblance astonishes 

Charlotte visually, in the female subject’s psyche, this act of looking engenders a referentiality 

that replaces religious content with profane desires, in a manner similar to Ottilie’s 

‘Annunciation.’ Because this appropriation and transfer of meanings invokes an uncertainty in 

the viewer, as it blurs religious and corporeal modes of looking, Charlotte anxiously takes 

recourse to her allegiance to the locus and conventions of aristocratic kinship as a site and 

process of stable subject formation. The family becomes a site of corporeality, rather than 

spirituality, through Charlotte’s confrontation with Ottilie’s tableau as an image of the Virgin 

Mary, who traditionally represents the fusion of moral aspirations and their sensual embodiment, 

in another example of an “impossible act” of femininity, to use Arons’ term. At this point later in 
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the novel, as an effect of the tableaux vivants, both women, first Ottilie, through her performance 

in the tableau vivant and subsequent epiphany, and secondly Charlotte, upon viewing the tableau 

vivant, re-commit themselves to their roles in supporting Eduard’s patrilineal heritage on this 

estate. However, only Charlotte ultimately has a legitimate, socially sanctioned role vis-à-vis 

Eduard, despite Eduard and Charlotte’s “elective affinities” for other romantic partners, a fact 

that also, to some degree, dooms Ottilie.  

This instance of the tableau effect disciplines Charlotte’s personal devotion to traditional 

procreation and kinship arrangements in such a way that the significance of these issues 

displaces the iconography’s religious content and “surreptitiously repeals its religious message,” 

to quote Bersier, as it is “transposed into the secular realm of Charlotte’s expectation of 

childbirth.”183 Here, the internalization of power remains under a paradigm of feminine selfhood 

that evokes feudal, androcentric ways of being. The effect of Charlotte’s viewing of Ottilie’s 

tableau has a ritual quality similar to Ottilie’s confessional self-assessments, demonstrates her 

wish to disavow all of her desires outside of her marital union. This moment of self-reflection, 

and the discursive traditions it invokes, serves the goal of maintaining patriarchal kinship 

networks along gendered lines, in line with a model of selfhood in which desires are bounded 

and arbitrary “affinities” are renounced in favor of biological patrilineage as an organizing social 

principle. Nevertheless, the affirmation of this social structure ultimately fails, insofar as the 

baby dies, thus ending Eduard’s lineage.  

As the cases of Ottilie and Luciane’s tableaux vivants demonstrate, the tableau effect that 

they induce, as a technology of the self that straddles a shift in representational practices in 

modernity, has varying effects for women’s self-understanding. Instead of creating an idyllic 

 
183 Bersier, 247.  
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setting, the tableaux vivants in the novel result in what Judith Ryan calls a “perversion of the 

locus amoenus,” that is, a mutation of a pastoral landscape, insofar as Eduard’s desire becomes 

inescapable.184 Moreover, through an inversion of the classic Christian iconographic background 

of the hortus conclusus as the site of Mary’s Annunciation, Eduard’s garden ensnares Ottilie. 

Earlier in the novel in fact, when Charlotte claims that “...der Mensch ist ein wahrer Narciß; er 

bespiegelt sich überall gern selbst; er legt sich als Folie der ganzen Welt unter,“ she implicitly 

characterizes the entire representative project of an aristocratic estate as a narcissistic medium of 

the feudal ruler’s vanity. (WA I, 20: 47) After Eduard’s lengthy absence from his estate, he 

appears once again to Ottilie in the garden by the lake, in the manner of a predator stalking its 

prey, as the narrator remarks: “Endlich bricht er durch das Gebüsch bei den Eichen, er sieht 

Ottilien, sie ihn; er fliegt auf sie zu ...”. (WA I, 20: 357) Eduard’s estate becomes a perverse 

hortus conclusus marked by “the male gaze lurking from behind the bushes and trees upon a 

sexual prey,” to quote Bersier.185 Thus, in this enclosed garden, the tableau effect unleashes male 

desire upon female figures and replicates and perpetuates this desire in a series of changing 

figures and structures. 

To conclude, the tableau effect operates along a gendered binary as the cultural labor of 

tableaux vivants, and in Die Wahlverwandtschaften more generally it becomes a social ritual in 

which female exteriority and interiority are subjected to an interpretive male gaze and that 

demands to index female bodies into varying positions of compatibility with male desire. This 

reveals their interiorities to an audience or reader, real or imagined, which resonates with Jürgen 

Habermas’ observation on the development of modern subjectivity vis-à-vis mass media, insofar 

 
184 Judith Ryan, “Views from the Summerhouse: Goethe’s Wahlverwandtschaften and its Literary Successors” 
(Berlin and New York: De Gruyter, 1983), 152. 
185 Bersier, 247.  
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as “subjectivity, as the innermost core of the private, was always already oriented to an 

audience.”186 At the same time, it is significant to note that the tableaux vivants, and their 

displacement of Eduard’s gaze, do not therefore afford stability, security, and intelligibility, but 

rather allow contingencies to intrude into the performance– such as in the representation of 

Ottilie’s becoming self-conscious. 

As this chapter showed, the tableau vivant and it subsequent effect of the interiorization 

of social power involves the displacement of an embodied male viewing authority and thus 

reflects the historically unique position of female subjects around 1800. As I have shown, Ottilie 

represents the paradigmatic Christian technology of the self, i.e., self-renunciation, which I have 

juxtaposed with Luciane’s masquerade as an attempt to represent a potential model of female 

subjectivity around 1800 free from renunciation. While this chapter has analyzed performative 

femininity’s construction over and against a disembodied male gaze through women’s 

performances of tableaux vivants in Die Wahlverwandtschaften, the next chapter analyzes 

performative femininity in terms of the female gaze vis-à-vis an embodied male presence in 

Heinrich von Kleist’s Der Findling, who performs a tableau vivant in order to rape a female 

observing subject. While I regard the disembodied, feudal male gaze in the tableaux vivants as 

an instance of authority whose fragmentation is symptomatic of a transition from aristocratic to 

bourgeois order in this analysis of Die Wahlverwandtschaften, the following chapter further 

analyzes the way in which the tableau effect, amid the reconfiguration of male power in this 

cultural shift, disciplines and punishes feminine subjects and pushes them to the brink of 

consciousness.  

 
  

 
186 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into A Category of Bourgeois 
Society (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), 49.  
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Chapter Two: The Tableau Effect and Technologies of Feminine Selfhood in Der Findling 
 
 In the brief space of 19 paragraphs, Heinrich von Kleist’s Der Findling recalls the 

adoption and coming-of-age of a young boy, Nicolo. The novella was published in 1811 in the 

second volume of Kleist’s Erzählungen, the same year as Kleist’s own death. At the novella’s 

outset, Kleist constructs a character constellation that consists of the foundling, Nicolo, his 

adoptive father, the merchant Piachi; as well as the stepbrother whom Nicolo replaces, Paolo, 

and, finally, his adoptive mother, Elvire. Piachi finds Nicolo on the road during a business trip to 

Rome and compassionately agrees to allow him to travel home with him and his son, Paolo, 

despite his having the plague. Soon, they are quarantined by a local authority, and Paolo, rather 

than Nicolo, Piachi’s own son, dies from the malady. Nicolo then replaces Paolo in Piachi’s 

family as a sort of surrogate son. Upon Piachi and Nicolo’s return home, Elvire, Piachi’s wife, 

becomes Nicolo’s adoptive mother, and she gifts him Paolo’s clothes. As Nicolo comes of age, 

however, he and Elvire find themselves tragically entangled in a nexus of desire, shame, and 

anger, which a tableau vivant that Nicolo stages. In this story, as with my analysis of Goethe’s 

novel, I argue that the literary representation of the tableau vivant serves as a Foucauldian locus 

of female subject formation, but, in this case, one which the male observer, Nicolo, disrupts 

through the violent appropriation of the tableau vivant. For the purpose of this chapter, although 

Nicolo is the one who stages the tableau, Elvire serves as the central figure of my investigation, 

insofar as I argue that her selfhood is constituted and modified through certain technologies of 

the self, namely her adulation of an image, which Nicolo then literalizes in the tableau vivant in 

question. In the first section of this chapter, I will lay out the chain of events that culminate in 

Nicolo’s staging of the tableau vivant, which brings about the story’s catastrophic denouement, 

in terms of the patriarchal “homosocial triangle” in which Elvire is entangled. Later, I turn to an 
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overview of secondary literature on the tableau vivant and Der Findling, before I delve into a 

feminist analysis of the ways in which the tableau effect unfolds across the text.  

 Returning to the text, following an account of how Piachi, Nicolo, and Elvire became a 

family, the narrator then recounts Elvire’s earlier life. Through narrative analepsis, the narrator 

relates that Elvire’s “stillen Zug von Traurigkeit im Gemüt” is the consequence of a “rührenden 

Vorfall, aus der Geschichte ihrer Kindheit.”187 The narrator remarks that throughout her life 

Elvire has suffered physiologically and psychologically from this traumatic event, explaining:  

Niemand, außer Piachi, kannte die Ursache dieser sonderbaren und häufigen 
 Erschütterungen, denn niemals, so lange sie lebte, war ein Wort, jene Begebenheit 
 betreffend, über ihre Lippen gekommen. Man war gewohnt, sie auf Rechnung eines  
 überreizten Nervensystems zu setzen, das ihr aus einem hitzigen Fieber, in welches sie 
 gleich nach ihrer Verheiratung verfiel, zurückgeblieben war... (203)  

 
The narrator then recounts a particular childhood episode in which Elvire’s paternal home, which 

was also her father’s textile mill, caught fire and burned down. Suddenly, an unknown knight 

appears and saves her from the burning house. The narrator relates that following the fire, the 

knight sustained a head injury and sank into an illness, from which he suffered for three years, 

while Elvire cared for him, before he died. During this time, the narrator explains, Piachi met 

Elvire through business relations with her father and married her two years after the knight’s 

death.  

 In Elvire’s pre-history, it is noteworthy that while a knight, who signifies the aristocracy 

or ancien régime, rescues her, he dies in her care, and she, as the bourgeois daughter of a 

“bemittelter Tuchfärber,” is traded to her father’s business partner, so to say, in a move that 

reflects the gendered power dynamics of a homosocial triangle between aristocratic and 

bourgeois male figures. (202) In the tableau vivant depicted in the novella, Nicolo will utilize the 

 
187 Heinrich von Kleist, “Der Findling,” Sämtliche Werke und Briefe, ed. Helmut Sembdner, vol. 2 (München: 
Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag Klassik, 1993), 202. I retain the spelling from this edition.  
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knight’s image, and thus Elvire’s memory of Colino, to attempt to rape her, as a way of his 

instrumentalizing this male continuum. In the novella, male desire is networked and structured in 

a homosocial quadrangle that includes Piachi, Colino, Elvire’s father, and Nicolo, which 

arranges male desire along a “continuum” of “men-promoting-the-interests-of-men,” in which 

the central female figure, i.e., Elvire, serves as a conduit of the men’s relationships with each 

other, to use a term that Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick develops in her 1985 book Between Men.188 In 

a similar vein, Gayle Rubin writes that “the suppression of the homosexual component of human 

sexuality” is “a product of the same system whose rules and regulations suppress women” in her 

1974 article “The Traffic in Women.”189 Anticipating Sedgwick’s notion of the male continuum, 

Rubin posits that “if it is women who are being transacted, then it is the men who give and take 

them that are linked, the women being a conduit to a relationship, rather than a partner to it.”190 

Returning to the present narrative, Kleist’s narrator continues to relate the story of Nicolo’s early 

adulthood, in which another group of men exert influence over Nicolo, namely: the Catholic 

order of the Carmelites.  

Nicolo’s early life is characterized by its construction around certain prohibitions and 

structured relations, such as his marriage to his paternally sanctioned wife and the Carmelites’ 

own design on him that involves a woman as an exchange token. Ultimately, these structures 

contribute to his motivation to stage the tableau vivant, insofar as he is raised in a web of social 

relations in which women’s agency is always already reduced to the position of exchange tokens. 

The narrator remarks that Nicolo takes up Piachi’s business and conducts his father’s enterprise 

 
188 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Homosexual Male Desire (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2006), 3.  
189 Gayle Rubin, “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the 'Political Economy' of Sex,” in Rayna Rapp Reiter, ed., 
Toward an Anthropology of Women (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1975), 174.  
190 Rubin, 174.  
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“auf das tätigste und vorteilhafteste,” which reportedly pleases Piachi; however, Nicolo has two 

flaws: a zealous interest in the opposite sex and a friendship with the local Carmelite order. (201) 

The narrator observes:   

 Nichts hatte der Vater, der ein geschworner Feind aller Bigotterie war, an ihm 
 auszusetzen, als den Umgang mit den Mönchen des Karmeliterklosters, die dem jungen 
 Mann, wegen des beträchtlichen Vermögens das ihm einst, aus der  Hinterlassenschaft des 
 Alten, zufallen sollte, mit großer Gunst zugetan waren; und nichts ihrerseits die Mutter, 
 als einen früh, wie es ihr schien, in der Brust desselben sich regenden Hang für das 
 weibliche Geschlecht. (201)191  

 
While Nicolo’s father prohibits his interaction with the greedy monks, Elvire prohibits his sexual 

self-expression, which she seems to observe from an early age. Consequentially, Elvire’s 

involvement in Nicolo’s sexual life will incite his desire for revenge, leading to her own demise. 

Later, Nicolo marries a suitable partner, Constanza, but he cannot contain his desire within the 

parameters of a monogamous marriage. In his adulthood, Nicolo’s salacious sexuality, i.e., the 

object of Elvire’s sole prohibition, intersects with his father’s sole prohibition, i.e., any 

fraternization with the Carmelites, insofar as Nicolo is lured into a relationship with his 

paramour, Xaviera Tartini. This affair is the design of the Carmelites, and it signifies their 

engagement in the “traffic in women,” as the narrator comments: “Denn schon in seinem 

 
191 As a Prussian intellectual, Heinrich von Kleist had a complex relationship with Christianity and the tensions 
between Protestantism and Catholicism in Europe around 1800. Kleist’s attitude toward religion and aesthetics 
informs this chapter; however, I cannot exhaustively explore this topic in relation to the tableau effect.  
Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that Kleist scholarship has highlighted Kleist’s own interest in Catholicism and its 
potential influence on his literary production. For example, Clifton Hall posits that Kleist uses represents and 
deploys different “emotional responses to certain aspects of Catholicism and its Church” in his work. Here: 224  
Furthermore, Elystan Griffiths posits that Kleist’s oeuvre has a complex aesthetic relationship to Catholicism, 
interpreting Der Findling in terms of “the confluence of religious ceremony, social control and [instances of] 
performed resistance” to authority through dissimulation. Here: 432. Griffiths argues that the figures’ various 
appropriations of religious ceremonies set in motion a destabilizing effect between instances of patriarchal authority, 
from the Church, then to Piachi, and finally to Nicolo. Griffiths posits: “Thus the dynamic of control, performance 
and subversion generates a spiral of violence.” Here: 432. See Clifton D. Hall, “Kleist, Catholicism, and the Catholic 
Church,” Monatshefte 59, no. 3 (Fall 1967): 217-226; also Elystan Griffiths, “Religion, Power, and the Instability of 
Performance in Heinrich von Kleist’s Stories” German Life and Letters 64, no. 3 (July 2011): 421-436.  
For more reading on Kleist’s relationship to Catholicism, please see Raphaela Tkotzyk, „Die musikalische 
Ambivalenz in Kleists Die heilige Cäcilie oder die Gewalt der Musik: Urteil über den Katholizismus oder 
Hilfsmittel zur Glaubensfindung?“ Arcadia 55, no. 1 (2020): 25-43. 
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fünfzehnten Jahre, war er, bei Gelegenheit dieser Mönchsbesuche, die Beute der Verführung 

einer gewissen Xaviera Tartini, Beischläferin ihres Bischofs, geworden.” (201) Soon after his 

marriage, Nicolo’s wife and baby both die during childbirth. Before Constanza has even been 

buried, Elvire discovers Nicolo in flagrante delicto with Xaviera. Independently of Elvire, Piachi 

also uncovers Nicolo’s affair with Xaviera, which enrages him so much that he prematurely 

buries Constanza during the night prior to the funeral and tells Nicolo that it is in fact Xaviera in 

the coffin when Nicolo encounters the funeral procession, as a form of public and personal 

humiliation.  

Regarding Nicolo’s feelings towards Elvire after this incident, the narrator remarks that 

“dieser Vorfall, der ihn tief beschämte, erweckte in der Brust des Unglücklichen einen 

brennenden Haß gegen Elviren.” (206) While this inhibition of his affair with Xaviera annoys 

Nicolo, the narrator imparts to the reader that for Nicolo, “zugleich war ihm Elvire niemals 

schöner vorgekommen, als in dem Augenblick, da sie, zu seiner Vernichtung, das Zimmer, in 

welchem sich das Mädchen befand, öffnete und wieder schloß.“ (206) Now, Nicolo’s feelings 

toward Elvire, a mixture of desires, become the narrator’s focus, as he describes Nicolo’s attempt 

to interpret Elvire’s interiority from her physiognomy. As Nicolo lustfully gazes at Elvire, his 

physiognomy changes too:   

 Der Unwille, der sich mit sanfter Glut auf ihren Wangen entzündete, goß einen 
 unendlichen Reiz über ihr mildes, von Affekten nur selten bewegtes Antlitzt; so schien
 ihm unglaublich, daß sie, bei soviel Lockungen dazu, nicht selbst zuweilen auf dem 
 Wege wandeln sollte, dessen Blumen zu brechen eben er so schmächlich von ihr gestraft 
 worden war. Er glühte vor Begierde, ihr, falls dies der Fall sein sollte, bei dem Alten 
 denselben Dienst zu erweisen, als sie ihm, und bedurfte und suchte nichts, als die 
 Gelegenheit, diesen Vorsatz ins Werk zu richten. (206)  
 
Whereas Nicolo was expressionless as a child, he is now literally glowing with desire. However, 

the narrator describes both Elvire and Nicolo as “glowing” in different ways, insofar as the 
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reader learns that Nicolo projects erotic desire onto this sight, while Elvire’s interiority is still 

unknown. As Nicolo glows with eagerness upon viewing Elvire’s countenance, the narrator 

remarks using a dative grammatical construction that Nicolo wants “to do to her,” i.e., “ihr,” the 

same “service,” which she might do to the old man. This sentence not only reveals that Nicolo 

wants to sexually assault his stepmother, but that he, or rather the narrator, also assumes Elvire is 

sexually active with Piachi, thus ascribing or projecting sexual desire onto her. The narrator then 

remarks that Nicolo finds allurement, “Reiz,” in Elvire’s resistance and reluctance, i.e., 

“Unwille,” as he literally enjoys getting a rise out of Elvire and wonders to himself whether she 

herself does not also sometimes feel tempted to be punished in a way that reveals the punisher as 

pleasurer, thus underscoring the perverse nature of his perception of her.  

Later, as Nicolo walks past Elvire’s room one evening when Piachi is absent, “er hörte, 

zu seinem Befremden, daß man darin sprach,” and so he peeks through the keyhole in her door in 

order to see her. (206) The narrator relates Nicolo’s astonishment, as he observes:  

 - Himmel! was erblickte er? Da lag sie, in der Stellung der Verzückung, zu jemandes 
Füßen, und ob er gleich die Person nicht erkennen konnte, so vernahm er doch ganz 
deutlich, recht mit dem Akzent der Liebe ausgesprochen, das geflüsterte Wort: Colino. 
(207) 
 

After Elvire leaves the room, Nicolo enters to investigate and he is astounded upon the discovery 

that there was in fact no one in the room other than Elvire, and that the other presence is actually 

the life-size portrait of a knight, namely “[ein] Bild eines jungen Ritters in Lebensgröße, das in 

einer Nische der Wand, hinter einem rotseidenen Vorhang, von einem besondern Lichte 

bestrahlt, aufgestellt war.” (207) Nicolo’s encounter with this image gives him the idea to stage 

his own tableau vivant. Upon seeing the portrait, the narrator remarks that Nicolo “erschrak, er 

wußte selbst nicht warum,” as he wonders whom the image of the knight represents, although he 

connects it with an earlier incident in which Elvire fainted from an accidental nighttime 
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encounter with himself clothed in the costume of a knight when he returned home from Carnival 

(207). Here, Nicolo’s desire for knowledge, his desire to connect the image with a male 

presence, becomes inflamed in such a way that his actions become driven by this curiosity, as the 

narrator remarks: “Je mehr er über diesen sonderbaren Vorfall nachdachte, je wichtiger ward ihm 

das Bild, das er entdeckt hatte, und je peinlicher und brennender ward die Neugierde in ihm, zu 

wissen, wer damit gemeint sei.” (207) Nicolo’s realizes he must access Elvire’s interiority (i.e., 

her knowledge of herself), through whatever means necessary, to satisfy this urge. In a cascade 

of narcissistic projections, Nicolo desires to seek revenge on Elvire, both as a response to the 

punishment he imagines she wishes to inflict on him for his adultery and also for the punishment 

he believes she deserves for concealing her own sexual nature behind a cold façade, in an act of 

“Verstellung.” (207)  

While Nicolo’s costume facilitates the interchangeability of his identity with the knight’s, 

the other characters provide evidence for his affinity with the portrait too. According to Klara, 

Xaviera’s daughter with the Carmelite Cardinal (in one of few instances of direct speech in the 

short story), he also bears an actual resemblance with the man in the portrait. She exclaims: 

“Gott, mein Vater! Signor Nicolo, wer ist das anders, als Sie?” (208) Does Klara mean that the 

portrait resembles her father, insofar as Nicolo is her father as well as the man in the portrait? 

One cannot know for sure, especially based on the grammatical construction. A mise-en-abîme 

of semblances and conjecture ensues. The narrator then relates Xaviera’s thoughts in lieu of 

direct speech, stating: “Xaviera verstummte. Das Bild, in der Tat, je länger sie es ansah, hatte 

eine auffallende Ähnlichkeit mit ihm: besonders wenn sie sich ihn, wie ihrem Gedächtnis gar 

wohl möglich war, in dem ritterlichen Aufzug dachte.” (208) Here, the gazes of two female 

figures, conveyed through different narrative strategies, affirm Nicolo’s resemblance with the 
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portrait. This further enflames his erotic, egotistical, and violent fascination with the possibilities 

that this game of likenesses could unleash. Alluding to the sexual assault Nicolo is planning, the 

narrator remarks: “Der Gedanke, die Leidenschaft dieser, als ein Muster der Tugend 

umwandelnden Frau erweckt zu haben, schmeichelte [Nicolo] fast eben so sehr, als die Begierde, 

sich an ihr zu rächen.” (209) Thus, Nicolo desires to force Elvire into an adulterous and 

potentially incestuous confrontation, which will direct her gaze at two real men, one dead and 

one alive. In order to do so he stages himself as the portrait, through a tableau vivant, with the 

intent to rape his stepmother. However, when Nicolo appears to Elvire dressed as the knight, she 

cries out for Colino, and then faints (which I shall discuss in detail in this chapter). Soon 

thereafter, Piachi unexpectedly arrives home, whereupon he finds Nicolo caressing and kissing 

Elvire, who is unconscious on his lap.  

Nicolo’s tableau vivant unleashes a series of catastrophic events at the novella’s 

conclusion. First, Piachi whips Nicolo out of the house. However, because Piachi had already 

transferred the legal possession of the house and most of his assets to Nicolo in preparation for 

his retirement, Nicolo dispossesses Piachi with the support of the courts and Carmelites in this 

corrupt “Kirchenstaat.” (214) The day after, Elvire dies from “den Folgen eines hitzigen Fiebers, 

das ihr jener Vorfall zugezogen hatte.“ (214) After Elvire’s burial, Piachi attacks Nicolo, crushes 

his skull, and shoves the decree of his dispossession into Nicolo’s mouth. (214) Piachi is 

sentenced to death, but he refuses absolution, which leads to the pope’s involvement in order to 

approve his execution. Ending with a hateful image, Piachi explains that he wants to die without 

absolution, “um des Nicolo in der Hölle wieder habhaft zu werden!” (215) While Piachi’s family 

began as a project of adoptive compassion, it now spirals into a mise-en-abîme of reciprocal 

rage. In this sense, the initial homosocial quadrangle of male desire, which perpetuates 
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patriarchal interests across institutions, collapses into Nicolo’s egocentric, heterosexual desire, 

which is mirrored back to him by Piachi. Inciting a long spiral towards a telos of hatred that 

extends beyond death, the tableau vivant serves as a critical breaking point in this adoptive 

family’s social fabric. The novella’s representation of the family as site of stable, gendered 

subject formation becomes transformed into one of gendered violence and annihilation, 

particularly for Elvire.  

 Gayle Rubin’s critical evaluation of the notion of the “traffic in women” as the origin of 

culture perhaps elucidates Kleist’ text’s depiction of the male manipulation of female desire in 

order to corner Elvire. Rubin remarks that this theoretical position, which was espoused by Lévi-

Strauss and reiterated by Sedgwick, is “problematic,” because, if the incest taboo “constitute[s] 

the origin of culture, it can be deduced that the world historical defeat of women occurred with 

the origin of culture and is a prerequisite of culture.”192 Indeed, in order to rescue women, we 

would have to “get rid of culture,” according to Rubin’s argument.193 Rubin thus diagnoses the 

paradoxical situation in which not only Lévi-Strauss and Sedgwick’s notions of the incest taboo, 

but also Kleist’s novella leaves us; namely, that Nicolo’s incestuous tableau vivant sets in 

motion a destructive structure of feeling in a male-dominated system that eradicates both female 

autonomy and patriarchal power, too. More precisely, in Der Findling the tableau effect, and 

particularly its production of sexual knowledge, reveals the contingent nature of interpersonal 

relations within the family as unnatural and precarious “elective affinities.”  

While I have attempted to sketch an outline of Kleist’s novella and the way in which it 

culminates in a tableau vivant that unleashes gendered violence, the following section will 

review the secondary literature on Der Findling, which has recently taken up the themes of the 

 
192 Rubin, 176.  
193 Ibid., 176.  
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tableau vivant and sexuality. After this, I turn to a feminist analysis of Der Findling, which 

analyzes Nicolo’s use of a tableau vivant in order to assault Elvire in terms of the tableau effect. 

With insight from Hélène Cixous’ discussion of Kleist’s depiction of subversive women, and 

particularly the feminist, psycho-analytical notion of jouissance, I discuss the technologies of the 

self through which Elvire manages her desire and therefore her knowledge of herself. Although 

Nicolo performs a sort of tableau vivant, the latter portion of the chapter discusses the 

intermedial resonances of Elvire’s activities, i.e., both her adulation of the portrait as well as her 

fainting, insofar as they invoke tensions between sensual and moralistic ways of observing both 

works of art and oneself. In order to unlock Kleist’s novella’s potential for a discussion of desire, 

performance, and gendered subject formation, this chapter ultimately discusses Elvire’s shift 

from askesis to asceticism, insofar as the tableau effect causes her to change her mode of 

performing knowledge of herself against shifting male threats.  

 

The Tableau Effect: Theoretical Considerations  

 As recent scholarship on Der Findling has shown, Elvire’s gaze falters and she oscillates 

between seeing her stepson and her former lover. Thus, elementary kinship relations, especially 

the Enlightenment ideal of the adoptive family, dissolve into erotic affinities. While I agree with 

Gail Newman, who argues in her 1996 article “Family Violence in Heinrich von Kleist’s ’Der 

Findling’” that Kleist’s text inverts what Wurst calls the harmonious “’bürgerliche 

Erziehungsutopie’ of the European Enlightenment,” I would also argue that Nicolo’s rape of 

Elvire via the tableau vivant encapsulates its dystopian reversal as Elvire becomes unable to 

perceive the difference between an image, her family member, and a past lover in this mutual 
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process of mis-recognition.194 In Elystan Griffiths 2012 article, “’Die Unverhoffte Wirkung’: 

Revolutionary Violence, ‘Beschränkung’ and the Rewriting of the Domestic Idyll in Kleist’s 

Works,” Griffiths affirms Helmut Schneider’s argument that Kleist reworks the idyll “as a means 

of exposing a ‘blind spot’ of the Enlightenment itself,” namely, the imagination of a harmonious 

relationship between the male and female sexes within the nuclear family.195 Griffiths, quoting 

Schneider, argues that “Kleist’s writings show violence to be inherent in the idyll, inasmuch as it 

tends to involve a man attempting to re-fashion his female partner’s identity to suit his own 

needs, a process that is inherently injurious to the woman’s autonomy,” which is exactly what 

happens to Ottilie in the tableau vivant in Die Wahlverwandtschaften.196 As I will show, Kleist’s 

text uses the enactment of the tableau effect in order to expose the precarity of adoptive kinship 

and filial relations (i.e., via Nicolo’s tableau vivant-like performance and its sartoriality). While I 

argue that Der Findling exposes the fiction of the family as a fiction of gender, I also generally 

consider Seán Allan and Elystan Griffiths plea for nuanced interpretations of gender in Kleist’s 

work in the introduction to their 2011 book “Heinrich von Kleist: Performance and 

Performativity,” insofar as that “tempting though it is to see [Kleist’s] works as anticipating a 

wholesale rejection of essential concepts of gender in a way that has certain affinities with Judith 

Butler’s concept of ‘gender as performance,’” Kleist nevertheless creates situations that expose, 

re-affirm, and subvert gender normativity.197 I will show in the next section that Der Findling 

clearly depicts a series of performances, theatrical scenarios, and moments of sartorial surrogacy 

 
194 Gail Newman, “Family Violence in Heinrich von Kleist’s ‘Der Findling,’” Colloquia Germanica 29, no. 4 
(January 1996): 287.  
195 Elystan Griffiths, “’Die Unverhoffte Wirkung:’ Revolutionary Violence, ‘Beschränkung’ and the Rewriting of 
the Domestic Idyll in Kleist’s Works” German Life and Letters 65, no. 4 (2012): 402.  
196 Griffiths, 402.  
197 Allan and Griffiths, “Introduction” 330. 



 

 110 

and substitution, which draw attention to the gendered performativity of the adoptive family and 

its precarity in Nicolo’s tableau vivant. 

Whereas this chapter engages with feminist theory, cinema and media studies, and a 

Foucauldian framework for understanding selfhood vis-à-vis the male gaze, Sigrid Weigel 

(2001) and Marianne Schuller (2013) analyze the tableau vivant scene in Der Findling from a 

semiotic perspective, in terms of the ways in which Nicolo and the other figures are entangled in 

a lethal web of substitutions and surrogacies. Weigel argues that “in dem Moment aber, in dem 

der Stellvertreter an die Stelle des vergotteten Bildes tritt, bricht die bis dahin in der familialen, 

häuslichen Konstellation gebändigte Gewalt aus und setzt eine tödliche Dynamik in Gang, die 

mit dem Tod aller drei Figuren endet.”198 Weigel, in line with Wellbery’s thesis on Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften, remarks that Nicolo, in his performance, “imagines himself" as Elvire’s 

“heimliches Objekt” of desire.199 Furthermore, Schuller explicitly connects the significance of 

Kleist’s representation of a tableau vivant to Goethe’s tableaux vivants in Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften, remarking that they both represent dialectical movements between 

presence and absence.200 While neither Weigel nor Schuller analyzes Nicolo’s performance in 

terms of a tableau vivant, Michal Peled Ginsburg remarks in his 2015 book Portrait Stories that 

Nicolo enacts a “tableau vivant” in order to occupy “the position of object, rather than subject, 

 
198 Sigrid Weigel, “Der 'Findling' als 'gefährliches Supplement'. Der Schrecken der Bilder und die physikalische 
Affekttheorie in Kleists Inszenierung diskursiver Übergänge um 1800” Kleist-Jahrbuch (2001): 121. 
199 Ibid., 127 
200 Marianne Schuller, “Bild im Text. Zu Kleists Erzählung Der Findling,” in Konstanze Fliedl, Berhard Oberreither, 
Katharina Serle, eds., Gemalderedereien: Zur literarischen Diskursivierung von Bildern (Berlin: Erich Schmidt 
Verlag, 2013), 49. 
Schuller remarks: “Wie in den Wahlverwandtschaften die Inszenierung der lebenden durch Luciane darauf zielt, die 
Grenze zwischen dem Abwesenden und dem Gegenwärtigen, die Grenze zwischen dem Totem und Lebenden durch 
die Ersetzung des Einen durch das Andere aufzulösen und damit das Bild darin gestört wird, Bild zu sein, so 
vollzieht sich hier ein ähnlicher Prozess: Das von Nicolo erstellte ‘lebende Bild’ ist der Versuch, das Tote und den 
Toten durch Phänomenalisierung zu töten, wie es umgekehrt der Versuch ist, das Lebendige als Bild zu 
präsentieren.” (49)  
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of both vision and desire.” 201 This analysis dovetails with my charge for a further exploration of 

the female gaze vis-à-vis the tableau effect and its constitutive elements of the lingering gaze, 

sartoriality, seriality, and sexualization in Der Findling, insofar as it demonstrates the capacity of 

mimoplastics to afford viewers and performers fluidity between desiring positions (in a manner 

similar to Weigel’s discussion of their capacity to confuse art and life). Moreover, according to 

Ginsburg’s analysis, “the resemblance between Nicolo and the portrait is first perceived, and 

repeatedly experienced, through the mediation of clothes and, more precisely, clothes that are put 

on as a disguise,” which underscores the centrality of sartoriality for Nicolo’s performance that 

induces the tableau effect.202 Clothing allows the figures to see each other in terms of 

substitutions and replacements of “pre-existing” social roles, according to Ginsburg, insofar as 

the “experience of seeing resemblances governs the relation between Colino, Nicolo, and 

Elvire.”203 Although Ginsburg’s cursory discussion of Der Findling does not elaborate on the 

production of female desire or its containment by male power, his analysis supports my 

contention that through the tableau effect, Elvire is forced into a position of involuntary self-

examination, as Nicolo abuses his knowledge of her desire.  

 Broadly speaking, Ginsburg’s discussion creates more room for a discussion of how male 

power works vis-à-vis the tableau effect in Der Findling, insofar as he argues that the disruption 

of Elvire’s gaze by Nicolo’s tableau makes her conscious of a range of dangerous possibilities. 

That is, Ginsburg asserts that Elvire wields an empowered female gaze, insofar as she “animates 

the image in her mind,” in an act of idolatry, but later dies because Nicolo’s “coming into being 

as a desiring subject” vis-à-vis her gaze “destroys” her previously independent looking relation 

 
201 Michal Peled Ginsburg, “Portraits of the Male Body: Kleist’s ‘Der Findling,’ Hardy’s ‘Barbara of the House of 
Grebe,’ and Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray,” Portrait Stories (New York: Fordham University Press), 81.  
202 Ibid., 84. 
203 Ibid., 83. 
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and now entangles her in a potentially incestuous encounter.204 Nicolo sadistically uses the 

knowledge that he resembles the knight in order to force Elvire to acknowledge her desires in his 

presence, as he aligns his own sartorial presentation with the knight’s portrait. In this nefarious 

and violent performance, Kleist’s text depicts the containment or disciplining of female desire 

amid the re-organization of patriarchal power in modernity. Nicolo’s tableau vivant – and with it 

the tableau effect – serves as a medium of patriarchal power over women, as male dominance 

over women flows from Elvire’s father to Colino, then to Piachi, and finally to Nicolo, which 

results in everyone’s demise and thus collapses the homosocial male quadrangle with which the 

story began. Similarly, Newman posits that Kleist’s text represents “patriarchal authority [as] 

irrevocably split within itself” in modernity by institutional and state authorities.205 In a similar 

vein, Silke-Maria Weineck argues in her 2003 article, “Kleist and the Resurrection of the 

Father,” that despite representing the transition from premodern patriarchal authority (via 

procreation) to modern patriarchal authority (via the social contract), Kleist’s text re-establishes 

fatherhood as a heterogenous web of power in “various orders of paternity – biological, cultural, 

or symbolic,” as power always returns to the father, “to Piachi, to the pope, to the law.”206  

 Although Kleist’s novella limits the reader’s access to the characters’ internal 

motivations and desires, particularly Elvire’s, the narrator characterizes Nicolo’s mental state in 

anticipation of his sexual assault on Elvire through his performance of a tableau vivant in a way 

that resonates with the simultaneous existence of desire and hatred, that is, with sadism.207  

 
204 Ginsburg, 86.  
205 Newman, 297. 
206 Silke-Maria Weineck, “Kleist and the Resurrection of the Father,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 37, Exploring 
Sentiment, no. 1 (Fall 2003): 84. 
207 According to Sigmund Freud in his 1912-1913 collection of essays Totem and Taboo, since “the beginnings of 
religion, morals, society, and art converge in the Oedipal complex” and this explain or why “the simultaneous 
existence of love and hate towards the same object […] lies at the root of many important cultural institutions.” 
Sigmund Freud, “Totem and Taboo,” in The Freud Reader (New York: Norton and Company, 1989), 510. 
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Similarly, according to Mulvey’s discussion of the male gaze and narrative sadism, the 

voyeuristic quality of the male gaze “has associations with sadism,” insofar as it involves 

“pleasure [that] lies in ascertaining guilt…[and] asserting control and subjecting the guilty 

person through punishment.”208 Nicolo embodies a violent male gaze, insofar as he is driven by 

the sadistic desire to access Elvire’s interiority, which becomes further intensified as he believes 

he gains more knowledge about Elvire’s interior desires (vis-à-vis Colino, the knight). For 

instance, one morning, Xaviera calls Nicolo to her apartment to reveal the identity of Elvire’s 

knight. The narrator relates the following:  

 Xaviera stand, durch den Bischof, der sie unterhielt, in der engsten Verbindung mit den 
 Mönchen des Karmelitenklosters; und da seine Mutter in diesem Kloster zur Beichte 
 ging, so zweifelte er nicht, daß es jener möglich gewesen wäre, über die geheime 
 Geschichte ihrer Empfindungen Nachrichten, die seine unnatürlichen Hoffnungen 
 bestätigen konnten, einzuziehen. (211) 
 
Here, the narrator connotes Nicolo’s desires for his stepmother as incestuous, “unnatürlich,” 

specifically referencing Elvire as Nicolo’s “Mutter,” before going on to reveal his nefarious 

plans. Additionally, it appears here that the Carmelite cloister, which the male bishop runs, has 

acquired the private information around Elvire’s past through religious confession and will 

communicate this (via Xaviera as a female conduit) to Nicolo, further giving him a legal foothold 

against Piachi in a potential dispute (although Piachi has already transferred most of his assets to 

Nicolo in a preemptive act of inheritance). As Xaviera swears Nicolo to secrecy, her mischievous 

looks intimate that the monks, namely the bishop, have given her this information for wicked 

purposes. The narrator relates her warning to Nicolo:  

 Sie setzte hinzu, daß sie ihn nur bitte, von diesem Geheimnis weiter keinen Gebrauch zu 
 machen, indem es ihr, unter dem Siegel der äußersten Verschwiegenheit, von einer 
 Person, die selbst kein eigentliches Recht darüber habe, im Karmelitenkoster anvertraut 
 worden sei. Nicolo versicherte, indem Blässe und Röte auf seinem Gesicht wechselten, 
 daß sie nichts zu befürchten habe; und gänzlich außer Stand, wie er war, Xavierens 

 
208 Mulvey, 840. 
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 schelmischen Blicken gegenüber, die Verlegenheit, in welche ihn diese Eröffnung 
 gestürzt hatte, zu verbergen. (211 – 212). 
 
Although the narrator explicitly remarks that Xaviera confronts Nicolo with “mischievous 

glances,” Nicolo is so paralyzed in embarrassment because of the unpleasantness of realizing that 

he is not the portrait’s referent, and thus the object of Elvire’s desire, that he must hide his 

feelings from Xaviera. Moreover, it appears that Xaviera is merely the messenger and has been 

given this information by the Carmelites in order to provoke Piachi’s demise. 

 Aber wie unangenehm, nach einer sonderbaren schalkhaften Begrüßung Xavierens, ward 
 er aus der Wiege genommen, als sie ihn lächelnd auf den Diwan, auf welchem sie saß, 
 niederzog, und ihm sagte: sie müsse ihn nur eröffnen, daß der Gegenstand von Elvirens 
 Liebe ein, schon seit zwölf Jahren, im Grabe schlummernder Toter sei. – Aloysius 
 Marquis von Montferrat. (211) 
 
In a way that reflects not only his narcissistic personality, but also his own embodiment of the 

male gaze, Nicolo is surprised and enraged that his image is not in fact the one that he sees 

represented in the portrait. The narrator remarks on Nicolo’s combination of emotions and the 

evil they initiate:  

 Beschämung, Wollust und Rache vereinigten sich jetzt, um die abscheulichste Tat, die je 
 verübt worden ist, auszubrüten. Er fühlte wohl, daß Elvirens reiner Seele nur durch einen 
 Betrug beizukommen sei; und kaum hatte ihm Piachi, der auf einige Tage aufs Land ging, 
 das Feld geräumt, als er auch schon Anstalten traf, den satanischen Plan, den er sich 
 ausgedacht hatte, ins Werk zu richten. (212)   
 
Additionally, the narrator’s comments on Nicolo’s reaction upon learning the alleged identity of 

the portrait through Xaviera demonstrate the machinations of a separate male network (namely 

the Carmelites, who want Piachi’s fortune) in the background. Following this complex of 

emotions, this chapter considers how the tableau vivant that Nicolo stages in Der Findling 

obliterates Elvire’s own understanding of her subjectivity and threatens the foundations of 

Enlightenment social order, and particularly the structure of the nuclear family, insofar as it 
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reveals the possibilities of associating past desires with other bodies.209 Moreover, like Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften, Kleist’s text contends with the overall cultural tendency to ascribe 

meaning and interiority to objects and other people when there is in fact no meaning or reason 

behind the work of art or social reality, i.e., the contingency of the image and its interpretation.   

 Kleist’s text thus subverts or criticizes the tableau as a generic structure of Enlightenment 

pedagogy.210 This can be seen both in Elvire’s ritual practice (of worshipping the knight’s image) 

and in Nicolo’s violent appropriation of the image. In his Oeuvres, Denis Diderot describes his 

notion of the theatrical tableau (which is not synonymous with the tableau vivant) as “an 

arrangement of characters on the stage that is so natural and true-to-life that if it were reproduced 

by a painter it would make a pleasing canvas.”211 Diderot uses theatrical tableaux as a framing 

device in his play La Père de famille, which begins with a tableau of “an injured family in a state 

of disorder and disintegration” and ends with a tableau of the “apotheosis of the family” that 

underscores patriarchal order. Diderot’s theory of the tableau count among Enlightenment anti-

theatrical genres, according to von Mücke, as part of an “aesthetics of immediacy” or absorption, 

in an era characterized by an increasing anxiety over language’s ability to abstract immediacy 

from experience. Peter Szondi and Harvey Mendelsohn argue further that Diderot’s theory of the 

tableau “bears witness to a social transformation” that “consists less in the rise of a new social 

 
209 According to Sarah Vandegrift Eldridge, “the German Bildungsbürgertum around 1800 was involved in a 
complex process of self-staging in which the nuclear family was an ideal site for the projection of its values 
pertaining to familial affection, individualism, and culture,” to quote her book chapter. In line with Eldridge, I 
understand “family as occupying an important position in the ‘cultural imaginary’ of the bourgeoisie around 1800—
what Graham Dawson usefully describes as ‘those vast networks of interlinking discursive themes, images, motifs 
and narrative forms that are publicly available within a culture at any one time, and articulate its psychic and social 
dimensions,’” which Kleist’s text perverts and disrupts. (11)  
See Sarah Vandegrift Eldridge, “Introduction: Novel Subjects, Novel Genealogies,” in Novel Affinities: Composing 
the Family in the German Novel, 1795-1830 (Boydell and Brewer, Camden House, 2016), 11.   
210 For more research on generic innovations and pedagogical interventions in the Enlightenment, see von Mücke.  
211 Romira Worvill, “From Prose peinture to Dramatic tableau: Diderot, Fénelon and the Emergency of the Pictorial 
Aesthetic in France,” Studies in Eighteenth-Century Culture 39, no. 1 (2010): 151. 
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stratum than a change in the organization of society,” namely, the rise of the “patriarchal nuclear 

family” as the dominant kinship model in bourgeois modernity.212 The moral psychology of 

Diderot’s tableau revolves around “the truthful depiction of the feelings that motivate” the 

characters, in order to result in a moralizing effect on the observer, to quote Szondi and 

Mendelsohn.213 Through Nicolo’s intervention, however, the stable, moralizing, or morally 

neutral arrangement between image and observer, that is, between Elvire and her image becomes 

an incestuous and carnal tableau vivant that breaks the fourth wall in an act of sexual assault. In 

Dorothea von Mücke’s discussion of Rousseau’s “Letter to M d’Alembert on the Theatre” in 

Virtue and the Veil of Illusion, she argues that “the anti-theatrical literary genres of the age of 

transparency are conceived primarily as instruments for disciplining the male bourgeois subject” 

in a process that positioned “woman” as a “supplementary fiction” in a process of bourgeois 

Bildung.214 In this sense, through a woman’s subordination to her husband, “female sexual 

satisfaction [becomes] entirely indirect and relational,” and because it is “contingent upon male 

desire,” it loses “its own autonomy,” according to historian Isabel Hull in her monograph 

Sexuality, State, and Civil Society in Germany, 1700–1815. 215 However, Elvire, in defiance of 

this norm, uses askesis to maintain autonomy over her selfhood and self-pleasure as she deploys 

her own imaginary tableau of a male partner. 

 In Diderot’s terms, the tableau should transparently compensate for the loss of 

immediacy that language begets; however, Nicolo’s tableau vivant facilitates a perverse 

aesthetics of immediacy that allows Nicolo to physically violate Elvire by destroying the fourth 

 
212 Peter Szondi and Harvey Mendelsohn, “Tableau and Coup de Théâtre: On the Social Psychology of Diderot's 
Bourgeois Tragedy,” New Literary History 11, no. 2 (Winter 1980): 327.  
213 Ibid., 324. 
214 von Mücke, 15. 
215 Isabel V. Hull, Sexuality, State, and Civil Society in Germany, 1700–1815 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1996), 252.  
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wall. Kleist’s text thus represents a betrayal of the aesthetic and moral goals of Diderot’s 

tableau, which was “employed” to represent “sentimentality” via the aesthetics of the fourth 

wall, according to Szondi and Mendelsohn, insofar as scenes appeared as if walled-off from the 

audience so that “the characters, moved to tears, observe one another and themselves and offer 

themselves to the gaze of the spectators.” 216 In Kleist’s text, however, the tableau vivant, and 

thus the tableau effect, are in the service of an anti-aesthetic and amoral strategy. In contrast to 

the theatrical tableau, the tableau effect, and its full operation on Elvire’s psyche in Der 

Findling, is oriented toward an anti-sentimental telos, in which she observes herself in relation to 

Nicolo, is moved to faint, and withdraws her gaze into herself. Kleist thus parodies and 

problematizes both Diderot’s aesthetics of immediacy and the moral-didactic aesthetic of the 

fourth wall by depicting the use of the tableau vivant for nefarious ends.  

 To return to Fried’s discussion of Diderot, and particularly his analysis of Goethe’s 

engagement with Diderot’s theory of the tableau through the literary tableaux vivants in Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften, Kleist’s text also engages with the representational strategy of the 

primacy of absorption when Elvire lapses into a state of unconsciousness. As Fried argues, 

Diderot’s theory of the tableau led toward the proliferation in the eighteenth century of 

representations of increasingly unconscious subjects, especially in scenes of fainting or 

sleeping.217 Thus, depictions of unconsciousness became the most moral semiotic arrangement in 

eighteenth-century French genre paintings, which often treated bourgeois family scenes. Kleist 

references both Diderot’s moralizing representation of the idyllic family tableau and the related 

 
216 Szondi and Mendelsohn, 326 
217 Fried notes that “the absorptive activities previously considered involved the faculty of attention, and attention 
naturally involves consciousness,” so that soon, paradoxically, “automatic, involuntary, and unconscious subjects 
were perceived by critics of the early and mid 1750s as signs of intense absorption and for that matter of rapt 
attention.” (31) From this art-historical perspective, Elvire’s fainting becomes an act of shifting her “rapt” 
attentiveness away from the present moment, thus resisting it, and escaping into the unconsciousness.   
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eighteenth-century fashion for scenes of unconsciousness, in order to show the precarious and 

even lethal telos of this representational tendency, which results in Elvire’s demise in this case. 

Through this intervention in the discourse of Diderot’s tableau, Kleist undermines Fried’s notion 

of the “primacy of absorption” as a productive aspect of the Enlightenment’s aesthetics of 

immediacy (or transparency). Kleist distorts the edifying and didactic goals of Diderot’s concept 

of the tableau, insofar as he first depicts order, which then disintegrates, rather than order that is 

constituted out of disintegration. More precisely, he depicts Nicolo’s breaking of the fourth wall 

in his performance of a tableau vivant as an immoral and violent action.  

 Bearing in mind Schneider’s assertion that “to stand or fall in Kleist’s poetic cosmos 

signals the individual’s inner strength or weakness vis-à-vis the external world” in his 2000 

article “Standing and Falling in Heinrich von Kleist,” I argue that Elvire’s fall into 

unconsciousness upon seeing Nicolo’s tableau represents an act of resistance against Nicolo’s 

breaking of the fourth wall.218 Thus, Elvire aligns herself with the aesthetics of absorption and 

the fourth wall through which she denies the presence of the observer (i.e., Nicolo, as an image 

that has come to life) and the reader. Schneider’s discussion of the significance of fainting also 

resonates with my definition of askesis as a Foucauldian technology of the self that relates to 

self-preparedness through the acknowledgment and assimilation of threats and obstacles. 

According to Schneider, “on an elemental physical level, the gesture indicates the characters’ 

preparedness (or non-preparedness) to cope with circumstances, to face the situation, which for 

the most part means to tackle the unforeseen and dangerous, stand up to challenges and defend 

oneself against assailants.”219 Regarding Der Findling, Schneider remarks that “Elvire idolizes 

 
218 Helmut Schneider, “Standing and Falling in Heinrich von Kleist,” MLN 115, German Issue, no. 3 (April 2000): 
509. 
219 Ibid., 509.  
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[Colino] in a sickly adoration.”220 In contrast to Schneider’s argument, however, I argue that 

both Elvire’s adulation of the knight’s image and her reaction to Nicolo’s embodiment to this 

image represent different forms of self-care, i.e., they represent technologies of the self, namely 

practices of askesis, which resort to varying degrees of asceticism.  

 Through Elvire’s ritualized technology of the self she constitutes her identity in a private 

manner while experiencing an autonomous world of her own fantasy. However, when Nicolo 

intrudes into her private sphere, her autonomous space of experience is destroyed, insofar as 

what began with Nicolo’s coincidental voyeuristic gaze through a keyhole evolves into a pre-

meditated sexual assault. Since there are different forms of the self as products of different 

technologies of the self, Nicolo’s tableau vivant not only perverts Elvire’s technology of the self, 

but also shifts the possibilities and boundaries of who she is, insofar as the tableau effect 

potentially results in her awareness of her incestuous sexualization by Nicolo. In this instance of 

the tableau effect, though, Elvire gains some control over the process of intersubjective 

recognition as she allows her gaze to retreat inwardly through fainting, thereby resisting a 

moment of truth. Up until this point, it appears that Piachi acts as the keeper of his wife’s mental 

well-being, since the unknown internal workings of her soul are possibly known by Piachi, 

although one cannot know definitively. While Kleist’s narrator partially reveals Elvire’s 

interiority through the analepsis, however, Elvire forestalls any full disclosure of her desires 

when she faints. 

 In the following, using insights from Foucault, feminist theory, cinema studies, 

contemporary psychology, and Wiggins’ model of performative recognition, I will examine the 

way in which the tableau effect operates in Der Findling as a way of representing Elvire’s 

 
220 Schneider, 517. 
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vacillation between different technologies of the self, or modes of feminine self-care, which are 

defensive mechanisms against ever-shifting male gazes. In the following four sections, I first 

analyze the short story’s depiction of male power insofar as it is conveyed through sartorial 

elements, particularly vis-à-vis the entanglement of Elvire’s gaze with Nicolo-as-Colino for the 

first time in a costumed encounter, which causes her to fall and faint. I describe this initial 

encounter, which sets the stage for Nicolo’s tableau vivant, in terms of an intrusive memory that 

invades Elvire’s consciousness, or rather, her ability to constitute herself. Accordingly, the 

following section examines Elvire’s oscillation between technologies of the self, namely her 

adulation of the image and then her reaction to Nicolo’s tableau vivant of the image in fainting. I 

interpret her adulation of the knight’s portrait as an unconscious experience, which Nicolo’s 

tableau vivant turns into a conscious moment of self-examination that results in her articulation 

of the knight’s name. Here, I further elaborate on Elvire’s self-experience in terms of 

autoeroticism, personal memories, and media, insofar as her adulation of the knight’s portrait 

constitutes a technology of the self. Finally, I consider the outcome of Elvire’s situation in terms 

of the tableau effect as an operation of patriarchal control over women and the resulting forms of 

feminine resistance that it engenders, before I look ahead to the next chapter.    

 

Nicolo’s First Encounter with Elvire: Male Power, Intrusive Memories, and Sartoriality 
 
 Male power in Der Findling exhibits a twofold movement. While traditional male power, 

in terms of the pater familias, qua Piachi, splinters, the disembodied male gaze that I discussed 

in the previous chapter is manifested in a single male figure: Nicolo. Thinking along these lines, 

one could say that the role of the father as the traditional bearer of the gaze is usurped by Nicolo, 

the stepson, as symptomatic of both the fracturing and re-organization of patriarchal power 
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around 1800. As I argued in the previous chapter, the primacy of clothing in the tableau vivant 

corresponds with a historical moment at which clothing transitioned from the status of 

“unambiguous marker of social rank” in a traditional community to a “complex system of 

signification” in modernity, especially around 1800, to quote Karin Wurst.221 There is an inverse 

relationship between the proliferation and differentiation of clothing (along with its semantic 

valuation) in modernity and the literal investiture of a monarch with authority that is embodied 

and signified through unique clothing. As the stability of traditional patriarchal authority and its 

representation in sartorial terms decreases, clothing’s power for signifying individuality in a 

world of social mobility increases. Clothing’s semiotic role in a stratified society, as a vertically 

organized system of signification, now bursts into a carnivalesque proliferation of costumes and 

disguises in Der Findling. 

 It is against this backdrop of the disintegration of traditional male authority and its 

sartorial representation that “aggressive and erotic impulses become just as blurred as the 

identities of the characters themselves” in the course of the story, to quote Newman.222 In the 

subsequent paragraph, Kleist’s narrator describes the first scenario in which clothing falsely 

mediates Elvire’s perception of Nicolo. After the carnival one evening, as Nicolo returns home 

“in der Maske eines genuesischen Ritters,” he unexpectedly encounters Elvire in the kitchen and 

elicits an unexpected reaction. (204) The narrator recounts this past event:  

 Eben hatte sie einen Schrank, der in dem Winkel stand, geöffnet, und suchte, auf der 
 Kante eines Stuhles stehend, unter den Gläsern und Caravinen umher: als Nicolo die 
 Tür sacht öffnete, und mit einem Licht, das er sich auf dem Flur angesteckt hatte, mit 
 Federhut, Mantel und Degen, durch den Saal ging. Harmlos, ohne Elviren zu sehen, trat 
 er an die Tür, die in sein Schlafgemach führte, und bemerkte eben mit Bestürzung, daß 
 sie verschlossen war: als Elvire hinter ihm, mit Flaschen und Gläsern, die sie in der 
 Hand hielt, wie durch einen unsichtbaren Blitz getroffen, bei seinem Anblick von dem 
 Schemel, auf welchem sie stand, auf das Getäfel des Bodens niederfiel. (204) 

 
221 Wurst, Fabricating Pleasure 215. 
222 Newman, 295.  
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Nicolo’s costumed appearance elicits a shock through its confusion of his identity with that of 

her childhood savior. Elvire, in the midst of searching and looking, is posed like a statue, on a 

stool, illuminated by the light Nicolo holds. Although unbeknownst to Nicolo and the reader, his 

sartorial presentation already references the knight in Elvire’s gaze, i.e., her “Anblick.” Here, a 

process of (mis)recognition begins to unfold between Elvire and Nicolo that operates on the 

primacy of resemblances, which are mediated through clothing. To paraphrase Ginsburg, the 

narrator later describes the knight’s portrait by referring to Nicolo’s costume as the costume of 

the man in the portrait, in such a way that clothing supersedes facial or bodily during all these 

encounters.223   

 Following this tableau-like episode involving Nicolo in costume, Elvire also lapses into 

speechlessness about the incident and is unable to explain her reason for fainting. The narrator 

remarks:  

 …doch da Elvire, starr vor Entsetzen, wie ihre Zunge war, nicht sprechen konnte, und  
 außer ihr nur er selbst noch Auskunft auf diese Frage geben konnte, so blieb der 
 Zusammenhang der Sache in ein ewiges Geheimnis gehüllt… (203) 
 
Because she does not expect to see the image of her past lover in three-dimensional form, Elvire 

faints at the sight of the image of the knight as a ghost or apparition. Clothing, as a medium of 

semblance, according to Judith Butler, can enact the “repetition” of the past, because it is “at 

once a reenactment and a reexperiencing of a set of meanings already socially established.”224 

The costume in the kitchen scene thus engenders a non-linear temporality in a way that extends 

beyond the present moment to invoke Elvire’s memories of the knight in the present. This 

queered temporality moves her mind in such a way as to induce her fainting (as a gesture that 

 
223 Ginsburg, 85. 
224 Butler, “Performative Acts” 526. 
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repeats and reiterates her past experience) in response to this sight. The effect of Nicolo’s 

costume choice corresponds to what Freeman describes as the “temporal remaking of the body” 

in modernity, which can be described in terms of “’entrainment,’” or the “tendency” of “moving 

bodies to align with one another” across time, in a certain rhythmic pattern, which Freeman 

associates with Foucauldian panopticism in terms of the way it coordinates subjects’ bodies.225  

 Thus, through his costume, Nicolo coincidentally signifies the power of the patriarchal 

gaze as an invisible collective of male power that influences Elvire across her lifetime, as he 

involuntarily invokes the knight’s presence. Insofar as Nicolo’s performance constitutes the 

tableau effect, the tableau effect for Elvire demands that she perform a moment of truth, thus 

revealing her authentic desiring self. In this moment of fainting as an instance of “entrainment,” 

Elvire “disassociates” from the present moment to repeat her past fainting in the burning house, 

as she manifests both physiological and psychological reactions to external symbolic or sartorial 

cues to her past trauma. In the two encounters between Elvire and Nicolo that involve the 

knight’s costume, clothing no longer serves the traditional function of distinguishing kinship 

ranks, but rather provides referentiality beyond its immediate social context.226 Here, this 

displacement of signifying power endangers the stability of this family’s relationships by 

invoking the most universally transgressive desire: incest. In a shifting patriarchal order, the 

knight becomes an open signifier, whose semblance can always be potentially conjured through 

clothing. This capacity to invoke absent elements of reality, which in this case reference the 

presence of a dead man, distinguishes clothing as central to the tableau effect as the staging of a 

scenario that incites gendered reactions in observing subjects.  

 
225 Freeman, 5.   
226 Paradoxically, the immediate social context of this occurrence is carnival, in the spirit of which the signifying 
power of clothing is reversed, insofar as anyone can inhabit any social rank through a carnivalesque sartorial play. 
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From Private Self-Enjoyment to Self-Scrutiny: The Female Gaze and its Disruption 
 

Kleist’s narrator emphasizes Elvire’s erotic prostration in the moment that Nicolo 

discovers her in ecstasy before the image, remarking:227  

 Da lag sie, in der Stellung der Verzückung, zu jemandes Füßen, und ob er gleich die 
 Person nicht erkennen konnte, so vernahm er doch ganz deutlich, recht mit dem Akzent 
 der Liebe ausgesprochen, das geflüsterte Wort: Colino. (207)  
 
The narrator’s description of Elvire’s adulation of the Knight’s portrait contrasts with her usual 

austere composure and cold façade. This emotional juxtaposition highlights the interior-exterior 

dichotomy of Schein and Wirklichkeit, which is imposed on the representation of female 

subjectivity as an imperative of the authentic, natural, and harmonious relation between these 

two sides of oneself in the eighteenth century, i.e., the transparency of the self. Marjorie Gelus 

analyzes this dichotomy in the contradiction between Elvire’s “ascetic” exterior and hidden, 

passionate core, which she argues is exemplified by Elvire’s adulation of the knight’s portrait in 

her 1982 article “Displacement of Meaning in Heinrich von Kleist’s Der Findling.” Gelus 

remarks that “we see at the center of Elvire’s pallid, chaste, quiet, austere, ascetic, morbid little 

life of docile domesticity this highly conspicuous life-size shrine, with its red silk curtain and 

special lighting – exaggerated and almost garish.”228 Thus, the space of Elvire’s anti-theatrical 

self-presentation is paradoxically a theater-like altar, which allows her pleasurable self-

performance to be exposed to a male audience, that is, to Nicolo’s gaze. The exaggerated 

theatricality of this altar, as the locus of Elvire’s self-experience and self-expression, calls the 

production of both her interior and exterior expressions of herself into question, as theatricality 

paradoxically becomes the condition of the possibility of an authentic performance of the self. 

 
227 This contradiction could call the veracity and reliability of the narrator into question regarding the entire plot.  
228 Marjorie Gelus, “Displacement of Meaning: Kleist’s ‘Der Findling,’” The German Quarterly 55, no. 4 
(November 1982): 544. 
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Underneath Elvire’s bourgeois role as wife and strict stepmother, an erotic theater demonstrates 

that her desires destabilize family structures as they displace her romantic affinities from the 

family realm into the realm of the imaginary, i.e., of semblances and the imagination.  

Directly referring to Kleist’s depiction of women, Hélène Cixous remarks in her essay 

“The Laugh of the Medusa” that in the history of western literature, which has been dominated 

by male authors, there have been “some exceptions” in this patriarchal “machine,” namely male 

authors “at odds with tradition” and “hence capable” of “imagining the woman who would hold 

out against oppression and constitute herself as a superb, equal, hence impossible subject, 

untenable in a real social framework [of patriarchal domination].”229 Building on Cixous’ 

observation, Elvire’s technologies of the self pose various types of disruption to patriarchal 

control over women. While Kleist’s narrator seems to be unreliable in conveying the full picture 

of the sexual and procreative dynamics in Elvire and Piachi’s marriage, he implies that Piachi is 

aware of not only the knight’s identity, but also his name, and permits Elvire’s silence regarding 

any account of her emotional volatility. Nevertheless, the narrator remarks that Piachi adopted 

Nicolo “mit Einwilligung der guten Elvire, welche von dem Alten keine Kinder mehr zu erhalten 

hoffen konnte.” (201) This observation implies that Elvire’s desire persists, as she is 

grammatically construed as the beneficiary in this marriage who cannot receive any more 

children from Piachi, thus implying he is perhaps impotent. In her article “Vom Mitleidseffekt 

zum Gewaltsexzess,” Irmela von der Lühe characterizes Elvire as a female subject defined by 

her “Entsagungsmanie,” or “manic renunciation,” which I argue misses the mark regarding 

Elvire’s subjectivity.230 Given the fact that Piachi is impotent, rather than that Elvire renounces 

 
229 Hélène Cixous, Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, “The Laugh of the Medusa” Signs 1, no. 4 (Summer, 1976): 879 
230 Irmela von der Lühe, “Vom Mitleidseffekt zum Gewaltexzess: Kleists Findling,” Risiko-Experiment-
Selbstentwurf: Kleists radikale Poetik (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2013), 278. 
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her sexual desire towards him, (i.e., her renunciation of her sexual desire is not entirely 

voluntary), I argue that she is not totally characterized by her renunciation from the outset, but 

rather falls further into ascetic patterns of being because of Nicolo’s assault, in a manner 

different from the psychoanalytical notion of the woman hysteric. Moreover, the narrator notes 

that Piachi “hütete sich sehr, seinen Namen vor ihr zu nennen, oder sie sonst an ihn zu erinnern, 

weil er wußte, daß es ihr schönes und empfindliches Gemüt auf das heftigste bewegte.” (51) 

Although some degree of emotionality is ascribed to Elvire here, her state of mind is not 

hysterical, but rather “beautiful and sensitive.” Similar to female viewers in Mayne’s analysis, 

Elvire creates “other” forms of “pleasure and desire” in her interaction with the knight’s image 

(which she may have painted herself), which demonstrates her practice of askesis in order to 

create self-referential (narcissistic) pleasure that is independent of male desire.231 To quote 

Mayne, the female gaze is “characterized not by an outright rejection of voyeuristic and 

fetishistic desires but by the recasting of those desires so as to open up to other possible 

pleasures.”232 Thus, the female pleasure that Elvire embodies in the moment Nicolo spies her 

through the keyhole in ecstasy before the image of the knight, as she experiences herself as a 

desiring subject, constitutes an appropriation of the male gaze.  

In Gabriel Trop’s discussion of askesis in his article “Aesthetic Askesis: Aesthetics as a 

Technology of the Self in the Philosophy of Alexander Baumgarten,” he elaborates that “for the 

aesthetic self, all acts of sensuous cognition may at any moment become an exercise” via 

askesis.233 In this sense, Elvire’s adulation of the image of Colino constitutes such an exercise of 

assimilating and containing her own extramarital, ever-lasting desire for Colino into her 

 
231 Mayne, 7. 
232 Ibid., 5. 
233 Gabriel Trop, “Aesthetic Askesis: Aesthetics as a Technology of the Self in the Philosophy of Alexander 
Baumgarten,” Das Achtzehnte Jahrhundert 37, no. 1 (Summer 2013): 57. 



 

 127 

everyday life. Insofar as Elvire’s experience of pleasure departs from the traditional, patriarchal 

power structure of religious ecstasy as a communion between herself and a masculine-coded God 

(and insofar as it also departs from a heterosexual relationship), it becomes a self-referential 

exercise in controlling her own desire. Thus, this ecstatic trance operates similarly to the 

idolatrous viewing experience outlined by Ginsburg’s argument. Here, pleasure and ecstasy 

become concentrated in the structure of feeling associated with desiring an imaginary object, in 

line with Wellbery’s work on Die Wahlverwandtschaften, insofar as female figures such as 

Elvire, Ottilie, and Charlotte must renounce their desires.234 

 In Elvire, Kleist creates a female figure who seems to apotheosize the knight in an 

ecstatic or orgasmic act of observing an image, which resonates with not only rituals surrounding 

religious images, but also with narratives about female saints and their expressions of holy 

passions. C.C. Wharram interprets Kleist’s representation of female pleasure and desire as a 

representation of jouissance through its intermedial affinity with Bernini’s sculpture, The Ecstasy 

of St. Teresa, in his 2004 article, “Desiring in the Literary Field: Hagiography, History, and 

Anagrams in Kleist’s Der Findling.” (See figure 4)  

 
234 See: David Wellbery, “Die Wahlverwandtschaften.” 
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Figure 4: Giovanni Lorenzo Bernini, The Ecstasy of Saint Teresa. 1645 – 1652, Cornaro Chapel, 
Rome.  

 
As Wharram argues, when Nicolo reveals himself to Elvire in the portrait’s niche, he unwittingly 

incites a tableau vivant of Bernini’s sculpture of St. Teresa.235 According to Wharram’s 

interpretation, Elvire experiences jouissance as a metaphysical communion, which references 

this religious work of art, yet in a non-religious context. Accordingly, Wharram argues that 

Elvire’s adulation of the knight’s portrait represents a secularized depiction of Saint Teresa’s 

communion with God.236 Whereas Saint Teresa experiences this union with God in Bernini’s 

statue, Wharram argues that in a secular world, in which there is no single organizing principle 

like God, Elvire reveals that this deep structure of feeling has been replaced by aesthetic 

experiences of immediate access to self-knowledge. 237 In Kleist’s reiteration of this Christian 

 
235 Wharram notes that “although it cannot be certain Kleist had seen Bernini’s Teresa, it is almost certain that he 
would have been aware of it. The ‘Bernini School’ is mentioned in the famous ‘Über das Marionettentheater,’” 
when Kleist writes: “… wenn sie die Daphne spielt, [...], beugt sich, als ob sie brechen wollte, wie eine Najade aus 
der Schule Berninis.” (342)  
236 Saint Teresa of Ávila, a Carmelite nun in sixteenth-century Spain, was a Christian mystic whose writings and 
poetry detailed her devotional practices and relationship to God, which was characterized by an “ascetic path,” to 
quote Noelia Bueno-Gómez. (305) See Noelia Bueno-Gómez, “Self-management and Narrativity in Teresa of 
Avila’s Work,” Life Writings 15, no. 3 (2018): 305-320.   
237 C. C. Wharram, “Desire in the Literary Field: Hagiography, History, and Anagrams in Kleist’s Der Findling,” 
The Germanic Review: Literature, Culture, Theory 79, no. 4 (2004): 231.   
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imagery, the metaphysical power associated with religious iconography is relocated into Elvire’s 

devotional looking relation with a worldly and potentially eroticized image, as she pre-

consciously or unconsciously enacts her own tableau vivant of the passion of St. Teresa à la 

Bernini.  

 Elvire, through her usually austere comportment and subsequent descent into illness, 

follows the trajectory of the lives of many saints in the Medieval and Early Modern eras, insofar 

as her “suffering,” i.e., her loss of Colino and apparent subsequent renunciation of sexual 

intercourse, results in “ecstatic trances,” according to Bullough, Dixon and Dixon.238 These 

trances are the only representation of her sensuality and resonate with her ritualized devotion 

before the knight’s portrait. As the authors note, in hagiographies, “Christian ascetics often 

aroused erotic feeling[s],” thereby connecting practices of renunciation with moments of 

ecstasy.239 Such sexual practices, in Foucault’s terms of technologies of the self, resonate with 

askesis, rather than renunciative practices of asceticism, insofar as this technique of arousing 

one’s own erotic feelings in order to manage and re-integrate them into oneself involves the 

assimilation or forestalling of desire rather than its denial. Elvire is only forced into a position of 

denial when Nicolo appears as a knight in either a coincidental costume or in a staged tableau 

vivant, i.e., when the lines between image, fantasy and reality become blurred.  

 The narrator remarks that in the second encounter between Nicolo and Elvire, Nicolo 

uses the same costume, in a sort of serialization of his own image:  

 Er besorgte sich genau denselben Anzug wieder, in welchem er, vor wenig Monaten, da 
 er zur Nachtzeit heimlich vom Karneval zurückkehrte, Elviren erschienen war; und 

 
238 Vern L. Bullough, Dwight Dixon and Joan Dixon “Sadism, Masochism and History: or when is Behavior 
Sadomasochistic?” in Sexual Knowledge, Sexual Science: The History of Attitudes to Sexuality (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 53. According to Bullough et al., “Catholic countries established a mystical, and 
some might call it orgasmic, response” to representations of “pain and suffering” in religious iconography, in 
contrast to Protestant cultures such as that of Prussia and Kleist’s own sociocultural context around 1800. Here: 52   
239 Bullough et al., 55. 
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 Mantel, Kollett und Federhut, genuesischen Zuschnittts, genau so, wie sie das Bild 
 trug, umgeworfen, schlich er sich, kurz vor dem Schlafengehen, in Elvirens Zimmer, hing 
 ein schwarzes Tuch über das in der Nische stehende Bild, und wartete, einen Stab in 
 der Hand, ganz in der Stellung des gemalten jungen Patriziers, Elvirens Vergötterung ab.
 (212) 
 
The meticulous repetition of clothing is central to Nicolo’s performance, and the narrator 

describes the tableau vivant as a calculation based on the “knowingness” or “acuteness of mind” 

that Nicolo’s “shameful passion” gives him. In one sense, Nicolo is ‘cosplaying’ the figure of the 

knight Colino in order to embody his identity. Covering the knight’s portrait with a black cloth, 

Nicolo thus overlays the knight’s image with his appearance; or rather, he overlays the knight’s 

absence with his presence, and thus his gaze, as he “slips” into this feminine space. The 

narrator’s description of Nicolo’s position with the “Stab in der Hand,” in a pose similar to the 

“young patrician, Elvire’s idol,” also implies a phallic gesture. The narrator continues:  

 Er hatte auch, im Scharfsinn seiner schändlichen Leidenschaft, ganz richtig gerechnet; 
 denn kaum hatte Elvire, die bald darauf eintrat, nach einer stillen und ruhigen 
 Entkleidung, wie sie gewöhnlich zu tun pflegte, den seidnen Vorhang, der die Nische 
 bedeckte, eröffnet und ihn erblickt: als sie schon: Colino! Mein Geliebter! rief und 
 ohnmächtig auf das Getäfel des Bodens niedersank. (212). 
 
In replicating the structure of the theater’s curtain, Elvire reveals Nicolo behind the “silk 

curtain,” which causes her to finally verbalize the knight’s name. Through this disruptive tableau 

vivant, Nicolo dominates Elvire’s pleasurable looking relation in order “to occupy [an] identity” 

that is not his own, to quote Ginsburg, which this verbalization demonstrates.240 Leading up to 

this instance of eliciting her direct speech, the “Scharfsinn” of his “shameful passion” suggests 

an acute, violent, penetrative quality in Nicolo’s gaze. While Elvire has already provided Nicolo 

with clothing since childhood, since she gifted him Paolo’s clothes, Nicolo now exploits her 

psychic vulnerability in her state of undress, not only with his costume, but also through his 
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element of surprise. In this act, Nicolo disrupts Elvire’s expected act of experiencing herself 

through her viewing relation with the image, and he causes her to possibly feel a sense of guilt, 

as her capacity for pleasure is no longer autonomous and safeguarded. Initially, Elvire examines 

her conscious devotion to the knight’s image as an innocent desire, but Nicolo’s presence enacts 

the tableau effect, which makes her aware of her desire vis-à-vis both himself and Colino and, 

ultimately, forces her to escape the present situation through unconsciousness (via fainting), as 

her adulation of the knight’s image transforms into an adulterous, incestuous encounter. 

 This shift from self-enjoyment (which resonates with askesis) to the denial of herself 

through the disavowal of consciousness in fainting (which resonates with exagoreeusis as a 

degree of asceticism) involves a movement from Elvire’s imaginary relation with an image to a 

physical encounter in the tableau vivant with Nicolo. This elicits a moment of self-scrutiny, or a 

moment of truth, insofar as Elvire is involuntarily forced to confess to her desire as she 

articulates Colino’s name. This representation of a fall from grace of a married woman resonates 

with Kleist’s representation of the shock of self-awareness at the threshold between innocence 

and shame in his December 1810 essay “Über das Marionettentheater,” which was published in 

his newspaper, Die Berliner Abendblätter, only months before Der Findling’s publication. In this 

philosophical essay, Kleist makes consciousness culpable for humanity’s alleged fall from grace, 

as his narrator remarks that he “well knows” what sorts of “Unordnungen, in der natürlichen 

Grazie des Menschen, das Bewußtsein anrichtet,” before he recounts an anecdote inspired by the 

ancient Greek statue, known in German as Der Dornauszieher (Boy with Thorn), in which a 

naked young boy’s recognition of his own beauty in the motion of pulling a thorn from his foot, 

via a mirror, leads to an anxious self-awareness that inhibits any further graceful movements.241 

 
241 Heinrich von Kleist, “Über das Marionnettentheater,” in Sämtliche Werke und Briefe, ed. Helmut Sembdner, vol. 
2 (München: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag Klassik, 1993), 212. 
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In a similar gesture, Elvire also falls from grace as she becomes aware that an embodied male 

figure wielding the male gaze suddenly occupies the position of the portrait. Insofar as Wiggins 

defines “the operation of recognition [as] always already one of returning to one’s own, of 

coming to know the self (to auto),” Nicolo interrupts Elvire’s process of coming to know herself 

through her adulation of the knight’s image.242 Elvire’s self-performance, as a process of self-

knowledge that should be pleasurable becomes contingent and perverse, insofar as Elvire cannot 

“come to her own,” since she cannot return to herself as a source of pleasure after this encounter. 

Elvire can thus no longer care for herself when this simulated intersubjective performance 

becomes a real confrontation. In a way that resonates with the notion of the Dornauszieher’s 

coming-into-consciousness as a fall from grace, Elvire’s or self-experience via the image 

becomes violently interrupted and displaced by a self-awareness evoked by the male gaze as a 

sexualizing force. Thus, as a Foucauldian moment of truth, the tableau effect forces Elvire to 

confess her sexuality.  

 When an autonomous, feminine process of self-pleasure is interrupted by the presence of 

a male observer, Elvire can no longer experience herself in an independent way, but rather 

becomes shamefully entwined with male desire, as the tableau effect plunges her into self-

scrutiny. In fact, Elvire’s fall into self-awareness, which coincides with her fainting, parallels 

Ottilie’s amplified self-awareness during her tableau performance, which not only blinded her 

perception of the audience but also almost caused her to faint, too. While Elvire’s self-

experience, which is violently interrupted by Nicolo, harkens to a lineage of religious imagery, it 

also reveals the workings of an economy of desire and pleasure in Kleist’s novel that seeks to 

contain or annihilate female desire due to the threat it poses to male-coded power structures. Her 
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self-constitution through the image resonates with Linda Williams’ discussion of the history of 

pornographic film in Screening Sex. In a concept similar to Lévi-Strauss theorization of culture 

as system of rules, Williams understands the development of modern pornography as a history of 

practices of representing the “erotic” that makes “visible” the “system of prohibitions” that 

allows for varied experiences of human sexuality.243 In this vein, the self-experience that Elvire 

realizes in the image resonates with Williams’ argument that the viewer does not just experience 

escapism in visual images, but also experiences a “reencounter with [her] own immediate 

sensuality in [a] more vivid world,” which, as a practice of encountering or experiencing oneself, 

has historically been problematic because of its basis in illusion.244 This experience allows for 

the loss of self, or bifurcation of the self, through this “new world” that it opens up through 

pleasure.  

 Furthermore, Kleist’s representation of female selfhood in this novella presciently 

displaces desire from heteronormative, procreative relations and into an inner world of self-

experience that prefigures modern pornographic practices, which are often linked with the male 

gaze. Through the self-encounter that the knight’s image gives Elvire with her own body and 

mind, her activity vis-à-vis the image approximates the modern “expectation [in porn] that we 

will have sex with ourselves through the image on the screen.”245 While Williams’ work 

contends with the transition in Western history from a culture that conceals sex to one in which 

“screening sex” is ubiquitous, Elvire’s activity does not represent or gauge explicitness as a 

symptom of modernity, as Williams warns regarding pornography today, but rather reflects the 

system of prohibitions, i.e., the cultural framework of legibility and legitimacy, which exhibits it. 

 
243 Linda Williams, Screening Sex (Durham, NC, and London: Duke University Press, 2008), 15. 
244 Ibid., 1. 
245 Ibid., 24. 
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In this enunciative act, Elvire is forced to articulate adultery and forced into a position from 

which she must identify and confront her desire. In this bind, Elvire’s subjectivity is extinguished 

or disrupted by Nicolo’s embodied male gaze as it forces her out of the realm of the imaginary 

and unconscious and into the realm of the sensual, corporeal, and discursive. Moreover, due to 

this displacement by the tableau effect, Elvire’s experiential conditions change, as the autoerotic 

becomes erotic, and the pleasures of the imagination give way to a psychically and physically 

unbearable and annihilating encounter. 

 Both this scene and the subsequent one in which Nicolo imitates this image in order to 

rape Elvire elicit a verbal response from her, which causes her to articulate or name her object of 

desire. In this way, Elvire’s identity is interpellated in this speech act as constituted by the 

repetition not only of Colino’s image but also of his name. Colino, the linguistic signifier she 

articulates, must not take on a signified object in reality in this dyadic confrontation. This act of 

naming, however, refers to an arbitrary signifier in a system that otherwise prohibits Elvire’s 

extramarital desires and that relegates her experience of such desires to their simulation in visual 

media.246 Simply put, because she is a married woman, the image is a means to channel 

adulterous feelings, which would otherwise constitute a transgression of her monogamous, moral 

sexual identity, without physically transgressing these boundaries. The interdiction of feelings 

outside of the Enlightenment family may be confessed and contained through the image of the 

knight in a benign private setting, but this process of self-regulation is complicated by the 

intervention of Nicolo’s tableau vivant. In other words, Elvire only realizes her self-experience, 

which an image mediates, when she is in private; however, when this confessional moment is 

 
246 At one point, Nicolo finds a set of block letters from his childhood, of which only the characters to spell Colino, 
an anagram of Nicolo, remain. Nicolo takes this as another sign that Elvire secretly desires him. 
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overheard by a male presence, her self-experience – as a moment of accessing her inner self – or 

rather as a moment of truth – is destroyed.   

 In line with Wiggins’ framework of recognition and my model of the tableau effect, 

Nicolo’s tableau “performance” stages a “moment of truth,” i.e., the confessional moment that 

the tableau vivant elicits, as it induces Elvire’s verbalization of her object of desire.247 That is, 

Nicolo forces her to articulate her desire and to expose her interiority to him. In naming Colino 

as her beloved, Elvire enacts a performative “speech act,” to use John Searle Austin’s term; that 

is, Elvire enacts a public confession of desire for Colino and thus an admission of her 

transgression of the moral parameters of a bourgeois wife whose renunciation of all desires other 

than those for her husband constitutes her ideal gender identity. To use Butler’s terms, Elvire’s 

“performative gender act” amounts to verbal confession before Nicolo, which robs her of her 

autonomy, insofar as it disrupts “existing gender identities” and affirms Nicolo’s perverted  

“view about the kind of gender reality there ought to be” over Elvire’s internal sexual life.248 

While Cixous optimistically conceives of agency in terms of women manipulating language as a 

historically male-dominated medium, Butler more ambivalently posits a notion of subjects’ 

agency (or oppression) in terms of performative gender acts, which are “inserted in a citational 

chain, and that means that the temporal conditions for making the speech act precede and exceed 

the momentary occasion of its enunciation.”249 In terms of its temporal unfolding, Elvire’s 

speech act precedes Nicolo’s tableau vivant because it references both her childhood trauma as 

well as her ritualized, nightly prostration before the image of the knight (during which Nicolo 

heard her call out Colino’s name, lest we forget). Elvire’s status as a gendered subject depends 

 
247 Wiggins, 3. 
248 Butler, “Performative Acts” 530. 
249 Judith Butler, Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2015), 176.  
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on this performative act, in which Elvire re-encounters herself in the past; however, when she 

encounters an embodied presence as the object of her gaze in the form of Nicolo’s tableau 

vivant, she is robbed of her autonomy and her ecstatic enunciation of Colino’s name becomes 

vulnerable to interpretation as an incestuous perversion of her desire. In this final enunciation 

before the tableau vivant, all future repetitions of this ritual become tainted by the intrusion of 

Nicolo’s presence, that is, by the male gaze.  

 As Elvire is subjected by Nicolo to not only sexual violence, but also what Butler calls a 

“violence, which demands that we manifest and maintain self-identity at all times” in her 2005 

book Giving an Account of Oneself, Elvire can no longer acknowledge her identity, i.e., she can 

no longer account for her desires, but must meet the urgent demand of manifesting an identity 

vis-à-vis this new male presence.250 Because Elvire cannot repeat her private ritual of adulation 

and thus maintain her selfhood, she renounces her sense of self by fainting, preceding a fever that 

causes her death, rather than allowing the image of Colino and Nicolo’s presence to merge. 

Through this speech act, Elvire is forced to give an account of herself in this opaque 

entanglement of past and present that confuses filial love and erotic desire, which reflects her 

internalization of the panoptic gaze’s workings. By saying his name aloud, she enacts her own 

pleasure in language, which Nicolo now takes for himself. For Elvire to account for her own 

desires now equates to exceeding certain prohibitory parameters, thus stretching the limits of 

what can be acknowledged and sanctioned as part of her notion of selfhood. While Elvire’s 

interiority becomes demystified to a certain extent through this forced confession and its telos in 

fainting, Kleist represents female subjectivity in a light that exposes the impossibility of the 

Enlightenment’s imperative of moral transparency for femininity.251 Regardless of how much 

 
250 Judith Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself (New York: Fordham University Press, 2005), 42. 
251 See Arons Impossible Act 
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can be gleaned from Elvire’s experience, her true inner desires become a black box of knowledge 

for the male figures in the short story and an unknowable instance for the reader, too, upon 

which Elvire herself seems to faint at fully examining. Instead, Kleist reaffirms the pessimistic 

view that Butler relates, namely, that “to acknowledge one’s own opacity or that of another does 

not transform opacity into transparency,” but rather, like in Elvire’s case, leads to further 

confusion and despair.252  

 

Masturbation, Fainting, and Elvire’s Theater of Sexual Knowledge 
 
 Why is it that the memory of her past relationship, and possible lover, whose image she 

adulates in an erotic way, results in Elvire’s exclamation of Colino’s name, her fainting, and 

finally her death? In her 2011 article, “Heinrich von Kleist: „O lieber tausend Tode, als ein 

einziges Leben wie dieses!,” Sandra Krämer discusses Kleist’s personal attitude toward 

masturbation and fainting through an investigation of his literary work’s relationship to 

eighteenth-century medical case studies, which provides a possible insight. She quotes a letter 

from September 13th, 1800, in which Kleist reports of his visit to the Fürstbischof Julius Hospital 

in Würzburg, Germany, where he encountered an eighteen-year-old obsessed with masturbation, 

whose life he described as “nichts als eine einzige, lähmende, ewige Ohnmacht.“253 I do not 

 
252 Butler, Giving an Account 42. 
253 Sandra Krämer, “Heinrich von Kleist (1777–1811): „O lieber tausend Tode, als ein einziges Leben wie dieses!,” 
Deutsches Ärzteblatt 108, no. 47 (November 2011): A2539.  
In Kleist’s potential condemnation of onanism, Krämer contends that he echoes the discourse of his childhood and 
she states: “Kleist schließt sich dem zeitgenössischen pädagogischen Diskurs an, unter anderen dem seines 
Philosophielehrers Christian Ernst Wünsch (1744–1828); dieser geht in seinen ‘Kosmologischen Unterhaltungen für 
die Jugend’ 1780 auf solche ‘schändlichen Ausschweifungen’ ausführlich ein.” (A2540) While these cases deal with 
masturbation as a male-gendered phenomenon, unlike this analysis of Der Findling, Krämer nevertheless 
emphasizes that “das Phänomen der Onanie” was not only the object of “zahlreiche[] medizinische[] und 
psychologische[] Schriften,” but also a topic of cultural interest that was spread through “die Verbreitung von 
furchterregenden Mythen und Legenden,” that is, through narratives that served a pedagogical purpose vis-à-vis the 
female body and sexuality. (A2540) 
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argue that Elvire’s worship of Colino’s image absolutely constitutes the act of masturbation, 

since the reader cannot absolutely know this, but rather an action with autoerotic undertones.  

While Elvire’s adulation of the image is not explicitly denoted as masturbation, the narrator 

intimates the act of erotic pleasure through her description in the “Stellung der Verzückung,” as 

she is prostrated before the portrait. With Nicolo’s increasing obsession with Elvire’s adulation 

of the image, he also connects this to her instance of fainting. Here, pleasure and fainting become 

intertwined as they are in the quotation from Kleist about the “Ohnmacht” of the patient from 

Würzburg, and Nicolo’s perversion of pleasure through rape is countered by Elvire’s fainting.  

 While fainting is connected with sexual pleasure, it also provides a way for Elvire to 

enact limitations on her own consciousness. When Nicolo violently accosts Elvire through a 

tableau vivant, Elvire must enact limitations on her consciousness, and fainting is the primary 

way she achieves this. In a similar move of forestalling consciousness, Elvire fainted in the 

original life-or-death situation from which Colino rescued her, when her paternal home caught 

fire. Thus, for Kleist’s narrator as well as the reader, the flashback to Elvire’s childhood trauma 

constitutes her entire identity, insofar as it is what is knowable about her within the narrative 

economy of the novella. The generic parameters of the novella, in that they delimit knowledge, 

contribute to the novella’s construction of tension between Elvire’s desiring interiority and her 

exteriority, which does not correspond to her internal thoughts. Nevertheless, Elvire’s identity is 

inextricably associated with the process of viewing a man’s image in an androcentric 

constellation, not only through her ritualized adulation of the knight’s portrait, but also through 

the narrative’s limited insight into this world. 

 Within this limited horizon of male figures, when Nicolo inadvertently re-creates 

Colino’s image during the carnival, Elvire returns to this initial traumatic moment. Thus, upon 
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Nicolo’s intentional re-creation of Colino’s image in the tableau, he reiterates this initial 

traumatic memory, even unbeknownst to himself, and thus causes her to faint. The narrator notes 

the change in her physiognomy when Nicolo appears:  

 Nicolo trat aus der Nische hervor; er stand einen Augenblick, im Anschauen ihrer Reize 
 versunken, und betrachtete ihre zarte, unter dem Kuß des Todes plötzlich erblassende 
 Gestalt: hob sie aber bald, da keine Zeit zu verlieren war, in seinen Armen auf… (212) 
 
When Nicolo breaks the fourth wall, he transgresses the limitations of the tableau, or image, as a 

locus of containment or control of Elvire’s desire. As an instrument of sexual self-regulation that 

Nicolo transforms into one of sexual assault, the tableau effect is embedded in a web of mutual 

performances of self-knowledge and, thus, the limitations that this knowledge imposes on 

characters’ consciousnesses and actions, in line with Breithaupt and Smith’s interpretation of 

Wahlverwandtschaften. Nicolo’s tableau vivant literally transforms Elvire into a dead form, a 

pale “Gestalt,” or a living statue, through a “kiss of death,” as he admires her, “absorbed in the 

act of gazing at her charms,” as she lies unconscious on the ground. While Nicolo is over-loaded 

with clothing, as a medium of signification, Elvire instead exposes herself physically in this 

technique of experiencing her emotional inner core via an image, which also reflects their 

gendered power imbalance. Elvire confesses her object of desire and faints upon seeing it, 

insofar as this element of self-constitution has now been externalized in the world around her, 

like a sort of moving fixture. We cannot know for sure if she recognizes more. However, Elvire’s 

repeated reaction of fainting at the sight of a costumed knight reflects her anxieties about past 

traumas as she imposes a limitation on experience whenever she sees Colino’s semblance in the 

world. In line with Freeman’s discussion of the queered temporality of the tableau vivant, the 

knight’s costume thus carries a capacity for referentiality that transcends present temporality.  



 

 140 

 As a result of the materialization of her object of desire via the tableau vivant, Elvire’s 

technology of self-care becomes insufficient, and she is forced to renounce awareness of the 

present moment through fainting. Without describing Nicolo’s performance as a tableau vivant, 

Newman argues that “if her desire for Colino constitutes her identity, [Nicolo’s presence via the 

tableau vivant] allows it to ‘flare up’ and then die.” 254 As Nicolo inserts his gaze into this 

constellation, Elvire’s subjectivity is “obscured” and “snuffed out” by his activity in the tableau 

vivant, as Newman argues, because he has commandeered the medium through which she 

constitutes and authorizes her identity.255 Whereas the image of the knight has served a certain 

psychological-emotional function in regulating her past desire vis-à-vis the present, this 

instrument of self-experience is robbed of all futurity as soon as Nicolo embodies it. Now, Elvire 

must orient herself toward a renunciation of the present moment through fainting, in this 

dangerous chain of recognition, as the only way to stay true to herself and forestall this 

dangerous trajectory. In other words, as a process of self-assessment and self-observation, 

Elvire’s technology of the self now transforms into a mode of selfhood that resists any self-

knowledge. That is, she resists any advancement of self-knowledge or knowledge by the Other 

through the obliteration of her consciousness.   

 Although Elvire’s retreat into unconsciousness could be interpreted as an escape from 

assessing her own moral responsibility vis-à-vis her desire, it is also a gender-specific defense 

mechanism against the imposition of a male consciousness, i.e., the male gaze, on her own. As a 

function of self-preservation against the encroachment of all-consuming male desire, Elvire’s 

faints in self-defense against the patriarchal colonization of her imagination. Tragically, this 

correlates with her untimely death from a fever, which exhibits the same ambiguous 
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psychosomatic origin in her “nervous condition,” after this attempted rape. Based on my reading 

of Elvire thus far, I modify Séan Allan’s observation that Elvire’s “emotional development is 

seriously arrested,” because her relationship with the knight has been “artificially (and 

unnaturally) prolonged by this act of ritualistic worship.” It is my contention that this ritualized 

adulation of the portrait is a complex technology of emotional self-regulation, rather than a 

symptom of her arrested development as a woman.256  

 Nevertheless, Kleist represents the theater of Elvire’s interiority as precarious because of 

the contingency that clothing invites as a “memory trace” that is exteriorized and anchored in an 

“external symbolic fabric” of Elvire’s reality.257 In the tableau/ tableau vivant, through her 

“Entkleidung,” or state of being that is devoid of sartoriality, Elvire becomes a physically 

vulnerable, semiotically disarmed, and psychically conflicted viewing subject, as Nicolo’s 

theater elicits a confession of her desire, as evidenced by her utterance, “Colino!,” fixes her 

identity as his sexual object, and forces her into a socially intelligible, potentially incestuous 

position by coopting this moment of self-observation. Within the tableau vivant, that is, within 

Elvire’s viewing relation, which becomes re-directed towards Nicolo, the self-observation that 

the tableau effect induces becomes morally unbearable, however, as Elvire is positioned as an 

object of the displaced male gaze. Moreover, Elvire’s repeated worship of the image, in her 

private theater, and her subsequent naked confrontation with Nicolo’s tableau vivant, underscore 

that this is an experience of herself without any superimposed mediation. Consequently, clothing 

would impose an identity upon her. In comparison, Nicolo is not only clothed, but is wearing a 

disguise that amounts to a sartorial strategy for semantic confusion and eliciting the process of 

 
256 Séan Allan, The Stories of Heinrich von Kleist: Fictions of Security (Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2001), 161. 
257 See Peter Barton, “The Problem of Knowledge and the Discourse of the Hysteric: Exploring a Lacanian 
Interpretation of ‘Die Marquise von O,’” Heinrich von Kleist and Modernity (Rochester: Camden House, 2011), 
217.  
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identifying Elvire’s lover, whom Nicolo hopes to embody sinisterly and sensually. In this 

asymmetrical arrangement, Nicolo’s rape is contingent upon a sartorial (co)-incidence he 

embodies, which he gradually realizes over the course of the short story, as he reflects on 

Elvire’s fainting upon seeing his carnival costume and on the identity of the man in the image. In 

this process, Nicolo recognizes that he can force a confession of her desire through the tableau 

vivant, by interjecting himself into this looking relation between Elvire and an anonymous lover 

within the vulnerable space of her private theater.  

 

Masculine Control of Female Pleasure: Elvire’s Resistance 
 
 As a violent act of male domination or repression, Nicolo’s rape, like an anti-

masturbation campaign, reflects “the anxiety” that men had about losing their control over 

women to fantasy, which the historian Isabel Hull examines.258 This patriarchal anxiety parallels 

male fears of female Lesewut or Lesesucht in the eighteenth century. As Helga Meise notes in 

Die Unschuld und Die Schrift: Deutsche Frauenromane im 18. Jahrhundert: “Gerade die 

verstärkte Kritik an der ‘Vieleserei’ der Frauen läßt die ‘Lesewuth’ am Ende des Jahrhunderts als 

weibliches Pendant zur Masturbationskampagne erscheinen.259 Accordingly, Nicolo sees Elvire’s 

nightly adulation of the image as an expression of promiscuity, insofar as her activity with the 

image becomes identical to salaciousness, because in this pathologization of the female 

enjoyment reading and writing, or in this case, an image, “Lektüre und Verführung sind 

identisch,” to quote Meise.260 These fears, which intertwined female autoeroticism and female 
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engagement with the written word, led male authorities to espouse “thought control” or a “ban on 

imagination,” according to Hull, because the female imagination dangerously “epitomized self-

centered desire, immoderation, unreality, passion, and greed,” in their opinion.261 Hull notes that 

Samuel-August Tissot remarks in his 1766 book Onanism that “when [women] are guilty of 

excesses, their nervous system being weaker than [those of men],” they become subject to 

“spasms” and fainting-like symptoms. While “the basic model of explaining the spread of 

masturbation was educational,” i.e., it occurred within the context of the Enlightenment, 

increased availability of reading materials, widespread literacy, and urban growth, the model of 

its cure was also espoused as a pedagogical undertaking by anti-masturbation campaigners 

during the late 1700s, according to Hull. Nicolo’s rape of Elvire involves a perverse, 

disciplinarian scene achieved through dissimulation, that is, the construction of an illusionary 

didactic scenario to “teach the subject a lesson,” which is then revealed as false to the subject, as 

his or her enlightenment progresses. Thus, the tableau effect, I argue, becomes the central 

moment of this story, insofar as it culminates in a “Lernprozeß mit tödlichem Ausgang,” to quote 

the title of Alexander Kluge’s 1973 novel. 

 Masturbation becomes a self-excess that must be renounced in favor of sanctioned erotic 

relations. After Elvire faints upon seeing Nicolo as the semblance of the knight in real life, the 

narrator remarks later Nicolo that “erinnerte sich, mit vieler Freude, der sonderbaren und 

lebhaften Erschütterung, in welche er, durch die phantastische Erscheinung jener Nacht, Elviren 

versetzt hatte.” (208) Nicolo’s “joyful” reflection on the state of anxious (or pleasurable) 

discomfort that he was able to induce in Elvire represents the sadistic charge he derives from 

displacing Elvire’s pleasure with pain. He does not merely enjoy watching her experience 
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pleasure, but he especially enjoys the interruption of Elvire’s pleasure or inducing pleasure 

against her will. In this way, the narrator’s description of Nicolo’s feelings prior to his rape of 

Elvire already denotes his warped perception of Elvire’s pleasure as signaling a desire for sexual 

intercourse, although in actuality this desire is not directed at any living male subject. However, 

it is as if Nicolo materializes out of thin air to embody the male gaze and induce the tableau 

effect vis-à-vis Elvire. Nicolo positions Elvire as a socially ruined woman, in that this assault 

also amounts to a destruction of her socially sanctioned marriage and social status. Insofar as this 

instance is a disciplinarian act of violence, it can therefore be understood as a repressive 

mechanism. Nicolo’s act of rape, regardless of his exact motivation, violently disciplines 

autonomous female pleasure, as he subordinates Elvire’s sexuality to his own.  

 In Nicolo’s view, Elvire’s experience of autoerotic pleasure oriented around an image in 

an idolatrous fashion is an act of deceit, considering she has inhibited his own sexual escapades, 

while apparently indulging her own. According to the narrator, Nicolo wants to punish his 

stepmother for having an affair; however, upon realizing that she has prostrated herself before 

just an image and not a man, Nicolo decides to punish her for “Verstellung,” i.e., “dissimulation” 

or “disguise,” that is, for falsely presenting herself as morally pure, when she was in fact seeking 

pleasure in her imagination.262 As Gelus emphasizes, however, this Verstellung is somewhat 

warranted. Considering Elvire changes “the entire attitude of [her] body and face from one of 

passionate surrender to one of calm indifference,” to quote Gelus, she “must have developed 

advanced skills in dissimulation, and in her adoration of Colino, Elvire daily violates the spirit, if 

not the letter, of the law that Nicolo wishes to see her break.”263 In Wiggins’ discussion of 

intersubjective recognition in Kleist’s Penthesilea, he argues that “in fact, Verstellung is the 

 
262 Gelus, 547. 
263 Ibid., 547. 
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inescapable medium and element of knowledge between people” in this place.264 In a way that 

resonates with Wiggins’ interpretation, because Nicolo perceives that Elvire disguises her erotic 

identity, he ironically attempts to realize his desire for Elvire (his identity as her lover), and to 

counter her “Verstellung,” through the very same means of dissimulation, namely, a disguise. 

 Hull remarks that the Philanthropist movement’s anti-masturbation campaign had 

basically ended by 1800, which “was entirely consonant with the gradual upward valuation” of 

sexual expression in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.265 Meanwhile, Kleist’s text, through 

the representation of male violence toward a desiring female subject, criticizes a discourse of 

female autoerotic prohibition. Nicolo’s designation of Elvire as someone guilty of “Verstellung” 

because of her autoerotic activity is shown to resonate with a masculine anxiety around 

controlling independent female pleasure. (207) Instead of permitting Elvire’s trance of self-

induced ecstasy, Nicolo transforms female pleasure into pain, through his violent sexual 

intervention. Whether Nicolo’s motivation is clearly a pure sadistic charge or a complex mixture 

of feelings, Elvire’s intentionality and interior motivations become even further removed from 

the reader’s knowledge, as her fainting removes her from consciously confronting the present 

situation. 

 According to Foucault in “Technologies of the Self,” “unlike other interdictions, sexual 

interdictions are constantly connected with the obligation to tell the truth about oneself,” insofar 

as “the association of prohibition and strong incitation to speak is a constant feature of our 

culture.”266 Elvire’s adulation of the portrait elicits a confession of her desire, or rather, a 

Foucauldian “moment of truth,” insofar as it makes it intelligible through her articulation of 

 
264 Wiggins, 240 
265 Hull, 252. 
266 Foucault, “Technologies” 16.  
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Colino’s name, which resonates with the confessional structure of German anti-masturbation 

texts in the eighteenth century, insofar as the subject was first required to articulate her 

transgression before she could experience salvation from the malady. Similarly, Nicolo’s violent 

tableau-like performance reflects the discursive violence of anti-masturbation campaigns, in that 

both initially rely on eliciting “moments of truth” from subjects. According to Franz Eder, these 

texts “were modeled on the confessional” as a religious practice, in order to evoke the subject’s 

renunciation of onanism.267 In this process of articulating a moment of truth as constitutive of 

selfhood, it is significant to remark that the female figure, who in this case is the viewing subject 

rather than the performer, is oriented towards models of selfhood that are predicated on a shift 

from ascetic renunciative practices to total self-renunciation. Elvire verbalizes the knight’s name, 

i.e., she confesses to the true object of her desire, which is absent, in this moment of self-

performance. Unlike in a religious or even patriarchal context, Elvire’s confession of her 

transgression is not directed at a higher authority, however, since no one else is supposed to be 

present and Piachi is permissive of Elvire’s private realm.  

 When Nicolo physically assaults Elvire, her response to his tableau vivant demonstrates 

that self-knowledge (as an assessment of one’s desires) has become the central problem of 

female subjectivity via the tableau effect. Contrary to Ginsburg’s account of the male gaze in the 

short story, Elvire’s gaze neither searches for truth nor inspects the male body as a reaction to the 

tableau vivant. Rather, it takes recourse to unexpected modes of selfhood. Elvire’s fainting 

spells, first in the kitchen when she encounters Nicolo in the costume, and then when Nicolo 

stages the tableau vivant in the same costume, demonstrate Gelus’ argument that “when one 

suspends critical consciousness (whether deliberately or not), the way is opened toward a world 

 
267 Franz X. Eder, “Discourse and Sexual Desire: German-Language Discourse on Masturbation in the Late 
Eighteenth Century,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 13, no. 4 (October 2004): 435. 
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of mystery and shock” via unconsciousness.268 Here, like one of Kleist’s marionettes, Elvire 

suspends herself in time, via fainting, against the gravity of her fall from grace. Elvire does not 

search for truth in fainting, but rather lapses into a state of deferral as a sort of defense 

mechanism against Nicolo. Of course, Kleist’s text arranges this situation so that the reader 

cannot be certain of Elvire’s interiority. Nevertheless, instead of representing a looking relation 

that is outwardly oriented and directed at the male body, the text depicts the female gaze as it 

reaches inward, avoids fixed notions of truth, and escapes into the realm of the imaginary and the 

unconscious. Elvire suspends her sense of self, during her process of identifying and recognizing 

her own pleasure, at the cusp of consciousness – at the threshold of (self-)knowledge – in order 

to protect herself from what the narrator specifically calls a “kiss of death.” 

As Foucault comments in Technologies of the Self, in the study of the “prohibitions 

against sexuality,” the relationship between deciphering one’s sexuality and what is “forbidden” 

has always been “a question of the relationship between asceticism and truth.”269 In this sense, 

Elvire resorts to asceticism in order to gain whatever control over the situation is possible and 

forestall any truth from being established (in terms of what is knowable about her internal 

desires). In early Christian contexts, renunciative practices were often painful and exacerbated in 

a dramatic atmosphere of “’competitive asceticism,’” according to Bullough, which “indicates 

that [practitioners] went beyond mere self-denial” to impose relations on others that likewise 

engender forms of self-denial – and even self-destruction.270 In this tradition of self-denial and 

losing-oneself, Elvire’s absorption in herself via fainting leads to a total loss of herself, as she 

potentially contends with the shame and guilt of incest. To use Trop’s definition of askesis, when 

 
268 Gelus, 545. 
269 Foucault, “Technologies” 17 
270 Bullough, 53. 
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Elvire’s usual “aesthetic exercise” is interrupted by Nicolo, it can no longer function 

“simultaneously as a disciplining of the self and as an attunement and openness to the state in 

which one takes leave of one’s self,” but can only serve as a means by which to escape this 

violent encounter.271 Whereas Elvire previously integrated her desire into her lifestyle, in an 

aesthetic act of “sensuous askesis… which defines the exercising subject,” to quote Trop, she 

cannot use a tableau vivant in the same way as the image to transcend the present moment and 

experience her own desire as an imaginary object of desire, since it has become a living image 

that seeks to assault her.272 Elvire’s subsequent fainting demonstrate the impossible position into 

which she is placed due to the demand to know her own desires vis-à-vis an ever-changing web 

of male gazes, as she is forced to pivot from askesis to asceticism. In a repetition of past falls, 

Elvire takes leave of consciousness as one of the last renunciative practices through which she 

can protect or retain her sense of self against Nicolo’s intrusion.  

 Because performance has social, political, and aesthetic implications, it poses a threat to 

patriarchal order, insofar as gendered acts of performance threaten the stability of the 

Enlightenment family by revealing the nature of all identities as performative. Allan and 

Griffiths posit that Kleist “shows a particular interest in the ways in which performance proves a 

destabilizing factor within structures of power,” which I have demonstrated in Nicolo’s use of a 

tableau vivant in order to destroy his adoptive kinship network as well as the autonomous space 

that Elvire’s female gaze creates for herself within patriarchal structures.273 While male authority 

fractures in the course of the story, female autonomy is still eradicated. Nevertheless, the fact 

that the female gaze repositions itself vis-à-vis male desire, however patriarchal authority 

 
271 Trop, “Aesthetic Askesis” 70. 
272 Ibid., 57.  
273 Allan and Griffiths, 331. 
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reconfigures itself in modernity, demonstrates the unfixed, non-essential, and often impossible 

position in which Elvire’s subjectivity becomes located in the long eighteenth century, as it is 

overwhelmed in the urgency of self-constitution vis-à-vis shifting networks of patriarchal power. 

Therefore, as perverse male desire (namely, Nicolo’s) pushes the discursive and thus experiential 

limitations of desire within a kinship unit to the brink of unintelligibility, Elvire pushes herself 

into the void of gnosis, i.e., knowledge, in Greek.274 In late antiquity, gnosis was the desired 

outcome of ascetic meditative practices that deny sensual reality in favor of a closer communion 

with God. Whereas gnosis implies many rituals of attaining various forms of knowledge, it also 

denotes a form of knowledge of oneself that only God can possess, i.e., a form of knowledge that 

is beyond the subject’s own comprehension and consciousness, and thus the gaze of others. 

Therefore, to explain this in Wiggins’ terms, Elvire retreats from a process of intersubjective 

recognition or introspection, which involves her adulation of the portrait as a technology of the 

self, as gnosis, to a mode of knowledge that is beyond Nicolo’s grasp, through fainting, as a 

technology of the self, which denies all access to her interiority. Therefore, for Elvire to perform 

gnosis, to access knowledge of her own heart, she must stop performing herself. Thus, she 

divorces herself from the Enlightenment discourse of Verstellung itself and the dichotomy of 

exterior-interior on which it is predicated, as she subsequently succumbs to a feverish death (in 

an intensification of her nervous condition). Gnosis forestalls the performance of herself through 

an inarticulable, instant, metaphysical communion (with God, in a traditional sense, or simply 

 
274 The German historian of Gnosticism, Kurt Rudolph, remarks: “Eine festumrissene Definition dieser ‘Religion der 
Erkenntnis’ oder ‘des Wissens’, wie man das griechische Wort gnosis einfachhin übersetzen kann, ist nicht leicht 
[…] Man geht nicht fehl, wenn man darunter eine aus mehreren Schulen und Richtungen bestehende dualistische 
Religion sieht, die zu Welt und damaliger Gesellschaft in einer betont ablehnenden Haltung stand und eine 
Befreiung (‚Erlösung‘) des Menschen eben aus den Zwängen des irdischen Seins durch die ‚Einsicht‘ – zeitweise 
verschüttete – wesenhafte Bindung, sei es als ‚Seele‘ oder ‚Geist‘, an ein überirdisches Reich der Freiheit und der 
Ruhe verkündet hat.“ Kurt Rudolph, „Vorwort“ in Die Gnosis: Wesen und Geschichte einer spätantiken Religion 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht GmbH, 2011), 7.   
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with her sensuous self, in this sense). Unlike in her private adulation of the image, though, which 

entails an inaccessible, pleasurable encounter with herself in an ecstatic trance that seems to 

involve language, gnosis involves a level of self-knowledge or self-recognition that now 

disavows language, as it transcends any further articulation of self-knowledge and moves toward 

unconsciousness.275 Therefore, in an ultimate act of resistance, Elvire exchanges her original 

technology of the self, i.e., her practice of self-care, for another one, which heightens her 

orientation around asceticism as it denies the process of constructing knowledge itself. 

 

Conclusion of Chapter Two: From Queering Temporality to Disciplining Queerness 
 
  To sum up my argument once again, Nicolo, as wielder of the male gaze, gradually and 

unwittingly pushes Elvire into a tableau vivant, which incites her to not only confess and identify 

her object of desire, but furthermore, to renounce it, or to renounce the present moment. This 

cessation of consciousness could cite Elvire’s technique of dealing with her own conflicting 

desires in a moment of truth, in which she experiences many possibilities of recognition through 

the tableau. However, regardless of Elvire’s true intentions and motivations, which are 

impossible for the reader to know, “we,” like Elvire when she faints and thus forestalls both 

vision and cognition, to quote Freud, remain “ignorant of the origin of the horror of incest and 

 
275 Elvire’s adulation of the image resembles the early Christian practice of hesychasm, derived from the Greek term 
for “quietness,” which is a mystical meditative practice of outer and especially inner repose that “eliminates passions 
and worries, not work or pastoral responsibility… and “is one of the aims of monastic renunciation” as “a condition 
of prayer.” 
See: Gribomont, J., “Hesychasm,” in, ed. Angelo Di Berardino, Encyclopedia of Ancient Christianity (Westmont, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 2014). 
url=https://search.credoreference.com/content/entry/ivpacaac/hesychasm/0?institutionId=702 
This practice is inspired by Jesus’ injunction in Matthew 6:6: “But you, when you pray, go into your room, and 
when you have shut your door, pray to your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father who sees in secret 
will reward you openly.” (New King James Version). Elvire seems to repeat the action of quiet prayer, alone in her 
room with the door shut, which this biblical verse similarly describes. Moreover, when Elvire enacts her own 
fainting as a reaction to Nicolo, her action resonates with the tenet of Hesychasm that involves the cessation of the 
senses in order to achieve an experiential knowledge of God, or rather in this case, of herself.  
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cannot tell in what direction to look for it.”276 Elvire thus enacts this technology of the self 

through the knight’s image and this confessional act of saying his name, “Colino!” when the 

image becomes a living image. Her act of resisting knowledge, caught in an ambiguous 

temporality, re-activates past trauma, i.e., her fainting in her father’s burning house, her rescue 

by the knight, and the ensuing emotional turmoil around his death. Through a repetition of her 

traumatic past, Nicolo’s tableau vivant elicits Elvire’s articulation of desire by confusing her 

sense of temporality, thus fixing her object of desire against her will. In this way, Nicolo abuses 

the medium through which she constitutes or experiences her own emotional interiority and 

thereby reveals the extent to which the tableau effect around 1800 can intervene in women’s 

interiority.  

As I have shown in this chapter, the gesture of fainting, a bodily drop in space and time, 

demonstrates Elvire’s release of this psychic burden, insofar as this movement allows her to 

avoid any further articulation of her desires as she escapes into unconsciousness. In the act of 

fainting, Elvire realizes a feminine form of resistance against the demands of the male gaze, as 

she denies her own legibility. It is only by virtue of Elvire’s fall, her collapse back onto herself in 

this process of recognition, that her return to herself, her return “to auto,” to quote Wiggins, 

allows her to resist an all-consuming male gaze.277 In a typical Kleistian Torbogen-metaphor, a 

small condolence of “einen unbeschreiblich erquickenden Trost” might be found in its falling, 

i.e., in the motion of its collapse.278 Thus, insofar as it coordinates sensory perception and almost 

 
276 Freud, “Totem and Taboo” 490.  
277 Wiggins, 4.  
278 Heinrich von Kleist, Sämtliche Werke und Briefe, ed. Helmut Sembdner, vol. 2 (München: Deutscher 
Taschenbuch Verlag Klassik, 1993), 593.  
According to Helmut Schneider: “It has often been remarked that the image of the Gewölbestürz can be taken as an 
emblem for the Kleistian subject who emerges through, and as the coincidental function of external circumstances, 
or more dramatically, who owes his or her existence to the ‘coincidental’ space of survival in the midst of 
catastrophe.” See Schneider, “Standing” 511. 
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brings Elvire’s self-understanding to the point of collapse, Nicolo’s tableau vivant of the knight 

forces Elvire into a position from which she must halt the progression of time and therefore any 

process of self-knowledge, in line with Freeman’s notion of the potential for mimoplastic 

performances to “queer” temporality. In each instance of the tableau effect that Elvire’s adulation 

of the knight’s portrait and Nicolo’s sinister tableau vivant elicit, Elvire resorts to a mode of 

selfhood that keeps the pleasure of knowledge of herself to herself, regardless of the cost. In 

Katrin Pahl’s 2019 monograph, Sex Changes With Kleist, she argues that “Kleist layers a same-

sex … or lesbian economy of desire on top of a straight drama,” which she calls “’queer’ 

[because of] the fact that, in these superimposed economies and approaches, the straightforward 

and the homostatic are not distributed along the lines of two clearly distinguishable plotlines, 

dramas, or conflicts.”279 Similarly, I have attempted to show the ways in which Elvire’s 

technologies of the self serve as a mode of self-care that is organized around auto-eroticism (in 

opposition to heterosexual norms). Moreover, on the narrative level, the fact not only that 

Elvire’s desires remain unknown, but also that her past is relegated to a separate narrative level 

through analepsis, demonstrates Pahl’s notion that Kleist depicts economies of queer desire that 

do not clearly or comfortably correlate to the main plotline. Thus, the tableau effect serves as a 

point of friction between these narrative levels. 

Building on the queer potential of the tableau effect, which I have discussed in this 

chapter insofar as it coordinates and re-arranges bodies, senses, emotions, and representations 

across space and in time, the third chapter will consider similar processes at work in the 

development of the male protagonist of Joseph von Eichendorff’s short story Das Marmorbild. 

While the third chapter continues to frame gendered subject development in terms of 

 
279 Katrin Pahl, “Double the Drama (Transorgasmics),” in Sex Changes With Kleist (Chicago, IL: Northwestern 
University Press, 2019), 43.  
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intersubjective recognition, I will further expand on the ways in which the tableau effect reveals 

non-normative or queer positionalities within dominant structures, although Eichendorff’s text 

offers a simultaneously much more conservative and less pessimistic outcome in terms of subject 

development than the one Kleist depicts.   
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Chapter Three: Male Subject Constitution in Das Marmorbild as the Tableau Effect 
 
 Joseph von Eichendorff’s novella Das Marmorbild (1819) was written roughly ten years 

after both Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften (1809) and Kleist’s Der Findling (1811). While 

both earlier works feature explicit instances of tableaux vivants, in which characters consciously 

perform mimoplastic activities or act out pre-existing paintings and iconography, Das 

Marmorbild features a series of viewing experiences that are not organized as tableaux, but that 

rather reflect the looking relation associated with the tableau vivant and its gendering effect for 

inter-subjective recognition as a process of subject development. The entire story can be seen as 

a narrative of subject development, insofar as the narrator recounts the journey of a young man, 

Florio, whose journey through Lucca, a town in northern Italy, leads him from one festival or 

party to another, at which he arouses the interest of both male and female companions.280 This 

series of mediated events constitutes a process of performative self-recognition, particularly in 

moments of exchanges of gazes, looking through window frames, deciphering statues and 

images, and especially observing clothed bodies, in which the positionality of the male 

protagonist, Florio, becomes increasingly entrenched as a heteronormative subject. Through a 

series of theatrical looking events, as in a panorama of tableaux vivants, Florio’s initially free-

floating desire becomes aligned with the heteronormative male gaze.  

 While the scholarship on literary representations of tableaux vivants in recent decades has 

focused on gender, by and large it has not engaged queer readings in its analyses, even though 

 
280 These parties and festivals, which range from the initial outdoor gathering at which Fortunato sings, to the 
masquerade ball later in the novella, resonate with the ancient Greek tradition of bacchanals, which were ritualized 
festivities that propitiated the god Dionysus. Eichendorff’s use of festivities points to the Classical origin of the 
theater in bacchanalia, insofar as “Aristotle claimed that drama, in particular, tragedy, emerged from the dithyramb 
of the Dionysus cult rituals,” as Nadja Berberović remarks in her article “Ritual, Myth, and Tragedy: Origins of 
Theater in Dionysian Rites” Epiphany: Journal of Transdisciplinary Studies 8, no. 1 (2015): 34. According to 
Berberović, in the historical cult origin of theater, “participants in the rituals became […] mere spectators and the 
rituals became theatrical drama” (35).  
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gender ambiguity and drag were part of the historical performance of tableaux vivants and, 

moreover, both audiences and performers were aware of this key issue. The male desire to 

possess a female-coded living image (as in Die Wahlverwandtschaften), or alternately to embody 

the position of a tableau vivant vis-à-vis an observing subject (as in Kleist’s novella) resonates 

with Gustav Anton von Seckendorff’s lamentation regarding the gendered dynamic of tableaux 

vivants in the introduction to his 1816 essay collection, “Vorlesungen über Deklamation und 

Mimik,” which was published only a year before Das Marmorbild. In his discussion of Henriette 

Hendel-Schütz’s performances, Seckendorff remarks:  

…so ist es unerklärbar, wie man die Mimik eine nur weibliche, nur dem weiblichen 
 Geschlechte gebührende Kunst zu nennen vermochte. Ein Rezensent der Hendelschen 
 Stellungen rief sein Wehe über die Mimik aus, wenn sie in die Hände der Männer fallen 
 sollte. Sie müsse alsdann, sagte er, Parodien und Travestirungen erzeugen. Man bekommt 
 in der That Lust, den Rezensenten, auf das erste Buch Moses zu verweisen, nach 
 welchem eher das Weib die Parodie des Mannes genannt werden kann. Wollte ein Mann 
 Madonnengestalten nachbilden, so würden allerdings Travestirungen entstehen, wie sie 
 auf unsern Theatern, umgekehrt, eben jetzt so allbeliebt sind, indem viele Jünglings-
 Rollen von Frauen gespielt und gesungen werden, und das nämliche Publikum welches 
 Castraten nicht mehr hören mag, doch die weibliche Stimme gern aus männlicher 
 Kleidung hervorhört, besonders wenn die Stimme hübsch wie die Gestalt ist, aus welcher 
 sie hervordringt.281  
 
Seckendorff comments on the double standard regarding who was permitted to perform which 

roles, as heroic, young male roles, traditionally performed by castrati, were replaced by pants 

roles in operas, which featured women in drag, instead of counter-tenors. While Seckendorff 

himself traveled and performed mimoplastics as a man, he bemoans the fact that the options for 

men who performed tableaux vivants and other contemporaneous theatrical performances were 

becoming more rigidly limited by expectations regarding masculinity, in that the images and 

characters they mediated were always permitted to be women, even women in drag as men, but 

 
281 Gustav Freyherrn Anton von Seckendorff, Vorlesungen über Deklamation und Mimik (Braunschweig: Friedrich 
Vieweg Verlag, 1816), 4-5.  



 

 156 

no longer men in drag. Prior to 1800, male performance in mimoplastics was quite common as 

an aristocratic activity and/or court event.282 After 1800, however, Seckendorff remarks that the 

division of labor in tableaux vivants was increasingly gendered.  

  While the previous chapters considered more explicit instances of tableaux vivants, 

Goethe and Kleist’s texts, however, do not include instances of cross-dressing as parts of these 

performances and therefore do not offer such fertile ground for a queer reading of the tableau 

effect. Insofar as I discuss the renunciation (or sublimation) of male same-sex desire in this 

chapter, I build on Robert Tobin’s approach in his 2000 monograph Warm Brothers: Queer 

Theory and the Age of Goethe, in which he analyzes “elements of the text that transgress 

currently normative definitions of sexuality.283 As I argued in the previous chapter, in Kleist’s 

text, which is also set in Italy, Elvire’s autoerotic looking relation with an image resists, or 

queers, traditional notions of patriarchal control.284 In contrast, Eichendorff’s text thematizes the 

tableau effect as a process of subject development that disciplines queer and gender-ambiguous 

desire through inculcating its ascetic renunciation. Keeping in mind Seckendorff’s feeling of 

frustration with rigidly gendered performance norms around 1800, the tableau effect serves in 

this chapter as a point of entry into an analysis of the naturalization of a heteronormative gender 

binary in Germany around 1800, while also considering the ways in which subjects resisted it. At 

the same time, I consider Das Marmorbild in the context of its contemporaneous media 

ecosystem, which extends from masquerade balls to bodies shifting poses in tableaux vivants. 

 
282 For more information on the history of the origination of masquerade balls in aristocratic-court contexts and their 
expansion into popular entertainment, see: Hannah Greig, “’All Together and All Distinct’: Public Sociability and 
Social Exclusivity in London's Pleasure Gardens, ca. 1740 – 1800,” Journal of British Studies 51, no. 1 (January 
2012): 50-75.  
283 Robin Tobin, Warm Brothers: Queer Theory and the Age of Goethe (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2000), 4.  
284 See Katrin Pahl, “Queer Procreation: Reading Kleist Plantwise,” Qui Parle: Critical Humanities and Social 
Sciences, Vol. 28, no. 1 (June 2019): 137-166.  
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Eichendorff’s Tableau Effect: An Indexer of Gender Performativity 
 
 As in the previous chapters, my analysis in this chapter once again involves the nexus of 

visual media, female figures, and the male gaze, as a critical angle from which to unravel the 

representation of patriarchal power in German narrative prose around 1800. Waltraud 

Wiethölter’s 1989 article “Die Schule der Venus: Ein diskuranalytischer Versuch zu 

Eichendorffs Marmorbild,” provides a point of departure, insofar as it dovetails with my 

previous analysis of both Goethe and Kleist’s representations of tableaux vivants as loci of 

feminine subject formation through the psychic inculcation of self-observation, in a manner 

consistent with Foucauldian panopticism. Although the male gaze is not an operative term in her 

analysis, Wiethölter upholds the dominant interpretation of Eichendorff’s protagonist Florio, 

namely, that his looking activity reflects the narcissistic male gaze, insofar as “Florios erotische 

Visionen als Produkte der Selbstbespiegelung und damit als narzißtisch bedingte Phantasmen zu 

begreifen sind.”285 Moreover, she broadens this analysis to consider which visual discourses, 

particularly portraiture and painting, condition Florio’s desire, coming to the conclusion that his 

desire is conditioned through the novella’s representations of female figures.286 Without ever 

 
285 See Waltraud Wiethölter, “Die Schule der Venus. Ein diskursanalytischer Versuch zu Eichendorffs 
‘Marmorbild,’” in Michael Kessler and Helmut Koopmann, eds., Eichendorffs Modernität, Akten des 
internationalen, interdisziplinären Eichendorff-Symposions, 6.– 8. Oktober 1988. Akademie der Diözese  
Rottenburg-Stuttgart. Tübingen (1989): 171 – 201. Wiethölter posits that Eichendorff depicts “die wirkungsvolle 
Inszenierung desjenigen Gesprächs, das die Romantik […] zum Thema Sexualität und Liebe ausgebildet, durch 
weitere Erfindungen angereichert und variiert hat” (173). The text portrays the visualization of a processual 
conversation between various polarities, such as Fortunato and Donati, Venus and Bianka, male-male and male-
female love, pagan and Christian morals, and the past and the present. On a symbological level, for the text to 
position itself as promoting Christian spirituality, it must foremost concern itself with the iconography of sin, that is, 
Pagan iconography, and subsume it. Wiethölter also relates Eichendorff’s particular use of the term “Doppelbild” to 
visual constellations in several Italian Renaissance paintings, which involve opposing female figures as allegories of 
contrary moral agendas that are represented in diptychs. Wiethölter contends that this structural quality, i.e., the 
recurrently thematized overlap of pagan imagery with real women via their repeating “Doppelbild,” reflects 
Eichendorff’s own transgressive desire to symbolically articulate “angstfrei“ both his “sexuellen Phantasien“ and his 
„perverse[] Wünsche…,” by blending the visual iconographies of Classical paganism and Christianity in an anti-
philistine manner. (174) 
286 Wiethölter, 175. 
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describing this intermedial relation in terms of a literary tableau vivant, Wiethölter interprets the 

text as a “Zone der Wunschartikulation,” which is characterized by “unklare Grenzverläufe und 

Mischgebilde” and which represents “die raffinierteste und zugleich konkreteste Form [..], in der 

sich zwei gegenläufige Diskurse zum Vorteil eines Tabubereiches ineinanderflechten lassen.”287 

Accordingly, I extend Wiethölter’s notion of a wish zone, or rather a taboo zone, in order to 

consider the text as a space of subject formation with a subversive potential that becomes 

sublimated and standardized over the course of the text. This notion is not far removed from 

Wiethölter’s argument that Florio, over the course of the story, “learns” to acknowledge his 

sexual desire, insofar as the text “openly names” homosexual “erotische[..] Reize,” while still 

supporting Florio’s future, heterosexual union by re-orienting his desire.288 More broadly, Das 

Marmorbild is “about looking in general,” according to Brad Prager in his 2007 book chapter 

“Self and Other: Joseph von Eichendorff’s Das Marmorbild.”289 As he builds on Wiethölter’s 

characterization of the novella as a “wish zone,” Prager notes that both Das Marmorbild and the 

story of Pygmalion thematize the “wish” to bring “the seductive sculpture of a woman to life;”290 

that is, they are stories about male desire and its animation of a sculpture, which resonates with 

my understanding of the lingering gaze of the (usually) male-gendered observer of a tableau 

vivant. Moreover, in Prager’s analysis of Florio’s development, he links the role of visuality in 

Eichendorff’s texts with the “development of photography and film,” insofar as Das Marmorbild 

“portrays Florio’s travels and even life itself as a continuous series of ‘ever-changing 

pictures.’”291 In this regard, Prager expands on Carsten Strathausen’s argument in his book 

 
287 Wiethölter, 180. 
288 Ibid., 180.  
289 Brad Prager, “Self and Other: Joseph von Eichendorff’s Das Marmorbild,” in Aesthetic Vision and German 
Romanticism: Writing Images (Rochester, NY: Boydell and Brewer and Camden House, 2007), 209. 
290 Ibid., 204. 
291 Ibid., 212. 
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chapter, “Eichendorff’s Das Marmorbild and the Demise of Romanticism,” namely that the 

novella depicts Florio “working through the perceptual crisis of proto-cinematic devices” in the 

early nineteenth century.292 Building on these authors’ arguments, I argue that Eichendorff’s text 

portrays its own moments of tableaux vivants or attitudes as moments of (hetero)sexualization, 

through lingering gazes, sartorial elements, and a series of media-related events.  

 In line with Strathausen’s deliberately anachronistic analysis of Das Marmorbild in the 

sociohistorical context of the development of photography and film (neither of which existed 

before 1819 and at the time of this text’s publication) as “a text about images,” I take inspiration 

from feminist film theory as well as Crary’s framework of visuality.293 In line with Crary, I argue 

that Eichendorff represents the conditions of male subject formation as a “distribution of 

events.”294 Although Crary does not directly address the disciplining of gender, his 

reconceptualization of visuality around 1800 as a disciplinarian “issue of social power and the 

body” undergirds my description of the tableau vivant’s gendering effect.295 Moreover, Crary’s 

notion of the observing subject as a locus of historical processes, and particularly of his or her 

“standardization” in disciplinarian society, underscores this chapter’s hypothesis that Florio, 

(who I argue is initially gender-fluid or sexually undifferentiated), exercises askesis, or a type of 

psychic self-sequestration due to the tableau effect, which results in his heteronormative 

positionality at the end of the novella.296 Thus, I hope to offer a new angle on Crary’s framework 

in the arena of gender performativity.  

 
292 Carsten Strathausen, “Eichendorff’s Marmorbild and the Demise of Romanticism,” in Martha Helfer, ed., 
Rereading Romanticism (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2000), 369. 
293 Strathausen 370.  
294 Crary, 3.  
295 Ibid., 3.  
296 Ibid., 17.  
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 Beyond Das Marmorbild, Eichendorff’s oeuvre explicitly thematizes the gendered 

dynamics of the tableau vivant, particularly in his novella Aus dem Leben eines Taugenichts 

(1826), when the first-person protagonist of this story searches for a woman at a garden party, 

like Florio in Das Marmorbild. In this scene, the protagonist encounters a group of characters as 

they perform a tableau vivant of Johann Erdmann Hummel’s painting Die Fermate. (See figure 

5). 

 

Figure 5: Johann Erdmann Hummel, Die Fermate. 1814, Neue Pinakothek, Munich. 
 
Here, the protagonist remarks upon observing a tableau vivant as he enters a garden: 

 Sobald wir hinein traten, winkten uns alle zu, uns still zu verhalten, und zeigten auf die 
 andere Seite des Garten hin. Dort saßen in einer großen, grünverwachsenen Laube zwei 
 schöne Frauen an einem Tisch einander gegenüber. Die eine sang, die andere spielte 
 Guitarre dazu. Zwischen beiden hinter dem Tische stand ein freundlicher Mann, der mit 
 einem kleinen Stäbchen zuweilen den Takt schlug.297  
 
This tableau performance depicts a unique arrangement in which the tableau performers are in a 

garden, similar to that of the garden trellis in Hummel’s painting, as they take a pause that is 

longer than prescribed in the music, or fermata, in their performance. This beautiful garden scene 

becomes destabilized when a romantic couple intrude into the party, as the narrator remarks:  

 
297 Joseph von Eichendorff, Aus Dem Leben Eines Taugenichts (Stuttgart: Reclam, 2012), 75-76.  
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 Alle übrigen zischten den Neuangekommenen wütend an. „Barbar!“ rief ihm einer 
 von dem runden Tische zu, „du rennst da mitten in das sinnreiche Tableau von der 
 schönen Beschreibung hinein, welche der selige Hoffmann, Seite 347 des
 Frauentaschenbuches für 1816, von dem schönsten Hummelschen Bilde gibt, das im 
 Herbst 1814 auf der Berliner Kunstausstellung zu sehen war!“ – Aber das half alles 
 nichts. „Ach was!“ entgegnete der junge Mann, „mit euren Tableaus von Tableaus! Mein 
 selbsterfundenes Bild für die andern, und mein Mädchen für mich allein!“ (76) 
 
This tableau vivant of a “pause” becomes destabilized by a gendered conflict, as a young woman 

followed by her boyfriend storm into the garden and disrupt the tableau vivant mid-performance. 

Through this couple’s intrusion, Eichendorff depicts the tableau vivant’s “disruption as an 

inevitability,” according to Prager, insofar as works of art are always susceptible to 

contingency.298 Moreover, Eichendorff associates the tableau with seriality through a discussion 

of its remediation, thus raising epistemological issues of authenticity. That is, the music director 

arranges the tableau vivant, and ironically, remarks that this young man has interrupted a 

performance of an image remediated in the “Woman’s Almanac for 1816” from an image 

originally exhibited in 1814 in Berlin, in this mise-en-abîme of “Tableaus von Tableaus.”299 This 

male figure’s comment could also reflect Eichendorff’s own awareness of the increasingly 

sexualized looking dynamics of mimoplastic performances around 1800, in line with Wurst’s 

notion of the lingering gaze. Eichendorff’s literary oeuvre critically engaged with new forms of 

visual media before the advent of photography; therefore, he likely had other forms of visual 

media and performance in mind, such as the tableau vivant, when he conceived of visuality in 

Das Marmorbild. 

 As Eichendorff was absolutely cognizant, although perhaps critical of tableaux vivants 

during the height of their popularity in the German-speaking world, I take inspiration from 

 
298 Prager, 202. 
299 In Aus dem Leben eines Taugenichts (1826), Eichendorff’s reference to the Frauentaschenbuch of 1816 through 
a literary depiction of this tableau vivant invokes the publication context of Das Marmorbild, insofar as it was 
published first in 1818 for the “Frauentaschenbuch für das Jahr 1819 von de la Motte Fouqué, Nürnberg.”  
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Eichendorff’s representation of mimoplastics in Taugenichts in order to apply my concept of the 

tableau effect to a literary analysis of Das Marmorbild. Just as Eichendorff was concerned with 

the increasing destabilization of aesthetic forms through their remediation, particularly in 

journals and tableaux vivants, the tableau effect, due to its hybridizing quality, raises questions 

about the stability of not only aesthetic, but also ontological categories, like gender. Because 

“hegemonic heterosexuality is itself a constant and repeated effort to imitate” norms, to quote 

Butler in Bodies that Matter, “heterosexual performativity is beset by an anxiety that can never 

fully be overcome,” insofar as it is “constantly haunted by the domain of sexual possibility that 

must be excluded for heterosexual gender orientation to produce itself.”300 In terms of 

Eichendorff’s text, it is precisely the realm of non-heterosexual, gendered potentiality that is 

excluded, omitted, and silenced by the anxiety of compulsory heterosexuality that the tableau 

effect engenders. Das Marmorbild represents the containment or shoring up of a twofold anxiety 

around 1800: first, regarding the representation of gender ambiguity, particularly in the case of 

Florio’s gender presentation and sexuality; and second, regarding the tableau effect’s 

containment of a queer gaze.  

 To extend the previous chapters’ approach, I argue in this chapter that the tableau effect 

serves as a unifying concept for the critical analysis of Das Marmorbild’s representation of 

gendered recognition, again in line with Wiggins, to whose theory of intersubjective recognition 

I return in this chapter’s conclusion. Moreover, this chapter conceives of “performativity not as 

the act by which a subject brings into being what she/he names, but, rather, as that reiterative 

power of discourse to produce the phenomena that it regulates and constrains,” as Butler 

theorizes.301 Using Butler’s framework, I argue that Eichendorff’s text depicts Florio’s gender as 

 
300 Butler, Bodies That Matter 125. 
301 Ibid., 2. 
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“an ideal construct which is forcibly materialized through time,” and that “is not a simple fact or 

static condition of a the body, but a process whereby regulatory norms materialize” 

heteronormative gender presentation “and achieve this materialization through a forcible 

reiteration of those norms…,” as Butler remarks.302 Further drawing on Butler’s discussion of 

gender performativity, this chapter conceives of Florio’s subject development as a “process of 

‘assuming’” a gender, to quote Butler; or one of “identification,” which deals “with the 

discursive means by which the heterosexual imperative enables certain sexed identifications and 

forecloses and/or disavows other identifications.”303 In this sense, the gradual, processual 

temporality of gendered recognition that I develop using Wiggins’ framework lends itself to the 

tableau effect as a paradigm for gendered looking relations, insofar as it relies on repeated, 

reiterated looking events through which a norm, or a subject, is constituted.  

 In order for Butler’s concept of the “heterosexual imperative” (or what I refer to in this 

chapter as Florio’s “standardization” in terms of compulsory heterosexuality) to unfold in 

Eichendorff’s narrative, the reiteration of certain discursive processes must be enacted upon the 

subject in order to streamline his or her way of being. The fact that “this reiteration is necessary 

[for the performative inculcation of gender norms],” according to Butler, “is a sign that [the] 

materialization [of gendered subjects] is never quite complete, [and] that bodies never quite 

comply with the norms by which their materialization is impelled.”304 In this vein, I conceive of 

Florio as a subject whose gender is initially unstable, fluid, or incomplete, but becomes aligned 

with a heterosexual paradigm in the end. Broadly speaking, the way in which Butler theorizes 

reiteration as part of gender performativity dovetails with the element of seriality as part of my 

 
302 Butler, Bodies That Matter 2.  
303 Ibid., 3.  
304 Ibid., 2. 
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concept of the tableau effect. Other scholars, such as Michael Gratzke, have already remarked on 

the association between seriality and desire in Das Marmorbild. In his 2006 book chapter 

“Joseph von Eichendorff’s Das Marmorbild as a mise-en-abîme,” Gratzke conceives of the 

process of Florio’s sexual maturation as a meta-literary mise-en-abîme. According to Gratzke, 

this “seemingly naïve fairytale can be read as an experimental mise-en-abîme of Romantic 

literature with the intention of showing a way of containing the dangers of erotic imagery by 

means of a conditional affirmation,” which “lies in [Florio’s] linking of desire to a transcendental 

longing or yearning (das Sehnen) and ultimately to Christianity” through his love interest, 

Bianka’s symbolic transformation into an angel.305  

 Just as the male figures of Eduard and Nicolo fall into a mise-en-abîme of desire (or 

hate), so too does Florio fall into a mise-en-abîme of desirous looking relations, as he 

experiences a series of social encounters, where his desires are reiterated and both female images 

as well as his own images are multiplied. In other words, the structure of the mise-en-abîme, like 

the tableau vivant, enacts a substitutionary, mirroring effect, which gradually transforms Florio’s 

desire in the course of the novella. More precisely, in ways that resonate with Mulvey’s concept 

of the male gaze, this process reproduces female images between which he must choose, but it 

also risks the narcissistic projection of Florio’s desire. Accordingly, I argue that the narrator 

initially positions Florio’s gender presentation or development as non-normative or gender-fluid, 

particularly in terms of how the narrator construes him as bashful and feminized, until the 

tableau effect disciplines, or, in Gratzke’s terms, contains his desire.  

 Returning to Sedgwick’s theory of the patriarchal continuum from the previous chapter, 

this chapter analyzes the ways in which Florio is guided into a heterosexual union with Bianka 

 
305 Michael Gratzke, “Mondscheinjägerei. Joseph von Eichendorffs 'Das Marmorbild' as a mise-en-abîme,” in 
Depicting Desire, ed., Giuliana Pieri (Oxford and Bern: Peter Lang Publishing, 2006), 61.  
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by a male-controlled social network, despite its homosocial or homosexual undertones. Initially, 

Florio and another character, “der Sänger,” Fortunato, show a mutual attraction for each other, 

which becomes redirected toward Bianka. At the novella’s beginning, the narrator remarks that 

“allein gehörte [Fortunato] allen oder keiner an….,” in such a way that connotes a polyamorous 

eros or general amorousness in the text, irrespective of heterosexual norms.306 To quote Simon 

Jan Richter’s 1991 article “Under the Sign of Venus: Eichendorff's "Marmorbild" and the Erotics 

of Allegory,” “it is clear that Fortunato is marked by homoerotic desire for Florio.”307 Simon Jan 

Richter connects Florio’s gender ambiguity and sexual development to the representation of 

pederasty in Plato’s Phaedrus, not that “for just as Socrates argues for sublimating 

homosexuality,” so too is Fortunato’s character based on the “suppression of sensuality.”308 In 

fact, Fortunato “competes with Venus” and Classical iconography, insofar as “the celebrated 

homosexuality of the Greeks is now associated with Fortunato's call to Christianity” in a reversal 

of this Greek convention.309 Whereas in Kleist’s Der Findling, the tableau effect first serves as 

the medium of Elvire’s deferral of self-awareness or of self-examination, i.e., as a mechanism for 

counteracting patriarchal looking, but then collapses under the pressure of the male gaze that 

Nicolo wields through the tableau effect, the tableau effect functions in Eichendorff’s text as a 

mechanism for disciplining gender fluidity or ambiguity in Florio’s coming-of-age story. Or 

rather, the text portrays the re-direction of Florio’s desire from the homosocial cult of friendship 

(i.e., his affectionate friendship with Fortunato) toward bourgeois heterosexuality through the 

tableau effect as a process of becoming an observer. (5) 

 
306 Joseph von Eichendorff, Das Marmorbild (Berlin: Holzinger Verlag, 2016), 6. 
307 Simon Jan Richter, “Under the Sign of Venus: Eichendorff's ‘Marmorbild’ and the Erotics of Allegory,” South 
Atlantic Review 56, no. 2 (May 1991): 69 
308 Richter, 69.  
309 Ibid., 69.  
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In Warm Brothers, Tobin remarks that both Foucault and Luhmann observed that “the 

cult of friend died in the move from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century precisely because of 

the inability to agree on this system of signs [of male homosocial intimacy], which would have 

reduced anxieties about sex between men.”310 Similarly, as Florio learns to read signifiers (of 

sexuality) in a certain way, he becomes positioned by the tableau effect, which is oriented 

around heterosexual norms. Florio is not inherently heterosexual because he innately finds 

attraction in feminine signifiers, especially clothing; rather, he is directed toward them, such that 

the signifiers – and the process of learning to read them or make them legible, i.e., the process of 

self-awareness – precede any sort of essential identity. Around 1800, “the signifiers of 

homosexuality may already have moved into place before the signified homosexuality itself 

emerged,” to quote Tobin. 311 In other words, the cult of male friendship and the shifting social 

valuation of clothing in looking relations laid the groundwork for performative gender identity 

around 1800, as is evident in Das Marmorbild. 

 Building on Tobin’s work on homoerotic friendship around 1800, I also deploy a method 

of queer reading that looks “for the homosexual in heterosexual structures,” which resonates with 

Katrin Pahl’s approach to queer readings of eighteenth-century German literature.312 In terms of 

this chapter, I explore the ways in which homosexual desire operates becomes sublimated by the 

heterosexual male gaze.313 Tobin remarks that analyzing the genealogy of representations of 

homosexuality is difficult to trace, because it was often “secret mortgage on the concept of 

 
310 Tobin, 36. 
311 Ibid., 3.  
312 Ibid., 3. 
313 Citing the Dutch scholar Theo van der Meer, Tobin remarks that around 1800 “some of the sexual subcultures 
that existed in the late eighteenth century were beginning to fuse certain signifiers into a cluster that would later 
attach to homosexuality [insofar as] this cluster included Hellenism, orientalism, the cult of friendship, and a 
cultivation of fashion.” (5) 
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friendship” between men that was subsumed into other relationships.314 However, according to 

Tobin, “precisely when the rhetoric of male-male friendship becomes ever more distinct from 

that of heterosexual love, heterosexual love attempts to take on the characteristics of male-male 

friendship” around 1800.315 Arguing in a similar vein, I demonstrate that Das Marmorbild 

reflects on the discursive moment when heterosexual love appropriated the semantics of the cult 

of male friendship around 1800, as I show the ways in which the initial homoeroticism that 

underpins Fortunato and Florio’s relationship becomes sublimated into Florio’s heterosexual 

union.  

 While this chapter will consider instances in which Florio experiences women-as-images 

(as when Florio sees Bianka as a boy before seeing her as angel at the end of the novella), it is 

significant that Florio’s male-male attraction and intimacy with Fortunato is clearly established 

at the onset of the story. Early in the text, Fortunato intimates his attraction to Florio through 

verse, as he shifts the focus of a poem that he declaims in front of a crowd to Florio.316 While the 

entire poem consists of twenty stanzas, after the tenth stanza, Eichendorff’s narrator interjects: 

“Hier änderte [Fortunato] plötzlich Weise und Ton und fuhr fort:…” (8). Hereafter, the theme of 

the poem becomes the singer’s attention to Florio, as he recites the following: 

 Und mitten im Feste 
Erblick ich, wie mild! 
Den stillsten der Gäste. –  
Woher, einsam Bild? 

 
 Mit blühendem Mohne,  
 Der träumerisch glänzt 

Und Lilienkrone 

 
314 Tobin, 37. 
315 Ibid., 37. 
316 As a connection to current anthropological and sociological discussions of the gaze, the concept of the “adult 
gaze” could provide novel interdisciplinary insights into parallels between this novella and studies of contemporary 
gay youth subculture. See John Raible, “Queering the Adult Gaze: Young Male Hustlers and Their Alliances with 
Older Gay Men,” Journal of LGBT Youth 8, no. 3 (2011): 260-280. 
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Erschient er bekränzt 
 

 Sein Mund schwillt zum Küssen 
 So lieblich und bleich, 
 Als brächt er ein Grüßen 
 Aus himmlischem Reich. (8) 
 
Fortunato’s performance for Florio not only reduces Florio to an attractive yet “lonely image,” 

but depicts him with a blooming, red poppy, wearing a “crown of lilies,” and a mouth that is 

turning pale, puckering itself in anticipation of a kiss.317 In contrast to the strong association 

between femininity and images in the text, Fortunato’s auditory performance intimates his 

homoerotic desire for Florio, which seems to transform as he instead takes on the pedagogical, 

rather than erotic role in a seemingly pederast relationship, i.e., he is guiding his younger male 

partner’s relationships. In this way, different iterations of pre-modern homosocial affection 

become constantly sublimated in the novella, as it seeks to define the relation between Fortunato 

and Florio, while positioning Florio with increasing clarity as a heteronormative male subject. 

The lyrical poem also emasculates Florio, in that he becomes characterized as an angel, i.e., an 

androgynous being, which is reiterated at the end of the novella in Bianka’s depiction as an 

angel.  

 In Das Marmorbild, male homoerotic social relations, qua lyrical poetry and song, are 

pitted against heteronormative social relations, which are mediated through experiences of 

looking at female-coded images. On the one hand, Fortunato’s name, which derives from the 

Latin for luck, happiness, or fortune, also implies the notion of destiny or fate, as he guides 

 
317 Here, aside from its floral reference, “Lillienkrone” denotes a particular style of crown, which is open at the top 
and has lily-shaped decorations on the rim. Additionally, this sartorial element styles Florio as a bride, so that 
Fortunato’s song depicts Florio in a feminine position, insofar as floral crowns were traditionally worn by Roman 
brides before this practice was later emulated in European courts with white flowers, particularly in Queen 
Victoria’s marriage to Prince Albert, during which she wore a wreath of orange blossoms to symbolize her chastity. 
See Jennifer Meagher, “Botanical Imagery in European Painting,” in Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History: Essays 
(New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000).  
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Florio to Bianka, i.e., a female partner. Additionally, Florio’s guide’s name seems to evoke 

questions of predestination or contingency, in contrast to the contingency that plagues Kleist’s 

novella. On the other, Florio’s name already bespeaks the notion of his development as a subject, 

in that it is etymologically derived from the Latin word “florus,” meaning “to bloom, to 

flourish,” which connotes a process of initiation, growth, and indeterminacy (despite its 

masculine ending of “o”). Returning to Tobin’s discussion, he makes the charge that although 

Foucault locates the advent of the modern notion of homosexuality around 1870, decades after 

the birth of “modern man” through various scientific disciplines, we must “analyze texts around 

1800 [to uncover] whatever sexuality or proto-sexuality was ‘there’” and examine the ways in 

which the text evokes homoerotic signifiers before affirming Florio’s heterosexual 

positionality.318  

 It is my contention that Das Marmorbild depicts Florio’s process of assuming a gender 

identity as an operation of the tableau effect. Or rather, in terms of the consensus of the 

scholarship on Das Marmorbild, Eichendorff represents the coming-of-age of Florio, whose 

identity develops “by learning to choose between the chaste Christian woman Bianka over the 

seductive image of the heathen Venus, the embodiment of a dangerous female sexuality and a 

dangerous female art,” as Martha Helfer argues in her 2005 article “The Male Muses of 

Romanticism: The Poetics of Gender in Novalis, E.T.A. Hoffmann, and Eichendorff.”319 Despite 

this claim, Helfer specifies that “a pronounced homoerotic aesthetic programmatically undercuts 

this surface storyline, and the male minstrel Fortunato provides true artistic inspiration for 

Florio.”320 As she argues that this homoerotic tension underpins the text’s representation of the 

 
318 Tobin, 24. 
319 Martha B. Helfer, “The Male Muses of Romanticism: The Poetics of Gender in Novalis, E.T.A. Hoffmann, and 
Eichendorff,” German Quarterly 78, no. 3 (Summer 2005): 301.  
320 Ibid., 301. 
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trajectory of Florio’s heterosexual development, Helfer opens up space for an analysis of the 

novella’s representation of Florio’s gender as initially fluid but caught in a process of being 

directed toward women. Drawing on Lee Edelmann’s work on gender and literary theory, she 

posits that Eichendorff’s “text instantiates a process of homographesis – as it must be in the Age 

of Goethe – through woman,” which both identifies and sublimates homosexuality within the 

novella.321 I wish to argue here, in terms of Eichendorff’s novella, that the tableau effect 

conducts the cultural labor of homographesis, insofar as it identifies a non-normative space for 

same-sex desire within the text, but also highlights the repressive, heterosexual order that 

sublimates this desire.322 

Although the secondary literature accounts for gendered looking relations in 

Eichendorff’s novella, the discussion has been confined strictly to terms of either heterosexual or 

homosexual viewing subjects and never attuned to the liminality, or queerness, of erotic looking 

relations, which I argue play a significant role in the novella. With this lacuna in mind, this 

chapter also takes inspiration from Carsten Lange’s 2006 article “Schleier, Schwelle, Zeremonie: 

Übergangsriten in Eichendorffs Das Marmorbild,” in which he argues that the text’s 

“Mythopoetik” uses “vielfältige Ritualmotive” in order to visualize “den psychischen 

Zwischenzustand” through which Florio passes in order to assume a heterosexual identity.323 

Similarly, I contend that the novella visualizes a liminal process of subject formation that aims to 

sublimates the models of subject development I have already outlined, namely askesis and 

 
321 Helfer, 314. 
322 According to Edelmann, “like writing, then, homographesis would name a double operation: one serving the 
ideological purposes of a conservative social order intent on codifying identities in its labor of disciplinary 
inscription, and the other resistant to that categorization, intent on de-scribing the identities that order has so 
oppressively inscribed.” Lee Edelmann, “Homographesis,” in Homographesis: Essays in Gay Literary and Cultural 
Theory (New York: Routledge, 1994), 10.   
323 Carsten Lange, “Schleier, Schwelle, Zeremonie: Übergangsriten in Eichendorffs Das Marmorbild,” Aurora 68/69 
(2008/2009): 174. Lange draws on Victor Turner’s concept of liminality in his article in order to theorize the 
masquerade ball as an initiatory ritual.  
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asceticism, into a masculine, German Romantic paradigm, insofar as Florio both incorporates 

and renounces same-sex desire into his selfhood through the anxious experience that the tableau 

effect induces vis-à-vis Classical imagery.    

As Florio is shifted toward a Christian paradigm throughout the text, his sexuality 

becomes oriented towards a heterosexual paradigm. At the beginning of the novella, the stranger, 

i.e., Fortunato, offers an anecdote of seduction that seems to begin his development with a tinge 

of homoeroticism. The narrator remarks:  

 Der Fremde war über die letzten Worte in tiefe Gedanken versunken. „Habt Ihr wohl 
 jemals,“ sagte er zerstreut, aber sehr ernsthaft, „von dem wunderbaren Spielmann gehört, 
 der durch seine Töne die Jugend in einen Zauberberg hinein verlockt, aus dem einer 
 wieder zurückgekehrt ist? Hütet Euch!“ (4) 
 
According to Helfer, the stranger’s story of the “Spielmann” does not refer to Donati or some 

other figure as Florio seducer, but rather to “himself,” i.e., Fortunato, according to Helfer, which 

demonstrates the first of many acts of “metonymic displacement” of homosexual desire that 

structure the novella.324 Through this serial displacement, one sign constantly risks slipping into 

the position of another and thereby replacing it, insofar as the stranger stands for the Spielmann, 

who stands for Fortunato himself. The narrator remarks that Florio, upon being made aware of 

Fortunato’s identity for the first time, “hatte sich fest vorgenommen, ihm über Tische einmal so 

recht seine Liebe und Ehrfurcht, die er längst für ihn hegte, zu sagen,” although Florio represses 

his articulation. (6) Because of the text’s organizing structure of metonymic displacement, in line 

with Helfer, I argue that Florio is in a liminal state, insofar as this act shows that Florio is already 

in the process of repressing certain desires while allowing others.  

 In short, I read Das Marmorbild against backdrop of the discursive and socio-historical 

displacement of male homoerotic and homosocial love from the cult of friendship into the 
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semantics of bourgeois heterosexual love, as described by Tobin. The following six sections 

analyze Florio’s coming-of-age story as an allegory of this sociocultural transition, in which the 

tableau effect is an operative mechanism in a process that develops Florio’s positionality as an 

observing subject. The first sections analyze the initial sublimation of homoerotic desire in the 

text, which is followed by the text’s orientation of Florio toward compulsory heterosexuality. 

Here, I examine instances in which Florio is positioned as an observing male subject vis-à-vis 

living statues, masked female figures, women-as-prey (in line with Rousseau’s Sophie in Émile), 

Classical and religious female iconography, and finally, women in male drag. The acts of 

looking that constitute Das Marmorbild as a series of literary tableaux vivants, I argue, 

collectively work together to normalize Florio’s awareness of himself as a sexual subject. The 

penultimate section of this chapter engages further intertextual considerations in this close 

reading in order to argue that the tableau effect is instrumental in the process of Florio’s 

gendered Bildung as a male subject exemplary of German Romanticism.  

 

The Sublimation of Homoeroticism: The Tableau Effect as Compulsory Heterosexuality   
 
 The novella begins in medias res, as the narrator describes the arrival of a young man in a 

new town, with no particular business, but rather only the aim of leisure travel. As Florio joins 

“ein Fremder,” i.e., a stranger on the road (who is Fortunato in disguise), he refers to this trip as a 

liberatory experience, which unbridles all of his desires, remarking: 

 “Ich habe jetzt,” fuhr dieser nun kühner und vertraulicher fort, “das Reisen erwählt, und 
 befinde mich wie aus einem Gefängnis erlöst, alle alten Wünsche und Freuden sind nun 
 auf einmal in Freiheit gesetzt.” (3)  
 
Subsequently, the anonymous rider invites him to a festival tent, where Florio’s (dis)-orienting 

social development begins. He spends several days chasing women, so-to-say, in the town of 
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Lucca, in northern Italy, where the local topography seems to shift like panels of a theater stage’s 

coulisse. The narrative begins with a description of Florio’s gaze:  

 Es war ein schöner Sommerabend als Florio, ein junger Edelmann, langsam auf die Tore 
 von Lucca zutritt, sich erfreuend an dem feinen Dufte, der über der wunderschönen 
 Landschaft und den Türmern und Dächer vor ihm zitterte, sowie in den bunten Zügen 
 zierlicher Damen und Herren. (3)  
 
The movement of the landscape and the opaque morning haze, with their obfuscated, emergent 

quality, along with the invocation of Florio’s gaze as he “delights” at the sight and smell of this 

ambiguous landscape, initially draw the reader’s attention to the significance of looking 

relations. Florio is surrounded by “blühenden Gebüschen” and he sees “im Grünen auf und 

nieder schwebenden Mädchenbilder,” which the narrator describes as “ein fröhliches Bild” in the 

next paragraph. (3) While the text depicts a landscape of repeating female and floral elements, 

which have a yonic connotation, such movement is typical of Eichendorff’s depiction of 

landscapes.325 In this way, the landscape is imbued with a feminine quality as Florio moves 

through its disorienting topography. Indeed, “most attempts to follow the Romantic figure on the 

map will fail,” to quote Gretchen Hachmeister in her 2002 monograph Italy and the German 

Literary Imagination. This holds true for Florio’s journey in Das Marmorbild, insofar as it 

“becomes a frightening test to be endured” in which he must confront labyrinthine social 

situations, but with an optimistic outcome.326 Fortunato’s presence frames Florio’s entire 

journey, since he not only appears as the first figure whom Florio encounters, but also as one of 

the last. In this arc, the elements of the tableau effect are already present from the beginning 

 
325 For further discussion of Eichendorff’s representation of landscapes, see: Richard Alewyn, “Eine Landschaft 
Eichendorffs,” Euphorion 51 (1957): 42-66. According to Alewyn, Eichendorff’s depiction of landscapes reflects an 
“erlebter Raum,” that is, an “experiential space” (60). Furthermore, according to Alewyn, Eichendorff’s landscape 
“befindet sich zwar, was nicht hier ausgeführt werden kann, mit dem Betrachter in der engsten Kommunikation, 
aber sie steht ihm autonom gegenüber.” (57)  
326 Gretchen Hachmeister, “Eichendorff and the Romantic Return to Italy” in Italy in the German Literary 
Imagination: Goethe’s “Italian Journey” and Its Reception by Eichendorff, Platen, and Heine (Rochester, NY: 
Camden House, 2002), 78.  
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scene, for example through clothing, when Fortunato gallantly disguises himself upon first 

meeting Florio. The narrator describes the anonymous rider’s conspicuous clothing as he travels 

“in bunter Tracht, eine goldene Kette um den Hals und ein samtes Barett mit Federn…,” even 

before it is later revealed that he is the famous singer Fortunato, whom the protagonist already 

recognizes because of his fame and to whom he seems to have a homoerotic attraction. (3) In line 

with Wiggins’s model of recognition, Fortunato and Florio’s initial relationship consists of a 

series of mutual performances; for example, Florio gradually recognizes Fortunato as a celebrity 

singer before silencing himself regarding his recognition of their mutual attraction.   

 The narrator implies an attraction between the two figures through their eyes, i.e., 

through the use of focalization, as he remarks that Florio is drawn to Fortunato from the very 

first glance, even before he is aware of the man’s identity, because he finds the “schlanke Gestalt 

des Fremden, sein Frisches, keckes Wesen, … so überaus anmutig, daß er gar nicht von 

demselben wegesehen konnte.” (3) In the same exchange between the two, according to the 

narrator, the disguised Fortunato returns Florio’s desiring gaze, as the narrator remarks: “dabei 

ruhten seine großen, geistreichen Augen mit sichtbarem Wohlgefallen auf dem schönen 

Jüngliche, der so unschuldig die dämmernde Welt vor sich hinaussah.” (3) The narrator’s remark 

that Florio sees Fortunato as anmutig, i.e. graceful, as opposed to schön, i.e., pretty, carries a 

feminine gendered connotation, especially when this adjective is read against Schiller’s seminal 

1793 essay Über Anmut und Würde. As Gail K. Hart remarks in her 1994 essay, “Anmut’s 

Gender: The ‘Marionettentheater’ and Kleist’s Revision of ‘Anmut und Würde,’” Schiller 

establishes the “rigidly gendered” dichotomy between the “categories” of grace (Anmut) and 

dignity (Würde) and thus “designates Anmut as a womanly or feminine quality,” although he 
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does not exclude the possibility of their union in the same person.327 Not only does Florio see 

Fortunato as anmutig, thus attributing a female quality to the other subject, but Florio himself is 

described repeatedly throughout the story as anmutig, which likewise ascribes a feminine, or 

rather, androgynous quality to Florio. In fact, in two subsequent quotations, Florio will be 

described as “ein anmutiges Bild” and his voice is described as anmutig as well.  

 Before any other figures have entered this constellation, Florio and Fortunato have 

already established a mutual desiring gaze, which Fortunato enacts through a sartorial 

masquerade, thus anonymously leading Florio to a specific site in disguise, and then staging the 

revelation of Fortunato’s identity. It is noteworthy here that although Florio observes women at 

the first party he attends at the story’s outset, Fortunato in fact led him to the party, since, as 

Helfer argues, he is “the one who provides true artistic inspiration for Florio,” and, moreover, 

insofar as “this male artistic inspiration, the text suggests, can be as dangerously alluring as the 

seductive heathen art of the marble statue.”328 In this way, there seems to be a competition for 

Florio’s gaze among different figures, namely, between Fortunato and a multitude of women. 

After Fortunato leads Florio to the festival tent, he disappears into the crowd in order to re-

appear as himself, i.e., a famous minstrel singer, whom Florio already admires a great deal. 

Although Florio encounters many women, the narrator remarks that he exchanges glances with 

one young woman in particular while she is playing “Federball,” or shuttlecock in English, and 

she blushes when she encounters him; as he hands her back her shuttlecock, she accepts it, and 

“verneigt[] sich errötend” before returning to her game. (4) The narrator recounts this exchange 

 
327 Gail K. Hart, “Anmut’s Gender: The ‘Marionettentheater’ and Kleist's Revision of ‘Anmut und Würde,’” Women 
in German Yearbook 10 (1994): 86. In a gesture toward the potentially queer unification of these bifurcated 
qualities, Schiller notes in his essay Anmut und Würde: “Da Würde und Anmut ihre verschiedenen Gebiete haben, 
worin sie sich äußern, so schließen sie einander in derselben Person nicht aus.” 
328 Helfer, 311. 
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using the same semantics as are used to describe Florio’s homoerotic relationship with Fortunato, 

as he notes that the girl’s figure, i.e., her “ihre zierliche, fast noch kindliche Gestalt und die 

Anmut aller ihrer Bewegungen zog Florios Augen auf sich” and that when they encounter each 

other for the first time, she stands “fast wie erschrocken vor ihm und sah ihn schweigend aus den 

schönen großen Augen an.” (4) The girl, Fortunato, and Florio himself all seem to be connoted 

through the quality of being anmutig, which Schiller associates with femininity. The narrator 

later reveals this figure as Bianka. Here, however, it is noteworthy that Bianka is introduced in a 

moment of movement, as she plays ball, rather than in a moment of stasis, thus invoking her as 

an object that Florio’s gaze could chase, just as she chases the ball. When Bianka’s gaze meets 

Florio’s gaze, though, she freezes “as if scared,” in a moment of silent, mutual gazing. Florio’s 

lingering gaze petrifies Bianka in a moment of observation, which induces her to gesture to him. 

Bianka’s silent bow serves as a means of communication with Florio, and as a corporeal gesture 

of submission recalls the poses that a female performer would display during a cycle of tableaux 

vivants or attitudes.329 (See figure 6) 

 

Figure 6: John Siméon Chardin, La Fillette au Volant. 1737, Uffizi Gallery, Florence.  
 

 
329 Like a literary tableau vivant, this scene has an intermedial affinity with the painting by Chardin from his 1737 
Paris Salon, La Fillette au Volant, or Girl With a Racquet, which depicts a young woman’s downward gaze and 
blushed face as she holds a racquet and shuttlecock. This portrait has a masculine pendant, namely Chardin’s Boy 
with Spinning-Top. 
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 Returning to the festival, Fortunato introduces Florio to the knight Donati. When the 

festival suddenly ends and only Donati, Florio, and Fortunato remain, they ride to town together, 

at which point the narrator describes Florio’s state of mind as gender-fluid, or feminized, as he 

observes that “Florio, noch im Nachklange der Lust, ritt still wie ein träumendes Mädchen 

zwischen beiden.” (10) Later that night, Florio awakens from a frightening dream about being on 

a ship in a storm and “sprang von seinem Bett,” opens the window, and “übersah einen weiten 

stillen Kreis von Hügeln, Gärten und Tälern, vom Monde klar beschienen.” (11) Unable to 

withstand the temptation (“Versuchung”), a term that carries a connotation of a spiritual trial or 

rite of passage (also evoking the conventional artistic motif of the temptation of St. Anthony), 

Florio goes out into the nighttime landscape with his guitar to sing and ease his mind. (12) 

 Fortunato’s friendship with Florio not only hearkens back to the Hellenic practice of 

pederasty, but also demonstrates how certain character constellations, while not explicitly queer, 

already pre-configure contemporary notions of non-heteronormative relationships.330 As 

previously discussed, Florio confesses to Fortunato, with whom he grows more intimate, that he 

feels as though he has been freed from a prison through this journey, and that “alle alten 

Wünsche und Freuden“ have been set free. (3) Florio does not specify what his old feelings and 

joys entail, however, and this statement is becomes more ambiguous when we consider that this 

 
330 Tobin demonstrates throughout his scholarship that the aesthetic elements that are received as contemporary 
signifiers of homosexuality already existed in different discursive constellations from the Early Modern period to 
Antiquity.  
For Tobin’s discussion of the reception of pederasty in the age of Goethe, see “In and Against Nature: Goethe on 
Homosexuality and Heterotextuality,” in Alice Kuzniar, Outing Goethe and His Age, ed., (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1996), 94 -110. 
Also see Robert Tobin, “The Love that is Called Friendship and the Rise of Sexual Identity,” in Gerhard Richter, 
ed., Literary Paternity, Literary Friendship: Essays in Honor of Stanley Corngold, University of North Carolina 
Studies in the Germanic Languages and Literatures, no. 125 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2002): 175-197. Or see Robert Tobin, “Two Medicinalizations of Androgyny in Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre,” in 
eds. Karen Haworth, John Deely, and Terry Prewitt, Semiotics 1990 (Lanham, MD: UP of America, 1993), 294- 
301. 
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confession comes from a “young nobleman.”331 This could intimate a potential desire for some 

form of a homosexual relationship, e.g., a desire for a pederast one, perhaps, which Florio must 

transfer from his adolescent life into heterosexual desire, as his co-travelers gradually lure him 

into situations in which he discerns between images of women in order to affirm his own 

heterosexuality.  

 After Florio’s first encounters with the beautiful and frightening Venus statue, he 

processes this experience with Fortunato, as they discuss his recognition of his own erotic 

feelings for the statue. In this first encounter with the statue of Venus, the narrator paints a 

dramatic scene of Florio’s experience: 

So in Gedanken schritt er noch lange fort, als er unerwartet bei einem großen, von hohen 
Bäumen rings umgebenen Weiher anlangte. Der Mond, der eben über die Wipfel trat, 
beleuchtete scharf ein marmornes Venusbild, das dort dicht am Ufer auf einem Steine 
stand, als wäre die Göttin soeben erst aus den Wellen aufgetaucht und betrachte nun, 
selber verzaubert, das Bild der eigenen Schönheit, das der trunkene Wasserspiegel 
zwischen den leise aus dem Grunde aufblühenden Sternen widerstrahlte. (13)  
 

Upon seeing this statue, Florio is viscerally affected. The narrator describes Florio’s embodied 

reaction and internal feelings as follows:  

Florio stand wie eingewurzelt im Schauen, denn ihm kam jenes Bild wie eine 
langgesuchte, nun plötzlich erkannte Geliebte vor, wie eine Wunderblume, aus der 
Frühlingsdämmerung und träumerischen Stille seiner frühesten Jugend heraufgewachsen. 
Je länger er hinsah, je mehr schien es ihm, als schlüge es die seelenvollen Augen langsam 
auf, als wollten sich die Lippen bewegen zum Gruße, als blühe Leben wie ein lieblicher 
Gesang erwärmend durch die schönen Glieder herauf. Er hielt die Augen lange 
geschlossen vor Blendung, Wehmut und Entzücken. (13) 
 

 
331 In another gesture toward a literary tableau vivant, Florio’s aristocratic trip evokes an image of the Grand Tour, 
which indeed typically involved a period of greater sexual license for young Northern Europeans traveling in 
Southern Europe. Yinka Shonibare MBE’s installation art piece, Gallantry and Criminal Conversation (2002, 
various collections), engages with the “hidden intimacies and exchanges of the European Grand Tour” and reveals it 
as a sort of “sexual tourism,” which has resonances with Florio’s Grand Tour and its underlying sexual tensions.  
For more reading on the Grand Tour within the context of the education of upper-class Germans, see Babel Rainer 
and Werner Paravicini’s Edited Volume, Grand Tour: Adeliges Reisen und Europäische Kultur vom 14. bis zum 18. 
Jahrhundert, Beihefte der Fancia, 60, 2015. 
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The longer Florio’s gaze lingers upon the statue, the more the woman’s image comes to life, “as 

if it wanted to move its lips to return his greeting.” The narrator indirectly invokes the notion of a 

tableau vivant in that he implicitly references Sandro Botticelli’s Birth of Venus, in which the 

goddess emerges from the waves on a shell, as he recounts Florio’s awestruck encounter with 

this statue, which is seen standing on a stone right by the pond’s shore.332 (See figure 7) 

 

Figure 7: Sandro Botticelli, The Birth of Venus. 1484 – 1486, Uffizi Gallery, Florence. 
 
 While Botticelli’s painting evokes the form of female genitalia and represents an 

unclothed woman, through the narrator’s comparison of the woman to a magical flower, he 

similarly aligns women, along with element of the landscape, with attributes that further invoke 

an association with female genitalia. Here, Florio’s gaze becomes so overwhelmed in the process 

of attempting to decipher this female image that he must close his eyes at length because of the 

sensual experience of viewing this statue, which simultaneously blinds, pains, and delights him. 

In fact, Florio’s gaze lingers for so long that it overwhelms his consciousness, and he shuts out 

any in-coming vision (in a manner that resembles the way in which Elvire forestalls 

consciousness). The way in which the sight of this female image penetrates his mind, even when 

 
332 Botticelli’s Venus had recently been moved to the Uffizi gallery in Florence for public exhibition in 1815. See 
Susan Legouix, Botticelli (Chaucer Press, 2004), 115-118. I also invite the reader to return to figure 1 and notice 
potential resonances between Peroux’s copper engraving of Hendel-Schütz’s attitude and Botticelli’s painting. 
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he has closed his eyes, serves as a metaphor for the “radical disjunction of the eye from the 

observer” around 1800, which Crary associates with the term askesis as an exercise of an 

observer’s “individuation.”333 Returning to the text, Florio undergoes a process of askesis, 

insofar as he learns to sublimate and re-orient his desires. As an example of askesis, he adjusts 

his individuality to heteronormative social expectations, thus renouncing homosexual desire. 

Insofar as Florio ultimately renounces any expressions of homosexual or gender-fluid desire, 

however, he also aligns himself with a certain degree of renunciation in order to become a 

heteronormative subject, although this does not equate to asceticism insofar as it does not result 

in self-denial.   

 In terms of technologies of the self, Eichendorff’s representation of Florio as he 

encounters so many female figures signifies his forced individuation (as heterosexual), in that he 

must close his eyes in order to process what he encounters. On the one hand, this moment of the 

cessation of vision resonates with the notion of the Foucauldian, panoptic gaze, which penetrates 

the mind of a subject and disciplines him into subjugation, even in its own physical absence. On 

the other hand, this visual arrangement also resonates with the transcendent looking experience 

of viewing tableaux vivants of saints’ passions, which historically overwhelmed and astonished 

late-18th and early-19th century observers in a complex game of recognition.334 Thus, as a similar 

process of intersubjective recognition, Florio’s experience in this episode resonates with the 

tableau effect’s constitutive elements, namely the lingering male gaze, sartoriality, seriality, and 

sexualization, insofar as all work together to standardize Florio’s gender identity. Later, Bianka 

 
333 Crary, 49. 
334 Similarly, Wurst remarks in Chapter 7 of Fabricating Pleasure that tableaux vivants and attitudes evoked a 
“sense of astonishment” in their audiences, insofar as they “weave together multiple cultural practices: the 
preoccupation with theater, the appeal of the visual arts, the fascination with the body, its language and its clothing, 
the playful masquerade, the delight of allowing the immoderate gaze to wonder freely over interesting textures, and 
the enchantment of the playful recognition of cultural icons.” (215-214)  
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will ultimately attract Florio’s gaze through cross-dressing, in a way that sublimates homosexual 

desire and realigns it with a heterosexual image (as I will later show). This evening ends with the 

narrator’s description of Florio falling asleep while Bianka is pictured crying on a staircase 

landing because she had dreamt of Florio as her one true love. Or rather, it is characterized as a 

process of misrecognition or unfulfilled desire and gives the reader insight into Bianka’s 

receptiveness to a romantic relationship with Florio, prior to his recognition of her. 

 Later, when Florio encounters the Venus statue, the tableau effect repeats this quasi-

religious looking encounter as Florio recognizes Venus in line with the gendered positionality he 

internalizes. The narrator remarks:  

 Als er wieder aufblickte, schien auf einmal alles wie verwandelt. Der Mond sah seltsam 
 zwischen Wolken hervor, ein stärkerer Wind kräuselte den Weiher in trübe Wellen, das 
 Venusbild, so fürchterlich weiß und regungslos, sah ihn fast schreckhaft mit den  
 steinernen Augenhöhlen aus der grenzenlosen Stille an. Ein nie gefühltes Grausen  
 überfiel da den Jüngling. (13) 
 
The statue’s empty eye sockets become an uncanny projection space for Florio’s desire, much in 

the same way that Ottilie’s eyes, as her only physical feature, serve as a fetish object for the male 

gaze in Die Wahlverwandtschaften. However, as the statue’s eye sockets scare him, inducing a 

feeling of fear he has never felt before, Florio’s pleasurable act of looking transforms into one of 

fright, rather than serving as a projection space for his own desire.335 On the one hand, this 

instance evokes the objectifying effect of fetishism, as part of the lingering gaze, through which 

humans are conflated with objects. On the other, it reflects the anxiety induced by the tableau 

effect, insofar as this elicits his attraction or repulsion from Venus as an object of desire, 

 
335 Florio’s physical reaction further underscores this experience of observing as a gradual unfolding of gestures, 
speech acts, and exchanges of gazes, in line with Wiggins’ model of recognition, as Florio’s recognition of his desire 
occurs from one glance, one gesture, or even one moment of fright or silence, etc., to the next.  
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whereby he aligns himself with a masculine desiring positionality, insofar as he is confronted 

with and confused by his attraction to this statue.   

 After experiencing this “Grausen” for the first time, Florio continues to observe the 

Venus statue in his imagination, in a way that reflects his internalization, and perpetuation, of 

this image and its effect. Upon seeing Fortunato again, the narrator remarks that “Florio schämte 

sich nun, dem Sänger, wie er sich anfangs vorgenommen, etwas von dem schönen Venusbild zu 

sagen, und schwieg betreten still.” (14) Fortunato sings a song to Florio, in which the personified 

“morning” is loud and “laughs one in the face,” which causes Florio to act even more abashedly, 

and Fortunato consequently remarks upon Florio’s change in behavior. Fortunato mocks him and 

Florio defends his feelings, as he states:  

 Ich lasse mich von Euch nicht irremachen, es gibt noch sanfte und hohe Empfindungen, 
 die wohl schamhaft sind, aber sich nicht zu schämen brauchen, und ein stilles Glück, das 
 sich vor dem lauten Tage verschließt und nur dem Sternhimmel den heiligen Kelch öffnet 
 wie eine Blume, in der ein Engel wohnt. (14)  
 
The description of a flower that closes during the daytime but that opens at night invokes the 

floral category of Trichterwinde, or morning glories. Moreover, the angel in the flower could 

reference common depictions of the Virgin Mary with a floral garland, although it also has a 

genital connotation (see figure 8).336  

 
336 More precisely, in Das Marmorbild, the morning glory invokes the German Romantic trope of the “blue flower,” 
which was popularized by Novalis’ Heinrich von Oefterdingen in 1800 as a symbolic of the unreachable, the 
unknowable, and the metaphysical. Additionally, Eichendorff’s own poem from 1818, Die blaue Blume, influenced 
this Romantic trope and its symbolic association with Sehnsucht. 
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Figure 8: Daniel Segher and Erasmus Quellinus II, Flower Garland with Virgin Mary, Christ, and 
John the Baptist. (Blumengirlande mit Maria, Christus und dem Johannesknaben). 17th Century. 

Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin. Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz. 
 
After this metaphoric statement, which evokes the Christian imagery of angels, stars, and holy 

grails, Fortunato declares: “Nun wahrhaftig, Ihr seid recht ordentlich verliebt!” (15) Here, the 

description of an angel also once again foreshadows the final scene of Bianka’s transformation 

into an angel. Florio attempts to resist Fortunato’s inquiry into his interiority, as he forces 

Florio’s articulation of his desire. After Fortunato’s declaration, the narrator remarks on Florio’s 

internal state the following day, as he comments:  

 Aber der Morgen spielte nur einzelne Zauberlichter wie durch die Bäume über ihm in  
 sein träumerisch funkelndes Herz hinein, das noch in anderer Macht stand. Denn drinnen 
 zogen die Sterne noch immerfort ihre magischen Kreise, zwischen denen das 
 wunderschöne Marmorbild mit neuer, unwiderstehlicher Gewalt heraufsah. (15) 
 
The “morning” shines light into Florio’s dreaming heart, which is still in the grasp of another 

“power” in this somnambulant state. Here, another example of non-physical light represents 

Florio’s internalization of a certain regime of desire, as his soul seems to still struggle with his 

attraction to Venus’ image. The narrator ascribes the sentient quality of sight to the marble 

Venus statue, as he recounts that Florio animates the image in his dream (in a way that not only 

resonates with Elvire’s experience of looking at the knight’s image, but also with the experience 
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of looking at a tableau vivant).337 In line with Wiethölter’s discourse-analytical and art-historical 

interpretation of Das Marmorbild, Florio is caught between two opposing forces embodied by 

polar, feminine “Doppel”-images, although his interiority, represented by his dream, is now 

redirected to the beautiful statue that “looks up with new, irresistible violence.”  

 That evening, Florio rushes back to town, intoxicated with excitement, but he is restless, 

so he rides out “ins Freie” (18). The narrator remarks that while he rides through the night, “ihm 

war unbeschreiblich wohl,” because “das schöne Marmorbild war ja lebend geworden” and now, 

as he rides, he sees “der stille Weiher plötzlich verwandelt zur unermeßlichen Landschaft,” thus 

invoking the landscape again as a moving coulisse (19). Florio’s final encounter of the night 

involves hearing his name several time through a window, “an dem er zwischen künstlich 

gezogenen Blumen hindurch zwei weibliche Gestalten bemerkte.” (19)338 This image of female 

figures talking about him, which is framed like two silhouettes concealed behind a curtain of 

flowers, further stokes Florio’s desire to discern Venus’ identity, which is piqued further by the 

doubling of the female image. As Florio later rides home to go to bed, he once again notices the 

mysterious woman watching him from above:  

 Unbefriedigt ritt Florio weiter, aber wie er soeben um die Straßenecke bog, sah er, daß 
 sich die eine von den Damen, noch einmal ihn nachblickend, zwischen den Blumen 
 hinauslehnte und dann schnell das Fenster schloß. (19) 
 
Richter argues that this scene demonstrates the text’s “air of conspiracy,” which “readers of 

German Romanticism have been schooled” to identify “ever since encountering Goethe’s 

 
337 Wiethölter, 174. 
338 Flowers are a leitmotif in the text and are featured in this quote as well as four subsequent quotes from the text in 
this chapter. While the representation of flowers in the text associates them with female figures or Florio’s desire for 
the female other, this motif is also an attribute of Bacchus, the god of vegetation (who carries a thyrsus, i.e., a staff 
or wand covered in leaves), which underscores my earlier contention regarding the novella’s association of these 
festivities with Bacchanalia, i.e., the site of the origin of theater. In doing so, the text entwines the theater, flowers, 
female figures, and Florio’s desire. For further discussion of the history of Dionysus’ vegetative iconography, see: 
Edward Olszewski, “Dionysus’s Enigmatic Thyrsus,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 163, no. 2 
(June 2019): 153-173.   
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‘Turmgesellschaft,’” insofar as “the reader, as much as Florio, has the feeling that decisive 

events are transpiring ‘behind’ the scenes.”339 While Richter remarks that the reader never learns 

who these two female figures are, insofar as “the reader cannot gain access to what is behind the 

scenes because there is no behind-the-scenes,” I would point to the influence that the story’s 

male figures have over Florio, as a patriarchal network, which works in tandem with a series of 

women, whom the men seem to know to varying degrees.340   

The next morning, a Sunday, Donati bursts into Florio’s room and invites him “zur Jagd,” 

but Florio declines because he must go to church, where he can hardly concentrate after this 

encounter (19). It is noteworthy here that the invitation to hunt, i.e., a carnal and bloody activity, 

displaces Florio’s religious attention. Immediately afterwards, Fortunato reveals that Florio has 

been invited to a masquerade ball that evening. Prager remarks that the masked ball “is the 

thematic center” of the novella and furthermore “falls in the precise center of the story.”341 

Therefore, the masquerade ball serves as a sort of pivotal juncture in the plot’s organization, after 

which Florio seems to only develop in a heterosexual direction. Moreover, the masquerade ball 

becomes a liminal experience, to paraphrase Lange, that facilitates Florio’s initiation into a more 

active looking position. Das Marmorbild enacts “a very conscious mise-en-abîme,” to quote 

Gratzke, insofar as the masquerade ball is part of a process for Florio in which the “young 

Bianka, the revived goddess Venus, and the Virgin Mary, have to become interchangeable”; or 

rather, they must be reduced to images for Florio’s gaze, thus underscoring the significance of 

the tableau vivant as a process of inculcating desire.342 Gratzke argues that the female figure’s 

individualities are reduced to their images through the masquerade ball, insofar as both Bianka 

 
339 Richter, 67. 
340 Ibid., 68.  
341 Prager, 202 
342 Gratzke, 66. 
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and Venus are presented in similar Greek costumes. Extending this observation, I wish to show 

that Florio’s experience at the masquerade ball (as an event that involves serial costume changes) 

demonstrates the tableau effect’s production of Florio’s heteronormativity vis-à-vis female 

images.  

The fact that Fortunato is both the first and the last figure to appear in the story suggests 

his organizing role in Florio’s journey, and moreover, the fact that he initially appears in a 

costume evokes notions of concealment and veiling associated with the masquerade ball and thus 

frames the story as a masquerade writ large, which culminates in the operation of the tableau 

effect upon Florio as a gendered subject. By guiding Florio’s gaze, the masquerade ball 

highlights the fact that “die gesamte Geschichte um die Hauptfigur Florio verläuft nach dem 

Muster eines Übergangsritus, der die modern Sozialisation eines Adoleszenten und die 

vormoderne Praxis eines mythischen Einweihungsrituals ineinander blendet,” according to 

Lange.343 Florio and Fortunato’s relationship could hearken back to the ancient social initiation 

found in the Greek practice of pederasty (which is discursively, i.e., legally and morally, 

unintelligible today), insofar as an inter-generational, homoerotic, relationship becomes 

sublimated in the course of the novella.344  

 That evening, Florio and Fortunato arrive at a “zierliche Villa mit schlanken Säulen,” 

where Florio encounters a young woman dressed as a “Griechin” during the ball, who is later 

introduced to him as “Bianka,” the niece of his acquaintance, Pietro. (21) There, Florio believes 

that he sees Bianka’s image doubled throughout the evening, because the figure resembling 

 
343 Lange, 160. 
344 Simon Jan Richter connects Florio and Fortunato’s relationship to pederasty in his article “Under the Sign of 
Venus: Eichendorff's ‘Marmorbild’ and the Erotics of Allegory.”  
See also Page Dubois, “The Homoerotics of ‘The Phaedrus,’” Pacific Coast Philology, Vol. 17, no. 1/2 (November 
1982): 9-15. 



 

 187 

Venus had also approached him during this ball, in a similar dress, and invited him to her house. 

Furthermore, the villa in which the ball occurs appears to resemble Venus’ palace (which Florio 

visits later in the story), insofar as the two houses’ neo-classical styles and particularly their 

colonnades mark a certain similarity. While the setting seems to repeat itself in a mise-en-abîme, 

Florio’s gaze seems to repeatedly recognize the same person. too. In fact, the narrator draws 

attention to the fact that “der Herr vom Hause” was “ein feiner fröhlicher Mann von mittleren 

Jahren, den aber Florio früher jemals gesehen zu haben nicht erinnerte,” who is, I contend, the 

Venus in drag. (21) In a way that could highlight the male host’s secret identity, the narrator 

indents one sentence to remarks that this “Herr” seems to have an eye for Florio, as he notes their 

exchange of gazes: “In demselben Augenblicke bemerkte [Florio] auch, daß der Herr vom Hause 

dicht bei ihm stand, ihn prüfend ansah, aber schnell wegblickte, als Florio sich umwandelte.“ 

(21) Here, the homoerotic tension between Fortunato and Florio already begins its gradual 

transferal to a heterosexual exchange of gazes, although Florio is unaware that the man with 

whom he exchanges glances is a woman in drag. This exchange prefigures the end of the novel, 

when Bianka is presented in drag. Indeed, this instance of cross-dressing enacts the first of 

several drag performances through which female images are overlaid with male ones in order to 

align Florio’s desire with heterosexuality.  

 However, this process of re-orienting Florio’s gaze begins with Florio’s own reduction to 

an image during this masquerade ball. The narrator remarks:  

 Florio stand noch still geblendet, selber wie ein anmutiges Bild, zwischen den schönen 
 schweifenden Bildern. Da trat ein zierliches Mädchen an ihn heran, in griechischem 
 Gewande leicht geschürzt, die schönen Haare in künstliche Kränze geflochten. Eine 
 Larve verbarg ihr halbes Gesicht und ließ die untere Hälfte nur desto rosiger und 
 reizender sehen. Sie verneigte sich flüchtig, überreichte ihm eine Rose und war schnell 
 wieder in dem Schwarme verloren. (21) 
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Here, Florio becomes absorbed into the “swarm” and is “blinded,” just like “ein anmutiges Bild,” 

in a way that again reduces him to an image, thus effeminizing him, and diminishing his agency 

as a male observer. In the sense that Florio must become reduced to an image in order to become 

the master over images, the masked ball serves for Florio within the novella as an initiatory and 

transformative experience, which evokes the characteristics of the tableau vivant, especially 

through its deployment of sartorial elements and Hellenistic referents. This event becomes a sort 

of sartorial initiation, in which Florio increasingly desires to identify, capture, and unveil this 

female figure, in a way that resonates with the lingering gaze.  Florio’s looking experience also 

evokes Rousseau’s notion of the festival as an experience of total participation.  

 Beyond Rousseau, like Foucault’s panopticon, the masquerade ball requires each 

participant’s perception to be reduced to the slits of small mask, similar to the manner in which a 

jail cell reduces one’s perception. The masquerade ball enacts a modern looking relation of 

“observing [oneself] being observed,” to quote Foucault, in such a way that an embodied, 

sovereign gaze is internalized, while it is often either made physically or symbolically absent or 

invisible.345 For Florio, however, as a subject whose desires and wishes are liberated, the masked 

ball both confuses his gaze and re-directs it from Fortunato (although paradoxically upon 

Fortunato’s invitation) toward women. Describing his interaction with Bianka after encountering 

the mystery woman, the narrator remarks:  

 Er äußerte ihr seine Verwunderung, sie diesen Abend hindurch nicht gesehen zu haben.  
 „Ihr habt mich öfter gesehen,“ sagte sie leise, und er glaubte dieses Flüstern 
 wiederzuerkennen. Währenddes wurde sie die Rose an seiner Brust gewahr, welche er 
 von der Griechin erhalten, und schlug errötend die Augen nieder. Florio merkte es wohl, 
 ihm fiel dabei ein, wie er nach dem Tanze die Griechin doppelt gesehen. Mein Gott! 
 dachte er verwirrt bei sich, wer war denn das? (26) 
 

 
345 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York and London: 
Routledge, 2005), 7.  
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The seriality of the female figures’ costumes at the ball creates a mise-en-abîme of their images, 

which confuses Florio. In fact, the presence of several tableaux vivants, attitudes, or multiple 

women all dressed as Diana or Artemis at a masquerade ball could have been a historical 

possibility, insofar as Classical iconography belonged to a common frame of reference and 

would have been easily recognizable to the partygoers.346 The female figure’s affirmation of 

Florio’s gaze, as she confirms that he has indeed seen her before through her blushing, also 

intimates that her veil has allowed her the opportunity to observe him, i.e., it has allowed her 

gaze to linger upon him, although the reader does not gain access to her interiority. Thus, the 

masked woman, dressed as Diana, makes a gesture of pudeur, as she blushes and gazes 

downward at the sight of the rose on Florio’s chest, which he had received from the other 

woman.  

 After Florio leaves the masquerade ball, he enters the adjacent garden in a state of 

yearning and desire in order to discover the identity of the woman in Greek costume. A chase 

scene ensues, pre-figured by the Greek female figure(s), which recalls Rousseau’s sexual politics 

of pudeur and involves the repetition of many of the same demure, femininized gestures. In this 

way, the characters enact a tableau vivant at the level of the narrative, as they put themselves in 

constellations that could reference a variety of genres of paintings, e.g., such as of a woman 

whose back faces the viewer, or of a hunt scene, or scenes of cherubic play by fountains, which 

often depict asymmetrical gender dynamics. Building on Lange’s arguments that these events 

constitute a “rituelle Entschleierung auf dem Maskenfest,” I argue that this enacts the tableau 

effect through which Florio’s self-performance is gradually positioned as more active and 

 
346 This motif traveled across European masked balls. In Verdun-Louis Saulnier’s 1949 monograph Maurice Scève, 
ca. 1500-1560, he reports of an ironic performance of a tableau vivant of Artemis/ Diana at court. See Verdun-Louis 
Saulnier, Maurice Scève, ca. 1500-1560, (Genève: Slatkine Reprints:, 2003 (1949)), 365. This could pre-figure 
contemporary instances of subcultures with niche frames of references, such as cosplay.  
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dominant vis-à-vis his female counterparts.347 In this sense, the dominant looking position in this 

heterosexual relationship is established through visual references to the hunt. 

 In a literary and philosophical rather than an art-historical context, Rousseau’s 1762 

novel Émile, ou de L’Éducation (Emile, or on Education) evaluates hunting as an “occupation” 

that possesses all the “characteristics” befitting a young male subject and that helps him “lose … 

the dangerous inclinations which spring from softness,” because “the chase hardens the heart as 

well as the body.”348 Insofar as Émile’s education is opposed to “dangerous inclinations that 

spring from softness,” it follows a normative, masculine trajectory, opposed to effete and 

therefore feminine qualities.349 To quote Rousseau, “his complexion, still delicate, but not 

insipid, has in it no effeminate softness, for air and sun have already given him the honorable 

stamp of his sex.”350 As the masculine scene par excellence, Rousseau compares hunting to 

romantic pursuits and notes that “these tastes may be combined” over time in a man’s life; 

however, he warns that “the passions of youth cannot be divided in this way,” such that a youth 

should not spend much time actually hunting, but rather engaged in other activities that 

streamline the passions.351 The chase scene in the garden in Das Marmorbild not only combines 

both these passions, namely, for the hunt and for sexual gratification, as Florio chases the 

masked woman, but it also positions him as a predator, as the wielder of the active male gaze for 

the first time, and thus as a heterosexual male subject. Moreover, since the outset of the novella, 

Florio has been afforded geographic mobility as a male subject, which was historically a 

masculine social privilege. Or rather, Eichendorff’s novella enacts an allegorical tableau vivant 

 
347 Lange, 171.  
348 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Émile, ou de L’Education, Trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 1979), 320. 
349 Ibid., 320 
350 Ibid., 159 
351 Ibid., 321.  
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of Rousseau’s gendered pedagogy, i.e., Émile’s life trajectory, through this scene, as he moves 

through these stations of development. During the chase, when Florio finds the masked woman 

by a moonlit fountain, the narrator recounts a scene that resembles Florio’s earlier confrontation 

with the living statue next to a small pond: 

 Florio folgte dem Gesange und kam auf einen offenen, runden Rasenplatz, in dessen 
 Mitte ein Springbrunnen lustig mit den Funken des Mondlichts spielte. Die Griechin saß,  
 wie eine schöne Naiade, auf dem steinernen Becken. Sie hatte die Larve abgenommen 
 und spielte gedankenvoll mit einer Pose in dem schimmernden Wasserspiegel. 
 Schmeichlerisch schweifte der Mondschein über den blendendweißen Nacken auf und 
 nieder, ihr Gesicht konnte er nicht sehen, denn sie hatte ihm den Rücken zugekehrt. – Als 
 sie die Zweige hinter sich rauschen hörte, sprang das schöne Bildchen rasch auf, steckte 
 die Larve vor und floh, schnell wie ein aufgescheuchtes Reh, wieder zur Gesellschaft 
 zurück. (24) 
 
With her face concealed by the “Larve,” or mask, the narrator describes the woman as a 

“Bildchen” that “suddenly sprints away,” in a way that resonates with the practice of staging 

tableaux vivants, insofar as the text literalizes the tableau vivant by comparing this woman to a 

living “picture.” The narrator further compares the masked woman to a “Naiade,” or a water 

spirit in Greek mythology, which carries an erotic, dangerous, or even ghostly connotation.352 

Furthermore, the woman’s avoidance of Florio’s gaze heightens the erotic tension, as she 

manipulates the reflection that her pose casts in the water, which is prefigured by the earlier 

 
352 As this female figure “hesitantly” stands, it is almost as if she is wavering on a threshold, like the gardener’s 
daughter whom the narrator later arbitrarily describes as stretching herself out on the threshold – “dehnte sich auf 
der Schwelle” - to her home (34). Through this tertiary female figure’s placement in a threshold space, the text 
subtly references female figures’ initiatory function, as they are reduced to images that direct Florio’s emergent 
gaze. 
352 The etymology of “Larve” in German underscores Eichendorff’s choice of this term in order to denote this 
sartorial element, because it heightens the mysterious and phantasmic quality of the woman. More precisely, 
according to the Grimm Wörterbuch, “Larve” is derived from Latin for “gespenst, schreckgestalt;” moreover, they 
cite Schiller and Goethe’s usage of “Larve” in several instances to denote “ghost,” remarking that its original usage 
is retained in modern German “bei gelehrten dichtern;” which opens up new interpretive connotations in terms of 
Eichendorff’s text, insofar as Florio sees this woman as not only an image, but rather as a ghost, an immaterial 
image, which intimates notions of anxiety and fear in this looking situations as well as his ability to physically 
possess her.  
See Jacob Grimm und Wilhelm Grimm, Deutsches Wörterbuch, vol 12, 207. (Digitalisierte Fassung im 
Wörterbuchnetz des Trier Center for Digital Humanities) <https://www.woerterbuchnetz.de/DWB>. 
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doubling of the “Griechin” and also references her bifurcation for Florio’s gaze. As Florio preys 

upon this unidentified woman and lurks in the bushes, his activity recalls Eduard’s return to his 

estate in “Book Two” of Die Wahlverwandtschaften, as he stalks Ottilie from the shrubs.353 

Moreover, the way in which this female figure turns her back to the male subject, in order to 

arouse him, also recalls Luciane’s tableau vivant of Gerhard van Terborch’s Gallant 

Conversation, which also appears in Book Two of Die Wahlverwandtschaften. Returning to this 

scene, at the end of this instance of posing, the woman, “like a deer,” flees from Florio’s gaze 

and returns to the party. Her placement by the fountain recalls Florio’s earlier encounter with the 

Venus statue by the water, which reflects the setting’s structure as a mise-en-abîme through not 

only the similar garden settings, but also the reflective quality of the water in both. The water 

amplifies the female figure’s bashfulness, as it doubles her image. This flirtatious chase is 

followed by a moment of transitioning between static poses, which recalls the performance of an 

attitude. Here, the narrator remarks that this doubly veiled woman “schien es gern zu sehen, daß 

Florio ihr folgte.” (24) Her fleeting poses evoke Rousseau’s notion of pudeur, which dictates that 

a woman should expect a man’s advances (in a game of Erwartungserwartungen), and therefore 

guard herself through expressing shame or embarrassment, despite her true desires, as she 

engages in a game of erotic deferral.   

 Finally, when Florio is alone with the woman, after chasing her through a crowd of 

masked partygoers, she further conceals her identity behind a veil, which she uses in an 

eroticizing gesture, which in turn heightens his shyness. The narrator comments on Florio’s 

thoughts:  

 
353 Whereas Die Wahlverwandtschaften represents the landscape itself as precariously in flux with Eduard’s desires, 
Das Marmorbild represents the landscape (and the female figures placed within it) as one of the conditioning 
elements of the development of Florio’s desire.  
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 Sie blieb zögernd stehen und sah ihn einige Augenblicke schweigend an. Die Larve war 
 fort, aber ein kurzer, blütenweißer Schleier, mit allerlei wunderlichen, goldgestickten 
 Figuren verziert, verdeckte das Gesichtchen. Er wunderte sich, daß die Scheue nun so 
 allein bei ihm aushielt. (24)354 
 
After removing the “Larve,” her face is guarded by another veil, thus heightening her sexual 

allurement. Here, Florio expresses a masculine form of pudeur, which, according to Rousseau, is 

explained by men’s desire to have sex in private.355  

 Florio corners the woman again, and she “blickte scheu um sich und ging rasch tiefer in 

die Nacht hinein.”356 Finally, when Florio catches up with the woman in this flirtatious chase, 

she stops and reveals herself by removing the second face-covering, as the narrator remarks:  

 Hier blieb seine Begleiterin plötzlich stehen. „Es wird mich erfreuen,“ sagte sie, „Euch 
 einmal in meinem Hause zu sehen. Unser Freund wird Euch hingleiten. – Lebt wohl!“ – 
 Bei diesen Worten schlug sie den Schleier zurück, und Florio fuhr erschrocken 
 zusammen. – Es war die wunderbare Schöne, deren Gesang er in jenem mittagschwülen 
 Garten belauscht. – Aber ihr Gesicht, das der Mond hell beschien, kam ihm bleich und 
 regungslos vor, fast wie damals das Marmorbild am Weiher. (25) 
 
Re-covering her face with the veil, Florio’s female counterpart appears to freeze before she 

departs, as she “remains suddenly standing,” like a deer in a chase; that is, in a moment of 

petrification. In an incessant deferral or foreclosure of their interaction, the female figure must 

physically freeze, like the statue. At this point in the narrative, for the second time, the scene of 

the marble statue by the lake is reconstructed, as at the beginning of the chase. In this mise-en-

abîme, the moonlit mise-en-scène repeats itself, through the reference to the statue’s original 

location, while the image of the living statue becomes briefly embodied by the image of an 

immobilized woman. As the narrator conveys very few of the woman’s physical features, aside 

 
354 As this female figure “hesitantly” stands, it is almost as if she is wavering on a threshold, like the gardener’s 
daughter who the narrator later arbitrarily describes as stretching herself out on the threshold – “dehnte sich auf der 
Schwelle” – to her home. (34) Through this tertiary female figure’s placement in a threshold space, the text subtly 
references female figures’ initiatory function, as they are reduced to images that direct Florio’s emergent gaze. 
355 Coleman, 113. 
356 Ibid., 24. 
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from the remarks regarding her sartorial layers, her face’s similarity to the statue, in that it 

appears lifeless, becomes her sole identifying quality. While Gratzke remarks that Eichendorff’s 

reduction of women to the status of images demonstrates one of his “strong… literary 

measures… to punish all the strong female characters,” in order to reinforce the male figure’s 

characterization as an actively masculine participant, this chase scene is also a situation of 

subject formation, i.e., a didactic tableau of a romantic chase, which positions Florio’s identity 

vis-à-vis women.357 Here, the statue-made-woman shocks Florio after she reveals her face. She 

then invites him to visit her home, thus aligning her with the figure of the host of the party, 

where images will in fact come to life and where Florio’s gaze becomes reflected back at 

himself, which I address in the next section.  

 Florio once again experiences a stupor after this disorienting evening, thus repeating the 

same reaction he has had throughout the story to previous evenings of revelry. Florio seems 

unable to achieve rest because he cannot comprehend his situation vis-à-vis different objects of 

desire. After the ball, once Florio is home again and contemplating the evening, his thoughts 

become reoriented around a new threat that women pose to his ability to perceive the world. The 

narrator remarks:  

 Sein Herz war so voll und gepreßt und doch so überselig. Er nahm schnell Abschied, eilte 
 hinab und ritt ohne Fortunato und alle Begleitung in die Stadt zurück. 
  Das Fenster in seinem Zimmer stand offen, er blickte flüchtig noch einmal 
 hinaus. Die Gegend draußen lag unkenntlich und still wie eine wunderbar verschränkte 
 Hieroglyphe im zauberischen Mondschein. Er schloß das Fenster fast erschrocken und 
 warf sich auf sein Ruhebett hin, wo er wie ein Fieberkranker in die wunderlichsten 
 Träume versank. (27) 
 
The comparison of the landscape to a hieroglyph, which Florio is unable to read, metaphorizes 

Florio’s frustration at deciphering interchangeable female figures at the ball. Thus, as an 

 
357 Gratzke, 67. 
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observing subject, Florio can no longer constitute his own identity in a stable way vis-à-vis a 

female other, if she is not legible to his gaze. Accordingly, Prager argues that Florio does not 

encounter the Venus statue and veiled women in a way that satisfies the male gaze’s scopophilia 

as a “source of narcissistic satisfaction,” but that this interaction instead results in his encounter 

with the feminine Other, and thus “constitutes a threat to [Florio’s] sense of self that must be 

overcome if he is to stabilize his own identity” as male.358 As Florio’s confusing experience at 

the masquerade ball turns into an erotic chase in the villa’s garden, Eichendorff’s text silences 

women and reduces them to images in order to position male subjects. However, Florio 

encounters one female figure, Venus, who silences him, in fact, and whose meeting with Florio 

enacts the tableau effect, insofar as Florio’s compulsorily heterosexual position is further defined 

over and against Antique feminine iconography.359  

 From the masquerade ball to Venus’ private villa (which resembles the location of the 

masquerade ball, too), women attempt to attract and captivate Florio’s gaze. During Florio’s 

“terrifying encounter in the Venusberg with the seductive heathen art of the marble statue, it is 

not female sexuality, but the different forms of ego-centric or same-sex desire that threaten 

Florio,” to quote Helfer.360 Florio’s excursion to Venus’s palace amplifies his desire for her, but 

it also induces his recognition of the instability and precarity that such obsessive desire entails 

for selfhood, as he risks spiraling into a solipsistic (and therefore narcissistic) mis-en-abîme. As 

Florio rides to the “Palast mit seiner heitern Säulenpracht,” the building’s appearance recalls 

Antique aesthetics with its ornate columns and construction entirely from marble, which the 

narrator describes as “seltsam, fast wie ein heidnischer Tempel erbaut.” (28) Once inside the 

 
358 Prager, 209. 
359 Eichendorff strives to depict German Romanticism’s Christian orientation against the Antique iconography of 
neo-Classicism, i.e., of Weimarer Klassik. 
360 Helfer, 312.  



 

 196 

palace, Florio’s gaze becomes infatuated with this woman and her surroundings, as the narrator 

remarks that Florio’s “Blicke schweiften wie geblendet über die bunten Bilder, immer mit neuer 

Trunkenheit wieder zu der schönen Herrin des Schlosses zurückkehrend.” (29) Here, the title of 

“Herrin des Hauses” lexically parallels the host of the previous party, the ornately dressed “Herr 

des Hauses,” which supports my claim that Venus appeared in drag at the ball. (30) In a 

narcissistic gesture of gazing at herself in the mirror, which recalls eighteenth-century female 

villains such as Lessing’s villain Marwood, Venus converses with Florio in such a way that 

shows that she only is concerned with herself, stating: “Bald etwas an ihrem dunkeln duftenden 

Lockengeflect verbessernd, bald wieder im Spiegel sich betrachtend, sprach sie dabei 

fortwährend zu dem Jüngling.” (29) Moments later, the “schöne Führerin” reclines on her 

pillows, recalling a harem scene in which the roles are reversed, and “warf dabei, zierlich 

wechselnd, ihren weiten, blütenweißen Schleier in die mannigfaltigsten Richtungen, immer 

schönere Formen bald enthüllend, bald lose verbergend.” (30) As the “Herrin des Hauses” 

seduces Florio with her veil, thus arousing him through the art of concealment, or pudeur, his 

gaze becomes enflamed: “er betrachtete sie mit flammenden Augen.” (30)  

 Once inside the villa, Florio remarks upon the images of the town of Lucca that are 

painted on the walls. Directly citing the concept of “lebende Bilder,” he tells the woman that he 

never expected the images of his childhood to become “lebendig.” (30) It is noteworthy here that 

this observing experience reflects the way in which the camera obscura casts an image of the 

outside world on the interior wall of the structure, into which the observer must look. In this 

case, it seems that Florio enters a space in which the stable connection between interior 

representation and exterior/external reality becomes fluid and “alive” in movement. Suddenly, 
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the woman becomes irritated and interrupts Florio’s nostalgic monologue in order to advance a 

sensual encounter, exclaiming: 

 „Laßt nur das!“ sagte hier die Dame in Zerstreuung, „ein jeder glaubt mich schon einmal 
 gesehen zu haben, denn mein Bild dämmert und blüht wohl in allen Jugendträumen mit 
 herauf.“ Sie streichelte dabei beschwichtigend dem schönen Jüngling die braunen Locken 
 aus der klaren Stirn. Florio aber stand auf, sein Herz war zu voll und tief bewegt, er trat 
 ans offne Fenster. (30)  
 
With a tone that conveys her frustration with Florio’s inexperienced approach to this erotic 

encounter, the woman boasts that her image “dawns and blooms” in all youthful dreams, in a 

way that references not only adolescence as a time of sexual awakening and differentiation, but 

also her earlier appearance in drag, as well as her association with mythological iconography. 

Now, as soon as Florio and the woman make physical contact, Florio becomes emotionally 

overwhelmed and turns his gaze away from the woman as well as her house full of images, as he 

makes his way to the open window to free himself from this situation. Once again, just as when 

Florio had to close his eyes after gazing at the moonlit Venus statue, his gaze once again 

becomes overwhelmed in this looking act.  

 Here, an uncanny doubling occurs, as this sensual encounter suddenly transforms into a 

horrifying visual experience, thus ending Florio’s sensual chase in a fantastical nightmare 

scenario. The narrator symbolically imbues this erotic encounter with a lapsarian connotation, as 

a serpent enters the scene:  

 Zu gleicher Zeit bemerkte er an dem Fenstergesimse Gras und einzelne Büschel von 
 Kräutern wie auf altem Gemäuer. Eine Schlange fuhr zischend daraus hervor und stürzte 
 mit dem grünlichgoldenen Schweife sich ringelnd in den Abgrund hinunter.  
  Erschrocken verließ Florio das Fenster und kehrte zu der Dame zurück. Diese saß 
 unbeweglich still, als lauschte sie. Dann stand sie rasch auf, ging ans Fenster und sprach 
 mit anmutiger Stimme scheltend in die Nacht hinaus. (31)361 

 
361 This scene has several intertextual resonances with Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s final text in his collection of 
short stories, Unterhaltung Deutscher Ausgewanderten, “Das Märchen,” namely: the green snake, its location next 
to an abyss, and Florio’s encounter with statues in a dark chamber. To quote Goethe’s “Märchen”: “In dieser Kluft 
befand sich die schöne grüne Schlange, die durch die herabklingende Münze aus ihrem Schlafe geweckt wurde.” 
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Women become literally aligned with snakes, in a reference to biblical association of Eve with 

the serpent, in the Book of Genesis. While Florio seeks refuge in the window from this 

overwhelming situation, the window becomes a symbolic space of temptation through the 

snake’s presence. The woman moves to occupy the window, thus placing herself into alignment 

with the serpent. While her words dissolve into the night, the narrator remarks that Florio’s fear 

becomes amplified:  

 Da fuhr Florio plötzlich einige Schritte zurück, denn es war ihm, als stünde die Dame 
 starr mit geschlossenen Augen und ganz weißem Antlitz und Armen vor ihm. Mit  dem 
 flüchtigen Blitzesscheine jedoch verschwand auch das schreckliche Gesicht wieder, 
 wie es entstanden. Die alte Dämmerung füllte wieder das Gemach, die Dame sah ihn 
 wieder lächelnd an wie vorhin, aber stillschweigend und wehmütig, wie mit 
 schwerverhaltenen Tränen. (32)  
 
Venus’ emotions become illegible (is she smiling or crying?), and she briefly appears like the 

countenance of a marble statue in the lightning’s glare. Her appearance constantly shifts in what 

appears like a series of postures and countenances, which invokes the notion of mimoplastic 

performance. As she becomes like a statue or an inanimate object, the images in her chamber 

now shock Florio, as they too come to life. The narrator remarks:  

 Florio hatte indes, im Schreck zurücktaumelnd, eines von den steinernen Bildern, die an 
 der Wand herumstanden, angestoßen. In demselben Augenblicke begann dasselbe 
 sich zu rühren, die Regung teilte sich schnell den andern mit, und bald erhoben sich 
 alle die Bilder mit furchtbarem Schweigen von ihrem Gestelle. Florio zog seinen Degen 
 und warf einen ungewissen Blick auf die Dame. (32)  
 
Florio knocks into one of the “stone images,” which then sets other images into a chain of 

motion as they come to life as a literal tableau vivant and thereby reference the Pygmalion myth.  

 
See Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Das Märchen. Unterhaltung deutscher Ausgewanderten in Goethes Werke: 
Herausgegeben im Auftrage der Großherzogin Sophie von Sachsen: I. Abtheilung: Goethes Literarische Werke: 18. 
Band (Weimar: Böhlau Verlag, 1895), 93-273. Here: 227.  
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Soon, all the images raise themselves out of their frames with “frightening silence.” Describing 

the images’ transformation, the narrator continues:   

 Denn auch die hohen Blumen in den Gefäßen fingen an, sich wie buntgefleckte 
 bäumende Schlangen gräßlich durcheinander zu winden, alle Ritter auf den Wandtapeten 
 sahen auf einmal aus wie er und lachten ihn hämisch an; die beiden Arme, welche die 
 Kerzen hielten, rangen und reckten sich immer länger, als wolle ein ungeheurer Mann aus 
 der Wand sich hervorarbeiten, der Saal füllte sich mehr und mehr, die Flammen des 
 Blitzes warfen gräßliche Scheine zwischen die Gestalten, durch deren Gewimmel Florio 
 die steinernen Bilder mit solcher Gewalt auf sich losdringen sah, daß ihm die Haare zu 
 Berge standen. Das Grausen überwältigte alle seine Sinne, er stürzte verworren aus dem 
 Zimmer. (32) 
 
As flowers in vases begin to writhe and slither “like snakes,” or snakes in a tableau vivant, they 

evoke an embodied reaction from Florio, whose hair stands on end.362 Additionally, the images 

of knights on the tapestries become literal tableaux vivants. Furthermore, they suddenly 

transform into images of himself that laugh back at him. In this fantastical moment of observing 

tapestries, (i.e., textiles, which are adjacent to sartorial material), Florio observes his own image 

take on the regalia of a knight. Here, the tableau effect unfolds as Florio’s narcissistic projection 

of himself is fully reflected (and rejected). This tableau vivant returns his gaze and multiplies his 

self-image in an act of solipsism, as in a mise-en-abîme. Whereas Florio had multiplied the 

images of the women, in an act of fetishization and objectification, now he becomes the one 

whose image is multiplied, as he loses control over his own image, because he has become the 

object of Venus’ gaze. Through the bifurcation of his image, in an uncanny way, Florio attains a 

distance between himself and his self-images, which opens a new level of self-awareness or self-

observation. This self-awareness is initially characterized as a vain pursuit, however, insofar as 

 
362 I conjecture that a tableau vivant would not include live animals (aside from perhaps cattle or similarly docile 
domesticated and easily accessible animals for nativity scenes) for various reasons. In this sense, a photograph by 
Charles Albert Wilson of a tableau vivant that was commissioned by Queen Victoria herself for a performance in 
Balmoral Castle, entitled “The Snake Charmer” (1893), depicts some sort of taxidermy or imitation snake in this 
verifiable historical instance.  
The Royal Collection Trust, London: https://www.rct.uk/collection/2980039  
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Florio observes himself laughing at himself as he seeks pleasure in the Venusberg. What began 

with laughter now ends in terror, as Florio finally sees entrapped by this “pagan” seductress.  

 

Overlaying Male Images with Female Images: Bianka in Drag  
 
 In the final scene of the novella, according to the narrator, as Florio drifts along the road 

the road the next morning, “langsam und in sich gekehrt,” he encounters Fortunato, Pietro, and a 

young boy who accompanied them “ohne viel aufzublicken.” (34) Here, the depiction of Florio 

in a state of rumination or being withdrawn into himself resonates not only with Crary’s 

definition of askesis as self-sequestration, but also with Foucault’s definition of askesis as a 

meditative exercise in self-transformation. Now that Fortunato and Donati have facilitated 

Florio’s attendance of the masquerade ball, his subsequent chase of a woman, and his seduction 

at Venus’ villa, Florio seems exhausted. His heteronormative orientation becomes more secure 

after this point, especially following Florio’s nightmarish encounter in the Venusberg, insofar as 

this sets the stage for Florio to enter a heterosexual union with Bianka, symbolized by the 

Christian aesthetics of Marian blue and the image of an angel. Moreover, unlike the other 

figures, whose names have no religious content, Pietro’s name references Saint Peter, the 

founder of the Catholic Church.   

 As the four (or three) men on horseback ride through the Italian countryside (before 

Florio realizes that the young man is in fact Bianka), they pass the ruins of a palace, which 

sparks a discussion in which Pietro remarks that the sparkling marble of a certain hillside palace 

was once the site of a temple to Venus. It is revealed that this young boy is in fact Bianka in 

drag, which resonates with sartoriality’s primacy for the unfolding of the tableau effect and thus 

foregrounds the materiality of gender performativity. In line with Butler’s discussion of cross-
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dressing in Bodies That Matter, Bianka’s potentially subversive presentation in male drag is co-

opted by a hegemonic gender order and re-cast with the intention of positioning her, ultimately, 

as a heterosexual partner.363 The narrator remarks that Bianka has to wear the “Knabentracht” for 

the practical reason of unencumbered travel, since travel was a masculine privilege around 1800, 

but also “zugleich alles Vergangene gleichsam von sich abzustreifen,” insofar as she is newly re-

fashioned for Florio’s gaze. (34) This quote repeats Florio’s initial break with the past noted at 

the beginning of the novella. The male costume, here, serves as a medium for her to forget 

Florio, as it “strips the past away.” The narrator recounts Bianka’s emotional reaction when 

Florio became infatuated with another woman:  

 Und als dann der heißgeliebte Florio, den dunkeln Mächten verloren geben mußte, da 
 versank sie in eine tiefe Schwermut, deren Geheimnis sie niemand anzuvertrauen 
 wagte… der kluge Pietro wußte es aber wohl. (38)  
 
The narrator relates that while Bianka watched Florio lose himself to the “dark powers,” i.e., 

Venus, she suffered from a broken heart, and, thankfully, her uncle was so attuned to her feelings 

that he arranged this trip as a sort of emotional convalescence. This situation seems too good to 

be true, as Pietro also seems to have a degree of knowledge about the situation and Bianka’s 

desires that exceeds the reader’s access to her.   

 In this scene, these older male figures, who led Florio to a masquerade ball at a 

remarkably similar villa and later to the Venusberg, draw attention to the landscape’s quality as a 

mise-en-abîme or series of ever-changing images among which Florio travels. Additionally, 

Bianka is presented against the backdrop of the ruins of Venus’ villa, which frame her presence 

for Florio’s gaze. This instance of gender-bending is performed against the backdrop of this 

naturalistic landscape scenery and becomes invested with a particular optimism around 

 
363 See Butler, “Gender is Burning.” 
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heterosexual union (through the revelation of Bianka as female). After Pietro remarks to 

Fortunato that he often climbed in the ruins as a young boy, inscribing an avatar of himself into 

the hillside image through this memory, the narrator then remarks that the ruins attract Florio’s 

gaze: 

 Florio warf einen Blick nach dem Berge. In seiner großen Einsamkeit lag da altes 
 verfallenes Gemäuer umher, schöne, halb in die Erde versunkene Säulen und künstlich 
 gehauene Steine […] ein Weiher befand sich daneben, über dem sich ein zum Teil 
 zertrümmertes Marmorbild erhob, hell vom Morgen angeglüht. Es war offenbar dieselbe 
 Gegend, dieselbe Stelle, wo er den schönen Garten und die Dame gesehen hatte. – Er 
 schauerte innerlichst zusammen bei dem Anblicke. (34) 
 
As Florio “shudders inwardly at the sight” of the marble statue, thus invoking his recognition of 

the fact that his object of desire was a ghost or phantasm, Fortunato notices his anxious gaze and 

sings a song to calm him. Indeed, the asynchrony of this observing experience stokes Florio’s 

anxiety, insofar as the palace and its adjacent marble statue upon the pond, which he just visited, 

have suddenly transformed into a dilapidated image of their former appearance, which is highly 

aestheticized, in a way that resonates with a scene change. Thereafter, during the travelers’ 

discussion of this fabled site as a haunted place, which causes Florio to reflect on his terrifying 

experience the previous evening, he also realizes the true identity of their fourth, unnamed 

companion.364 Florio’s gaze wanders from the ruins of the palace, which reflect not only his 

personal past, but also a past of Italy and pre-Christian Europe, to Bianka, his future wife and a 

representative of the novella’s ultimate Christian paradigm, to quote Prager, insofar as “Das 

Marmorbild is an anti-classicist story that invokes these [Classical and pagan] figures to favor a 

Christian paradigm” through Florio’s union with Bianka.365 The narrator recounts the moment 

 
364 The characterization of the Venus temple as a “haunted” site semantically resonates with Venus’ sartorial 
presentation, as she wears a “Larve,” which carries the etymological connotation of ghostliness. Broadly speaking, 
Florio seems to be “scared away” from Venus, in this sense.  
365 Prager, 204. 
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when Florio recognizes Bianka, and now feminizes and connotes Bianca as such through the 

comparison of her gaze, i.e., her “small head,” with flowers basking in the dawn, as she raises 

her eyes to return Florio’s gaze, stating:   

 Der zierliche Knabe, welcher Pietro begleitete, hatte unterdes auch, wie Blumen vor den 
 ersten Morgenstrahlen, das Köpfchen erhoben. – Da erkannte Florio mit Erstaunen 
 Fräulein Bianka. Er erschrak, wie sie so bleich aussah gegen jenen Abend, da er sie zum 
 ersten Mal unter den Zelten in reizendem Mutwillen gesehen. (38)  
 
Although Bianka is completely covered, and especially silent in this case, her sudden appearance 

as a man causes Florio to remember her in a state of “reizendem Mutwillen” in the festival tent, 

in a way that references the physical experience of the chase. Aside from her sartorial 

presentation, which codes her as male, the only feature through which Florio recognizes Bianka 

as female is her face. Nevertheless, the boy’s “ornate” clothing already intimates the figure’s 

gender, but Florio does not appear to notice this. The narrator compares Bianka’s demure 

comportment to a flower bowed before the morning sun, in a way that resembles the gestures of 

pudeur: a woman’s bowed head and batted lashes to signal her feigned shame and shyness. In 

fact, this idealized relationship, which has suddenly fallen into place, seems to be characterized 

by Bianka’s new position of shyness and dependency vis-à-vis Florio. The narrator describes the 

way in which Florio and Bianka interact, as Bianka is quiet, which contrasts with Venus’ 

frustrated exchange with Florio, in which she was occupied with her own monologue.  

 As Florio’s gaze turns from the pagan past and his personal encounter with Venus, he re-

orients himself in a way that reflects Eichendorff’s overall “Romantic rejection of Classicism,” 

which “involved the redefinition of mythological figures [through] imbuing them with negative 

or evil attributes,” to quote Hachmeister’s discussion of Eichendorff’s reception of Goethe’s 
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Italienische Reise.366 Returning to the novella’s end, the narrator relates that Florio earnestly 

spills his heart to Bianka in a conversation in which Bianka replies with her downcast eyes:  

 Mit Wohlgefallen ruhten Florios Blicke auf der lieblichen Gestalt. Eine seltsame 
 Verblendung hatte bisher seine Augen wie mit einem Zaubernebel umfangen. Nun 
 erstaunte er ordentlich, wie schön sie war! Er sprach vielerlei gerührt und mit tiefer 
 Innigkeit zu ihr. Da ritt sie, ganz überrascht von dem unverhofften Glück und in freudiger 
 Demut, als verdiene sie solche Gnade nicht, mit niedergeschlagenen Augen schweigend 
 neben ihm her. Nur manchmal blickte sie unter den langen schwarzen Augenwimpern 
 nach ihm hinauf, die ganze klare Seele lag in dem Blick, als wollte sie bittend sagen: 
 „Täusche mich nicht wieder!“ (38) 
 
Upon Florio’s recognition that the boy is in fact Bianka, he exclaims that he feels as if he is 

“neugeboren,” and their auspicious union can take place it seems, as they communicate the 

mutual affirmation of their future marriage through their eyes, rather than through words. In this 

mutual exchange of gazes, Bianka becomes apotheosized, as she appears to transform into an 

angel in Marian blue. Regarding the sartorial color, Gratzke notes that “the connection between 

Venus and the Virgin Mary” is in fact made through the color of their clothing, “when the 

heathen goddess wears Mary’s shade of blue…” and when “Bianka is being transformed into an 

angel,” thus enacting sartorial linkage that facilitates the interchangeability of female figures.367 

Through this Christianized iconographic landscape, in which Bianka now appears as an angel 

(and which, moreover, forms a contrast with the previous instances of living statues and living 

images that were negatively connoted as pagan), Eichendorff re-inscribes a Christian iconology, 

and a heterosexual order, onto the neo-Classical landscape.368 Against the backdrop of the 

Venusberg, Eichendorff enacts a process of iconological or ideological subversion, in a manner 

similar to Gabrielle Bersier’s interpretation of Goethe’s use of tableaux vivants in Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften in her 2013 article “The Art of Ekphrastic Subversion: Goethe’s Optical 

 
366 Hachmeister, Return to Italy 89. 
367 Gratzke, 66. 
368 Bersier, 247.  
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Iconotexts.” While Goethe’s Wahlverwandtschaften demonstrates an aesthetic agenda that “[re-

captures] the artistic terrain claimed by the new Nazarene iconology and surreptitiously repeals 

its religious message” in favor of secularism, Eichendorff’s Marmorbild sublimates Classical 

iconography under a Christian paradigm inasmuch as it sublimates homosexual desire into the 

heterosexual cultural order. Whereas Goethe enacts a process of secularization in a mountainside 

scene in Wilhelm Meister that resonates with a tableau vivant of landscape portraiture, as Bersier 

argues, Das Marmorbild does the opposite. Thus, Eichendorff enacts a re-mystification of the 

landscape and, in the process, the re-naturalization of gender, through the tableau effect, as 

Florio realizes not only who the woman in drag is, but also who he is in this process. The 

narrator remarks that she “blickte ihn, statt aller Antwort selber wie fragend, mit ungewisser, 

noch halb zurückgehaltener Freude an und sah recht wie ein heiteres Engelsbild auf dem 

tiefblauem Grunde des Morgenhimmels aus.” (38) Bianka is marked by a total transparency of 

her intentions, which her silence signals in tandem with her eyes. As Prager remarks, Bianka 

“gazes back, yet she remains a passive object of study,” for “her passivity and silence are 

important since she is to become a screen upon which Florio projects his own identity.”369 

Bianka’s silence aligns her with “bourgeois society,” its “communicational paradigm,” i.e., 

writing, and “its semantics of love,” and thus reflects a discursive “reversal” that took place “at 

the end of the eighteenth century,” in which the aristocratic communicational paradigm of 

“rhetorical skills and conversational aptitudes” was “rejected” in favor of representing 

authenticity in a model of subjectivity based on silent reading and text.370 Thus, according to 

Richter, through this alignment, Marmorbild counters the aesthetic orientation that “for 

centuries, both in the Greek and the Christian tradition, [espoused] the belief that the letter is 

 
369 Prager, 213 
370 Landgraf, 38. See Chapter One for my discussion of Niklas Luhmann’s sociological framework.  
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dead or kills and [that] only the spirit or meaning is alive or gives life,” insofar as Bianka, as a 

silent interlocutor who is associated with the less-than-vital letter, especially in comparison with 

Venus’ extreme talkativeness in the encounter with Florio, is the end-goal of Florio’s process of 

maturation.371 

 Moreover, Bianka’s entire soul lies in her gaze as her primary feature, which implies her 

total moral transparency. Unlike Venus, who suppressed Florio’s speech in order to advance a 

sensual encounter, Bianka is totally synchronized with him through her silent attentiveness (in a 

manner similar to Ottilie). While cosplaying, or attitudes, invoke corporeal movement and 

constant theatrical adjustment, the medium of the tableau vivant freezes and silences female 

figures, or in this case, Bianka’s presentation to Florio disciplines her into this idealized position. 

It is noteworthy that while Bianka is the figure in disguise, however, she is the one who asks 

Florio – with her eyes – not to “deceive” her again. Her word choice, in that she uses the verb 

täuschen, to denote deceit in English, also etymologically reflects the notion of illusion, 

Täuschung. Bianka’s words are conveyed by the narrator, since she is not quoted in direct 

speech, because her speech has been reduced to the gesture of her eyes. When Florio exclaims 

that he feels as though he has been reborn, Bianka remains silent, but in Florio’s eyes, she 

transforms into the Christian image of an angel in Marian blue, which references Christian art’s 

triumph over pagan art in the text. The narrator recounts this transformation as follows:  

 Sie waren unterdes auf einer luftigen Höhe angelangt; hinter ihnen versank die Stadt 
 Lucca mit ihren dunkeln Türmen in dem schimmernden Duft. Da sagte Florio, zu  Bianka 
 gewendet: „Ich bin wie neugeboren, es ist mir, als würde noch alles gut werden, seit ich 
 Euch wiedergefunden. Ich möchte niemals wieder scheiden, wenn Ihr es vergönnt.“ 
  Bianka blickte ihn statt aller Antwort selber wie fragend mit ungewisser, noch 
 halb zurückgehaltener Freude an und sah recht wie ein heiteres Engelsbild auf dem 
 tiefblauen Grunde des Morgenhimmels aus. (38)  
 

 
371 Richter, 70. 
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Florio admits that he feels “reborn” by this encounter, thus underscoring its significance in his 

subject development. Bianka’s transformation from a boy into a living image of the Madonna 

demonstrates the serialized representation of women in the novella, as they are doubled 

repeatedly as images for Florio’s gaze. Here, Florio’s desire for images also becomes 

Christianized, sanctioned, and recontextualized from pagan or Antique contexts, much in the 

same way that the cult of male friendship and the forms of homosexual eros that it entails 

became Christianized and re-integrated into a bourgeois Romantic paradigm. As the novel 

symbolically “opposes Fortunato to Venus” and therefore “Classical Greek to Christianity,” as 

Richter argues, I argue that queer eros, including Classical concepts such as pederasty, becomes 

sublimated into a heterosexual paradigm.372  

 The final union between Florio and Bianka demonstrates “Eichendorff’s conditional 

affirmation of desire” under a “Christian” aesthetic paradigm, to quote Gratzke, which purifies 

love of lust and “makes women pay a price,” insofar as Bianka is “reduced to silent adoration of 

her new master” at the end.373 Although she is not dressed as a woman, her eyes symbolize her 

only trait: the final gratification of her own desire to be dependent upon Florio. While she 

represents the dually maternal and chaste position of the Virgin Mary on the one hand, she also 

represents a mode of monastic obedience, on the other, which the visual tradition of the 

Annunciation evokes.374 Bianka’s silent transformation into a virginal angel, like a tableau 

vivant, has an intertextual affinity with Ottilie’s performance of the Virgin Mary in a nativity 

 
372 Richter, 69.   
373 Gratzke, 66. 
374 This synthesis of sensuality and chastity in Bianka’s image aligns her with askesis, as a technology of the self, 
insofar as her figure acknowledges, assimilates, and integrates different discourses in order to comply with a 
patriarchal regime. While Bianka does not perform herself through any ascetic technologies of the self, I am hesitant 
to describe her mode of askesis in terms of actualized feminine agency, because she is being dressed by her uncle. 
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scene, during which Ottilie almost loses composure as she becomes aware of the male gaze in 

the audience.  

 Moreover, through Eichendorff’s representation of a cross-dressed woman as the primary 

medium through which Florio’s subjectivity becomes aligned with the Romantic reception of 

Christian art, the novella demonstrates that Romanticism’s rejection of classicism does not 

involve a rejection of cross-dressing. Eichendorff’s utilization of cross-dressing throughout the 

course of Florio’s Bildung resonates with “Goethe’s fictional treatment of cross-dressing in his 

novel Wilhelm Meister,” which “is designed to contain the destabilizing effect of the gender-

bender,” to cite Elisabeth Krimmer’s 2004 monograph In The Company of Men: Cross-Dressed 

Women Around 1800.375 Although “Wilhelm Meister re-anchors gender in the body,” to quote 

Krimmer, “the cross-dresser once again elides and points to a crucial void: the missing woman 

whose cross-dressed presence unwittingly uncovers the underlying homosocial structure of 

Goethe’s fictional society.” 376 Thus, the paradigm of the missing woman structures 

Eichendorff’s text and also Florio’s subject development, insofar as the homosocial relationship 

with Fortunato and other men leads to his relationship with Bianka, which is negotiated through 

cross-dressing?  

 

 

 
375 Elisabeth Krimmer, In The Company of Men: Cross-Dressed Women Around 1800, (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 2004), 165. 
Krimmer discusses the diminishment of female agency in Goethe’s (and other male German authors’) oeuvre, 
particularly through their reduction to images via cross-dressing; remarking that “the cross-dressed woman is a sign 
that can only be administered within an androcentric economy of signs, and that, because of this androcentricity, 
cannot undermine existing societal conventions.” (15) However, Krimmer argues that this only applies to literature 
written by men around 1800 and excludes works written by women, which means that this notion explains the why 
“cross-dressing does not destabilize the gender dichotomy” but rather is a “symptom that speaks of the underlying 
homosocial structure of Goethe’s [and in this case also Eichendorff’s] male alliance.” (71) 
376 Krimmer, 165.  
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Conclusion of Chapter Three: The Tableau Effect as a Vehicle of Romantic Masculine Bildung  
 
 Similar to the way in which the Turmgesellschaft in Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre is 

ultimately revealed to be the orchestrators of his Bildung, so too are Fortunato, Pietro, and likely 

also Donati, revealed to be in a secret homosocial alliance that stages Florio’s development. The 

process of Bildung that Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister represents “does not stop at the expulsion of 

androgyny but aims for the sublimation of homosexual desire,” to quote Krimmer.377 Similarly, 

the trajectory of Florio’s Bildung that Eichendorff’s text depicts, which ends in his attraction to a 

woman in drag, demonstrates that “homosexual desire, though banished from the surface of the 

text, is reinstated as the foundation of the homosocial community of men, who are welded 

together through the figure of the female cross-dresser,” to quote Krimmer’s work.378 Pietro and 

Fortunato’s roles in orchestrating this union demonstrates a homosocial solidarity of “men 

promoting men’s interests,” in a way that resonates with Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Robert 

Tobin’s similar discussions of the transformation of homosociality and homosexuality in the 

eighteenth century from a “continuum” of desire to their current “diacritical opposition” as two 

polar notions of desire.379 Thus, Fortunato’s relationship with Florio transitions from a 

homoerotic foundation to a homosocial bond, in a chain that is welded together by literal scene 

and clothing changes at the beginning and at the end of the story. In a way similar to Kleist’s Der 

Findling, in which the sartorial element of a tableau vivant linked male desire across space and 

time, here, male costumes serve as a way of directing and guiding Florio’s gaze. While the 

female figures’ clothing links them together, in a manner evocative of costume changes, it also 

connects male figures across space and time, in a way that unites their desire, in terms of 

 
377 Krimmer, 175.  
378 Ibid., 175. 
379 Sedgwick, 697. 
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heterosexuality, and maintains their dominance over women. In line with Sedgwick’s notion of 

the male continuum, Rubin posits that when women are “transacted,” men become “linked” in a 

way that makes women a “conduit” of male homosocial relationships, “rather than a partner to 

it.”380 Thus, using drag as a conduit, the patriarchal network collaborates in order to trade Bianka 

as a sort of token between the men within this homosocial constellation of figures and the 

alliance of their desires, although the reader never explicitly learns why, liked in the case of the 

Turmgesellschaft.   

 While Foucault does not posit a gender dispositif, or in other words, a discursive 

apparatus that intersects with material conditions to exercise social power, Eichendorff’s 

depiction of the way in which cross-dressing is entirely coopted by a patriarchal system 

demonstrates how one discourse, such as the material practice of sartorial gender-bending, 

becomes co-opted by another discourse, namely the trajectory of the male subject of Bildung.381 

Insofar as a dispositif potentiates that which is intelligible in terms of categories of reality, such 

as gender, Das Marmorbild utilizes cross-dressing, i.e., a potentially subversive practice, to 

entrench an especially asymmetrical, misogynist gender dynamic. Because the Venus statue is a 

non-human element in this looking relation, i.e., it is a dead, inanimate object, this process of 

recognition, as a one-sided experience, cannot be completed as an inter-subjective experience. 

However, the statue becomes a sort of prop in the process of Florio’s re-socialization, in a way 

similar to the manner in which women serve as props for Florio in the novella. The passivity or 

 
380 Rubin, 174.  
381 Michel Foucault, “The Confession of the Flesh” (1977, Interview), Power/Knowledge Selected Interviews and 
Other Writings, (Pantheon, 1980): 194-228. Foucault defines dispositif as “…a thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble 
consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, 
scientific statements, philosophical, moral and philanthropic propositions – in short, the said as much as the 
unsaid..” Here: 194.  
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deadness of the statues is metonymically transferred onto the living female figures, particularly 

Bianka, thus linking them.  

 As I have discussed, the depiction of the development of the male, Romantic observer in 

Eichendorff’s novella, qua literary tableau vivant, references its literary predecessor, Goethe’s 

Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (1795), and its representation of Bildung as a visually contingent, 

pedagogical process, in which Wilhelm’s inclination for the theater becomes channeled into his 

re-integration into bourgeois society.382 In both Goethe and Eichendorff’s texts, the male 

protagonists encounter women in drag at theatrical events, where they are also reduced to series 

of images, e.g., at first Marianne and then Philine, in Wilhelm Meister’s case, or Venus and then 

Bianka, in Florio’s case.383 Moreover, festivals at which tableaux vivants, attitudes, or other 

theatrical activities are performed structure both the narratives of Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre 

and Das Marmorbild, as they represent carnivalesque, liminal performances in male 

protagonists’ developments. In an analogy with the Lehrjahre, in which the Turmgesellschaft, as 

an alliance between aristocratic and bourgeois men, secretly orchestrates Wilhelm’s 

socialization, Fortunato surreptitiously orchestrates Florio’s development in the same bourgeois 

socio-economic milieu as Wilhelm Meister, beginning with the scene when they lead Florio to a 

bacchanalian folk festival. In the sense that both Goethe and Eichendorff depict scenarios in 

 
382 In Goethe’s novel, Wilhelm Meister participates in the institutionalization of traveling theater troupes as a 
bourgeois standing theaters, as he combines an aristocratic penchant for the theater with bourgeois values (i.e., 
Wilhelm’s capital investment in the theater), whereas Eichendorff’s text does not seem to thematize the 
embourgeoisement of the theater in Germany around 1800. 
383 To cite Catriona MacLeod’s 2014 monograph Fugitive Objects: Sculpture and Literature in the German 18th 
Century, Weimar Classicism’s “musée imaginaire” included androcentric “works such as the Apollo Belvedere, the 
Hercules torso, and the Laocoön statue group,” whereas mythical female figures such as the Madonna became more 
prominent in Romanticism. MacLeod remarks that the polarization of female images around 1800 was part of a 
wider re-orientation toward the depiction of female bodies in German Romanticism, rather than the cult of the male 
body, which had characterized Weimar Classicism in the wake of Johann Winckelmann’s writings on Ancient Greek 
art, such as in his 1757 essay Sendschreiben von den Herculanischen Entdeckungen and other mid-eighteenth-
century writings. MacLeod, Fugitive Objects 4. 
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which old and new social orders cooperate in the formation of a male, heteronormative subject, 

they endorse the cooperation or co-optation of older modes of socialization for the development 

of a modern bourgeois subject. As a moment that blends aesthetic categories and divisions, the 

tableau effect, as the tableau vivant’s discursive imprint, mixes communicative paradigms and 

thereby enacts a sort of modernization, operating in the background of Eichendorff’s novella. 

 Wilhelm’s mastery of the theater here as an assortment of elements that he can freely 

manipulate in his imagination suggests his positioning as a “Verstandesschauspieler,” to use 

Ruth B. Emde’s terminology, insofar as he can distance himself from the image of his 

performance.384 As a male actor, Wilhelm Meister is uniquely allowed to not only travel freely, 

but to also experience the (usually) female-coded position of a “Gefühlsschauspieler,” who is 

unable to establish a critical distance, as Kenner, between himself and his image, as Emde 

notes.385 In Eichendorff’s text, however, Florio also appears to transition from the status of a 

Gefühlsschauspieler (with its passive connotation) to that of a male-coded 

Verstandesschauspieler, who has critical distance between his performance on stage and his true 

interiority. Ultimately, Florio becomes aligned with the male-coded spectator, or Kenner, whose 

gaze interrogates actresses’ authenticity, insofar as they are able to use reason to make moral 

judgements about women. In Das Marmorbild, Florio’s transition between these different 

discursive positionalities demonstrates the text’s endorsement of a rigid gender dichotomy in the 

end, although his standardization as heterosexual references the performative nature of gender 

itself.   

 When we consider that men never cross-dress as women in the novella, in line with 

Seckendorff’s observations, and if we also account for Florio’s initial gender-fluid positionality, 

 
384 Emde, 453  
385 Ibid., 452.  
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then it seems that a masculine positionality becomes an unfixed, instable nexus, which the 

female figures approximate through certain sartorial strategies, but which only Florio can realize. 

Indeed, “feminist scholarship has pointed out that such androgynous perfection, symbolized by 

the union of woman and man in heterosexual love, is one-dimensional,” to quote Krimmer, 

insofar as the androgyne exists for the male gaze and thus concedes no agency to the female 

figure.386 As Bianka becomes finally positioned as totally complementary to male desire, to 

quote Krimmer, she becomes just a “step in the journey towards Bildung, of the male soul which 

yearned for fusion with the feminine in order to achieve a higher state of humanity,” for the male 

figure becomes “defined as an individual in search of perfection, whereas women represent the 

desired Other of nature and emotion that is to complement male reason.”387 In line with 

Rousseau’s model of gender relations, Bianka becomes a silent appendage to Florio, insofar as 

“women are made to please [man] and to be subjugated” by the man in Rousseau’s 

framework.388 Ultimately, the text positions Bianka as a living image, as a literal tableau vivant 

of an Italian Renaissance angel, for Florio’s gaze. In Book Five of Emile, or Education, in the 

chapter “Sophie, or; Woman,” Rousseau imbues women’s clothing with a capacity to wield 

social power, insofar as “the more women will want to resemble [men], the less women will 

govern [men]” through their charms.389 However, if we follow Rousseau’s theory, Bianka’s lack 

of erotic clothing, or rather the de-emphasized and de-feminized status of her sartorial 

presentation, implies that she does not enact the one form of female “violence” that Rousseau 

ascribes to women: their capacity to wield power over men’s hearts through their appearances.390 

 
386 Krimmer, 179. 
387 Ibid., 179. 
388 Misenheimer, 69. 
389 Ibid., 72. 
390 Ibid., 66. 
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Rather, Bianka is presented to Florio first in male drag, before her presentation as an angelic 

bride, which resolves any anxiety around her potential to destabilize traditional, asymmetrical 

gender norms as an image of sensuality. Moreover, Bianka’s female-to-male cross-dressing was 

(allegedly) implemented by her male custodians as a safety measure for their journey on the open 

road and therefore always already served the purpose of her concealment as an object of desire 

from dangerous (male) robbers. This could in fact underscore her virginity and her status as a 

vulnerable exchange object or commodity. Bianka’s androgynous presentation serves as the final 

step in standardizing Florio’s heterosexuality, insofar as her male presentation references the 

initial homoerotic cult of friendship in which Florio found himself along this journey, but which 

he then redirects toward a woman in a way that establishes his heterosexuality.391 Bianka’s 

appearance is staged by men for men, as these male elders present Bianka to Florio through the 

sartorial strategy of dressing her as the same as them, i.e., as male. Just as in Kleist’s text, in 

which power is always symbolically – or sartorially – traceable back to the father, so too are 

textiles in Eichendorff’s novella, as either feminine clothing or as drag, an element of the tableau 

effect that conveys hetero-patriarchal power.  

 Wiggins’ notion of performative intersubjective recognition includes the risk of lapsing 

into a mise-en-abîme of “an endlessly repeated desire for the same,” which resonates with my 

argument that Florio must be guided away from a homosexual orientation and towards a union 

with a female other. 392 In this vein, Prager notes that Eichendorff’s story, like Ovid’s story of 

Pygmalion, contends with “presenting the projection of the self onto a reflective marble surface 

as a solipsistic collapse into sensuality” that results in death.393 In this way, Eichendorff absorbs 

 
391 Bianka’s masculine costume, due to its frills, even resembles Fortunato’s garments as a Minnesänger. 
392 Wiggins, 133. 
393 Prager, 205. 
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a Classical myth in order to re-cast it in a Romantic paradigm, as Florio is guided from an initial, 

queered position, to that of the position of the wielder of an active, sensual male gaze, and finally 

into a heterosexual, Christianized union with Bianka. Florio is positioned as a male desiring 

subject over the course of the story through the anxiety vis-à-vis the narcissistic, solipsistic, and 

same-sex self-constitution that the tableau effect enacts, and therefore becomes a masculine 

subject. 

 As Das Marmorbild disciplines homosexual desire and sublimates it into the semantics 

and structures of heterosexuality and homosociality, it reflects a historical moment at which the 

signs that signified homoerotic relationships were displaced into patriarchal, heterosexual 

relationships.394 Nevertheless, Eichendorff’s text depicts a final situation in which a male 

alliance controls all the women and the uncontrollable women (such as Venus) have been 

exorcised now that they have fulfilled their purpose in these men’s designs.395 Indeed, Bianka 

has little agency, since it was her uncle who dressed her and who knew her inner thoughts and 

anxieties (i.e., her love for Florio). In line with Rubin’s contention that “the suppression of the 

homosexual component of human sexuality” is a “product of the same system whose rules and 

relations oppress women,” this male alliance subordinates and suppresses women in order to 

facilitate a single heterosexual union.396 Broadly speaking, this heterosexual union helps to 

cement a homosocial kinship network between the men. Thus, Das Marmorbild demonstrates 

Edelmann’s theory that the homosocial male continuum sublimates (or suppresses) 

homosexuality in order to contain and control it, insofar as it is rooted in the “paranoid 

insistence” on making homosexuality “legible,” “especially by men against men,” in order to 

 
394 See Tobin, Warm Brothers.  
395 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, On Women, Love, and Family, “Sophie” (Hanover: Dartmouth College Press, 2009), 67. 
396 Rubin, 180.  
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contain it.397 Therefore, the male-dominated social order in the novella is “impossible to 

imagine” as not “homophobic,” to return to Sedgwick’s terminology.398   

 Whereas this chapter considered masculine subject development and its positionality vis-

à-vis women, through Florio, the fourth and final chapter of this dissertation will now turn to an 

instance of female subject development in Sophie Mereau-Brentano’s novella, Die Flucht nach 

der Hauptstadt, which is the only text written by a woman that this dissertation considers. 

Moving forward, the fourth chapter considers the ways in which Mereau’s Romantic female 

subject deploys technologies of the self as forms of feminine self-care, in a world beset with 

deceptive men who wish to possess her, but never succumbs to an ascetic regime of selfhood. 
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Chapter Four: The Tableau Effect and Female Positionality in Die Flucht nach der 
Hauptstadt 

 
 In the preceding chapters, I have examined the ways in which the tableau effect is 

constitutive of gendered subject formation in texts from Goethe, Kleist, and Eichendorff. Not 

only do these instances represent how models of female (or male) selfhood are impacted by the 

male gaze, but they are, as literary representations, also influenced by the authors’ social 

positions as men. By contrast, Sophie Mereau-Brentano née Schubart’s novella Die Flucht nach 

der Hauptstadt, written in 1806, offers a radical instance of a female author’s literary 

representation of female subjectivity in an era when women’s access to literary publication, 

social autonomy, and economic independence was limited. In spite of these barriers, Sophie 

Mereau achieved a remarkable degree of independence for her time. In fact, Mereau was “the 

first woman to obtain a divorce in the duchy of Weimar-Saxony,” and after this she supported 

herself and her daughter “solely” through publishing her own periodical, Kalathiskos, as well as 

writing, editing, and translating, as Katharina von Hammerstein relates in her biography of 

Sophie Mereau in the Feminist Encyclopedia of German Literature.399 (See figure 9) 

 

Figure 9: Sophie Mereau-Brentano, Unknown. Circa 1798. 

 
399 Friederike Ursula Eigler and Susanna Kord, The Feminist Encyclopedia of German Literature (Westport, 
Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1997), 318. 
For more reading on women German writers and their strategies of anonymous publication or narration around 
1800, see Susanne Kord, Sich einen Namen machen: Anonymität und weibliche Autorschaft 1700 -1900. Stuttgart 
and Weimar: Metzler, 1996.  
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 In Women, the Novel, and the German Nation 1771-1871, Todd Curtis Kontje remarks 

that “generations of literary historians remembered Sophie Mereau only as a curious footnote to 

the lives of famous men, but during her lifetime Mereau was respected as an author in her own 

right, producing two novels, two volumes of poetry, numerous short stories, and a considerable 

body of translations.”400 With this emphasis on Mereau’s exceptional achievements and 

autonomy as a woman around 1800 taken into consideration, my analysis owes its own 

possibility to the feminist recovery project of the 1970s, which unearthed and reconsidered the 

literary-historical significance of eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century female authors’ works 

during a time period seemingly dominated by male intellectuals. Indeed, “later generations of 

readers defined the period as predominantly masculine,” despite the fact that “the eighteenth 

century was a time when record numbers of women were both writing and publishing their 

work,” to quote Jean I. Marsden in her 2002 commentary, “Beyond Recovery: Feminism and the 

Future of Eighteenth-Century Literary Studies.”401 With this historiographic tension in mind, 

Hammerstein’s authoritative 1994 monograph, Sophie Mereau-Brentano: Freiheit – Liebe – 

Weiblichkeit. Trikolore sozialer und individueller Selbstbestimmung um 1800 considers the 

implications of Mereau’s oeuvre for models of social power and subjectivity around 1800. She 

argues that Mereau highlights the “rechtliche Benachteiligung spezifisch der Frauen” while 

advocating a philosophy of the “freie Ausbildung” and “Selbstentfaltung des Individuums” for 

both men and women.402 Although Sophie Mereau died at age 36 during childbirth in 

Heidelberg, Hammerstein points out that “her works and life document her passion for women’s 

 
400 Todd Curtis Kontje, Women, the Novel, and the German Nation: 1771 – 1871. Domestic Fiction in the 
Fatherland (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 75.   
401 Jean L. Marsden, “Beyond Recovery: Feminism and the Future of Eighteenth-Century Literary,” Feminist 
Studies 28, no. 3 (Autumn 2002): 657. 
402 Katharina von Hammerstein, Sophie Mereau-Brentano: Freiheit, Liebe, Weiblichkeit: Trikolore sozialer und 
individueller Selbstbestimmung um 1800 (Heidelberg: Universitätsverlag C. Winter, 1994), 67. 
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individual and social freedom, [as she] shared but surpassed the Romantics’ liberal views of 

love, complementing them with a woman’s perspective.”403 Insofar as Die Flucht nach der 

Hauptstadt completes this dissertation’s text corpus with a woman’s perspective, Mereau’s 

depiction of a female protagonist brings balance to my elaboration of the tableau effect as a 

process of gendered subject formation.  

 Although Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt does not depict a literary tableau vivant as part 

of the narrative, I read the entire text, like Das Marmorbild, as an allegorical tableau vivant. 

Accordingly, the tableau effect and its elements of sartoriality, seriality, and sexuality inform my 

analysis of a series of theatrical scenarios that the female protagonist recollects in her narrative. 

Thus, as Arons remarks, “the fact that Mereau presents the story from the point of view of an 

unnamed first-person narrator suggests that she is purposefully playing with her own audience’s 

expectations and response.”404 In this game of expectations, the genre of the novella affords her 

protagonist an accelerated trajectory and an episodic mode of experience that resonates with the 

tableau effect’s seriality and, ultimately, the way in which it invites contingency into situations. 

The genre of the novella and the way in which it episodically and swiftly moves the narrative 

along reflects the seriality that Mereau deploys as an author in order to depict a sexually liberated 

woman. Albeit in the context of film studies, Judith Mayne’s discussion of female authorship in 

The Woman at The Keyhole helps to further elucidate my analysis of Mereau’s text and 

especially the consideration of Mereau’s positionality as a female author, insofar as she posits 

that films produced by women are often “motivated by the representation of female desire.”405 

Because the representation of “bourgeois femininity and female desire” are “patriarchal 

 
403 Hammerstein, 318. 
404 Arons, 198. 
405 Mayne, 100.  
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constructs” that female authors cannot escape, as Mayne argues, the urgency of representing 

female desire in patriarchal society becomes the central focus of her cinematic analysis.406 In a 

similar vein, Mereau’s protagonist finds ways to indulge her desire and create new possibilities 

for herself, despite patriarchal limitations, by means of the technologies of the self that the 

tableau effect facilitates for female figures, namely askesis or asceticism. Through the fulfilment 

of the female protagonist’s desire, these patriarchal structures are pushed into the background, as 

the tableau effect serves to de-emphasize male desire, instead foregrounding the expression and 

realization of the female protagonist’s desire in various performative scenarios in the text.  

 Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt demonstrates a concern with the protagonist’s self-

awareness as a means of social survival, but also an urgent impulse to communicate her life 

narrative to the reader in order to portray a pleasure-oriented model of feminine selfhood. 

Therefore, Mereau’s text can be understood as a narrative thought-experiment, which presents a 

model of radical femininity in a fictional novella that would otherwise reach a smaller, less 

accessible, and likely less receptive (male) audience, if it were presented as a treatise, essay, or 

pamphlet. As the feminist scholar Sigrid Weigel posits in her essay, “Der schielende Blick,” 

„Frauen veröffentlichten literarische Texte, bevor sie sich in philosophischer, journalistischer 

oder politischer Form über ihr Geschlecht äußerten.“407 In the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, prose fiction provided a possible space for asking readers to consider alternative 

models of selfhood and lifestyles that would otherwise be regarded as morally reprehensible, 

especially for women. In this sense, Mereau’s text represents a certain “Philosophie eines 

Weibs,” to borrow the phrase from the title of Marianne Ehrmann’s 1784 essay, a philosophy 

 
406 Mayne, 100. 
407 Sigrid Weigel, “Der schielende Blick. Thesen zur Geschichte weiblicher Schreibpraxis,” in Die Verborgene 
Frau: sechs Beiträge zu einer feministischen Literaturwissenschaft, ed. Inge Stephan (Berlin: Argument-Verlag, 
1985), 91. 
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that Mereau puts forward through the depiction of a radical form of femininity in her 

protagonist.408 This orientation toward a new way of being, or rather, of engaging with the male 

gaze, is most evident in the way in which, like the author herself, many of Mereau’s “Heldinnen” 

engage in pre- and extramarital relationships, as Hammerstein has shown in her 1994 article 

“’Unsere Dichterin Mereau’ als Frau der ‘Goethezeit’ zu Liebe und Revolution.”409 Hammerstein 

argues that such “skandalöses Verhalten, das bei der zeitgenössischen […] Empörung hervorruft, 

wird bei Mereau durchaus nicht moralisch diskreditiert, sondern gar gerechtfertigt.”410 Moreover, 

this novella demonstrates the ways in which Mereau, to quote Hammerstein, “nutzt die 

Freiräume der literarischen Imagination, um gesamtgesellschaftliche und geschlechterspezifische 

Herrschaftsmuster zu hinterfragen und dem Lesepublikum in weiblichen und männlichen 

Figuren alternative Handlungsformen vorzustellen.”411 In Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt, the 

tableau effect serves as the site of Mereau’s confrontation and subversion of a gendered 

“Herrschaftsmuster,” which the text depicts in terms of a male-dominated world. Taking 

inspiration from Mereau’s fierce individualism without indulging in a biographical reading of 

this text, a literary analysis in terms of the tableau effect serves to elucidate the ways in which 

Mereau conceived of the possibilities for the female gaze that transcended the social limitations 

of her own time. While acknowledging the male gaze as the inescapable organizing structure of 

the tableau effect, and moreover, of feminine subject development around 1800, Mereau’s text 

refuses to inculcate the scopophilia as a mode of observation. Instead, Mereau’s text favors a 

model of looking that, in Mulvey’s terms, shifts to narcissism, or rather, from observation to self-

 
408 Marianne Ehrmann, Philosophie eines Weibs. Von einer Beobachterin im Jahre 1784 (Verlag Kempten, 1784; 
Karl-Maria Guth: Berlin, 2015). 
409 Katharina von Hammerstein, “’Unsere Dichterin Mereau’ als Frau der ‘Goethezeit’ zu Liebe und Revolution,” 
Goethe Yearbook 7 (1994): 160.  
410 Ibid., 160 
411 Ibid., 156.  
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observation.412 Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt emphasizes an identificatory gaze versus an 

othering gaze. Or in other words, it invites the female reader to identify with the female 

protagonist. Building on Hammerstein’s work, I argue that Mereau’s text represents a female 

gaze “through [which] the [female] spectator’s fascination with and recognition of [her] like” is 

elicited as an act of identification with an empowered model of selfhood, which the tableau 

effect induces.413 While the protagonist-narrator plays with the pace, details, and cadence of the 

story she tells about herself, she also invites the reader to identify with the protagonist’s 

positionality.  

 

The Tableau Effect as Theatrical Socialization 
  
 Mereau’s text offers a literary model of female selfhood that thematizes its performativity 

vis-à-vis the male gaze, insofar as Mereau herself, as a proto-feminist, participated in “den 

Diskurs, der Frauen das gleiche Recht wie Männern auf individuelle Entfaltung einräumt und 

ihnen die dafür nötigen Fähigkeiten und geistige Unabhängigkeit zutraut.”414 Thus, the elements 

of the tableau effect serve Mereau’s representation of an “intellectually autonomous” woman, 

insofar as she is presented in the text through a series of theatrical scenarios and scenes involving 

men, in which the protagonist experiences a process of becoming aware of herself, or self-

observation, as she becomes staged, and later styles herself, as a participant in theatrical tableaux 

vivants. Accordingly, the tableau effect provides a framework for the gender dynamics of 

Mereau’s text and particularly the model of womanhood that it portrays, which allows for 

moments of self-indulgence and erotic adventure, but also of self-observation and self-

 
412 Mulvey, 837.  
413 Mulvey, 837. 
414 Hammerstein, “’Unsere Dichterin’” 188 



 

 223 

regulation. This method of representing feminine subjectivity merits an analysis in terms of the 

tableau effect, insofar as this novella involves the female protagonist’s visual relation to the male 

Other. Karin Wurst’s notion of the “lingering gaze,” as a potentially transgressive or dangerous 

aspect of the tableau effect, becomes a quotidian condition of the protagonist’s lifestyle that is no 

longer entirely threatening.415 The theater, more specifically, serves as a metaphor in the novella 

for the transgression of social boundaries and norms. Insofar as the theater or theatrical scenarios 

structure the entire story, Mereau’s text playfully and subversively depicts “the stereotype of 

theater as a dangerous and immoral site for young women,” to quote Arons.416 Through the 

protagonist’s series of relationships with men, she gradually learns to recognize their intentions 

both good and bad. Thus, in her theatrical performances, which induce the tableau effect, the 

protagonist achieves radical forms of agency and pleasure (although she ultimately decides on 

her own accord to return to her paternal home).  

 Sophie Mereau’s anonymous female protagonist-narrator deploys the first person in her 

life narrative. Foregrounding the interconnectedness of theatricality and love in the text, the 

narrator begins the narrative by remarking that she and Albino were first introduced as children 

in her father’s theater, and that through playing various roles as lovers on stage, they became 

each other’s first lovers in real life. She recalls:  

 Ein junger Mann aus der Nachbarschaft, den ich Albino nennen will, spielte den ersten 
 Liebhaber, und er sagte mir als solcher so oft, daß er mich liebe, bis er es endlich selbst 
 empfand und ich es glaubte. Unsere Einbindung entbrannte immer mehr und mehr, 
 und bald spielten wir in den zärtlichsten Rollen nur uns selbst. (204)  
 
While Mereau, as the author, blurs the border between fiction and fact through her protagonist-

narrator, who uses first person narration, she also thematizes the blurring of reality and illusion 

 
415 Wurst, Fabricating 222.  
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as part of the protagonist’s childhood socialization. In this quotation, the play on words of first 

“Liebhaber,” in order to refer to a theatrical role, and then also of using “Liebhaber” in order to 

refer to one’s lover, begins to show the crossover or blurring of boundaries between theatrical 

events and social reality (in the protagonist’s narration). This autobiographical component of 

Mereau’s novella resonates with the general autobiographical inspiration that characterizes the 

genre of the bildungsroman, particularly Goethe’s Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre and Karl Philip 

Moritz’s Anton Reiser: ein psychologischer Roman.417 Through the anonymity of the narrator, 

however, Mereau’s first-person “narrator tells the story as if it happened to someone else,” to 

quote Arons.418 More precisely, in a strategy characteristic of the novella, “where first-person 

narration might be expected to provide a fuller and deeper understanding of the narrating 

character’s state of mind, true feelings, motivations, et cetera (as in the case of the epistolary 

novel), Mereau presents the opposite,” albeit “a sophisticated and complex engagement with the 

performer-audience dynamic.”419 Furthermore, Hammerstein remarks that “Sophie Mereaus 

Auffassung von der Ausbildung des Individuums als einen Prozeß des Auseinandersetzung mit 

anderen Menschen verbindet sie mit Goethes Wilhelm Meister ebenso mit den Romantikern.” 

Moreover, Hammerstein’s assertions also suggest a notion of subject development in Mereau’s 

text as a “process of contention with other people,” which reflects Wiggins’ conception of 

selfhood that is rooted in mutual performance between people.420 In contrast to male-dominated 

literary culture, Mereau’s protagonist represents the opposite of the male protagonist of the 

 
417 The autobiographical inspiration behind both these novels is often a topic of scholarly discussion. See for 
example, Andrew Cusack, “The Biographical Imagination in Moritz’s Anton Reiser: A Chronotopic Reading,” 
Orbis Litterarum 70, no. 3 (2015): 234-262. 
Additionally, Lothar Müller discusses Moritz’s novel, as a function of its genre, as an “Observatorium der Seele” (6) 
in his 1996 article “Die Erziehung der Gefühle im 18. Jahrhundert: Kanzel, Buch und Bühne in Karl Philipp Moritz’ 
Anton Reiser (1785-1790),” Der Deutschunterricht 48 (1996): 5-20.  
418 Arons, 198.  
419 Ibid., 198. 
420 Hammerstein, Sophie Mereau-Brentano 69.  
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conventional Bildungsroman, not so much in that any deep or precarious insight into her 

interiority, motivations, and feelings is revealed, but rather, I argue, insofar as a complex 

engagement between the female author, Mereau, her protagonist, her narrator, other figures, and 

the reader allows for the text to depict a unique model of being in the world. In turn, this allows 

Mereau, as the author, to experiment with staging a model of feminine agency against the 

backdrop of the oppressive structures, norms, and elements that are constitutive of her 

experience as a female writer.  

 As Mereau’s protagonist uses various forms of theatricality to model a performative 

female subject, she relies on a model of subjectivity that accounts for deception, or Verstellung. 

As Arons notes, unlike Sophie Mereau’s grandmother’s famous epistolary novel Die Geschichte 

des Fräulein von Sternheim, “which was concerned with a deceptive performance of identity,” 

Mereau’s text understands Verstellung as a condition of female social existence that facilitates 

feminine agency.421 Therefore, “where Kant and Lessing wished to press performance into the 

service of morality (and where Sophie Sternheim uses it as a tool for disciplining the bourgeois 

subject),” to quote Arons, “the ‘I’ of Mereau’s story uses performance as a way of opening up 

the limited range of potential roles available to her as a woman.”422 Within this horizon of 

possibility, the tableau effect demonstrates the protagonist’s assimilation of this anxiety into her 

performance of herself as a process of self-actualization against the backdrop of shifting 

gendered expectations for women, particularly in the arena of marriage. Echoing Foucault’s 

discussion of sexuality, Hammerstein remarks on the historical moment when “Zweckehen,” or 

marital alliances, collided with the „individuellen Glücksanspruch der späten Aufklärung 
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geborgene Liebesideologie.”423 As Mereau’s novella depicts the protagonist-narrator’s yearning 

for male partners, her paternal conflict is resolved only by a fortunate turn of events, in which 

her first lover, Albino, discovers the protagonist again and has also conveniently made a fortune 

on investments. Simply put, the protagonist-narrator creates a life for herself in which she can 

have sexual and social freedom, but also a successful re-integration into bourgeois society, albeit 

with the help of a man’s money. 

Through this trajectory, the text attributes a certain psychological depth or realism to the 

protagonist’s actions, which the tableau effect reveals. I build on Arons’ discussion of Mereau’s 

text, insofar as she argues that the text depicts a model of feminine selfhood that makes “a 

radical critique of eighteenth-century conceptions of ideal femininity,” which is characterized by 

“lack of deep subjectivity and moral grounding in its characters,” particularly in the female 

protagonist. The tableau effect intimates the experience of female pleasure within patriarchal 

structures as a motivation behind the protagonist’s actions.424 As Arons writes, the text resists or 

plays with “the ascription of interiority” to the female figure as part of its larger critique of the 

Enlightenment’s project of “[the] naturalizing of gendered identity as something that proceeds 

organically from a pregiven, biologically determined fixed interiority.”425 Arons argues that “in 

creating a [female] character who does not reflect on her own actions and intentions,” Mereau 

“forecloses the possibility of the social audience policing her character and effecting an 

internalization of its norms.”426 However, I argue that while the female protagonist’s behavior is 

revealed to be an effect of her theatrical socialization by her father, this does not foreclose the 

possibility of her internalization of an audience’s policing presence, i.e., the male gaze, and thus 

 
423 Hammerstein, “’Unsere Dichterin“ 161. 
424 Arons, 197.  
425 Ibid., 5. 
426 Ibid., 198. 
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allows us to begin to understand what sort of model of subject development Mereau depicts. 

While I agree with Arons’ position that Mereau’s text “puts at stake the concept of a fixed and 

stable identity, and, with it, notions about natural gender roles,” I hesitate to concede that the text 

forsakes representations of “self-reflexivity and self-understanding,” as Arons notes, because the 

text also so compellingly depicts the protagonist’s fear of not only her father, but also other male 

figures such as Vincent, as constitutive episodes in her life.427 Therefore, I argue that the tableau 

effect liberates Mereau’s protagonist from the disciplinarian self-scrutiny that moments of truth 

induce through self-reflection, resulting in her deployment of askesis.  

I thus consider the ways in which the tableau effect unfolds in accordance with Mereau’s 

protagonist’s psychological realism via the internalization of patriarchal social power. Using her 

as an exchange object between men, her father intends to wed her to a local aristocrat from the 

countryside in order to become ennobled himself. Therefore, she and her lover Albino plan to 

flee to the city, where they will escape his design and pursue their careers as actors. On their 

way, they encounter Felix, who becomes their fast friend and helps them to enter city life. In 

contrast to Felix, Albino, whose name means “white,” connoting innocence or merely 

“blankness,” serves as the ideal partner and companion to the protagonist. However, Felix soon 

seduces both partners, albeit platonically at first, and stages two scenes in order to entrap the 

protagonist as both his romantic interest, in real life, and his theatrical female partner, on stage. 

First, Felix stages Albino’s arrest by the female protagonist’s father, and then, he makes it seem 

to Albino that the protagonist has been arrested by her father. Through this dual deception, Felix 

gets rid of Albino and entraps the protagonist, who is alone in the big city and soon becomes his 

lover. Felix only reveals his evil disposition to the protagonist after he gradually gains her 

 
427 Arons, 197-198. 
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complete trust, after which the protagonist leaves him. After finding a third and anonymous 

lover, with whom she has a happy relationship before he unexpectedly dies, the protagonist and 

Albino finally find each other again and they return to their hometown. In sum, the protagonist 

navigates a series of male figures, whom she uses for survival, pleasure, love, and life-long 

happiness, as she re-integrates herself with her familial household after a renegade youth.  

Mereau’s first-person protagonist, although she never lapses into self-chastising or 

moralistic self-examination, nevertheless disciplines herself as she learns to navigate male 

deception. In a way that recalls Goethe’s Luciane, Mereau’s protagonist negotiates male 

encounters as a female masquerader.428 Through this re-orientation toward masquerade as a 

mode of agency, while the text stages the Romantic notion of an aesthetic descent into the 

opaque border between theater and reality, much in the same way that Eichendorff’s text depicts 

Florio’s descent into aesthetic enchantment, Mereau “is not only comfortable with imagining 

those boundaries as permeable, but also sees that permeability as decidedly positive,” to quote 

Arons.429 Thus, when compared (for example) to the female protagonist of Lessing’s seminal 

bourgeois tragedy Miss Sara Sampson, Sophie Mereau’s protagonist, who similarly finds herself 

deceived by a typical diabolical male Intrigant, departs from Sara Sampson’s model of self-

denial or self-destruction (via suicide) and instead thrives in the end. That is, she abandons 

 
428 Mereau represents a liberated feminine sexuality and, moreover, she demonstrates what it means to recognize this 
in oneself through the combination of the genres of the Bildungsroman, novella, and autobiographical memoir in her 
writing. This notion of auto-fictional writing is consistent with Daniel Purdy’s assessment of Mereau’s oeuvre in 
terms of her conscious mastery of various genres, as shown in her translation, editorial, and literary work, as he 
discusses in his 1997 article, “Sophie Mereau’s Authorial Masquerades and the Subversion of Romantic Poesie.” 
According to Purdy, it is precisely Mereau’s literary labor that deploys womanliness as a “masquerade [that] 
disrupts an aesthetics that predicates meaning on its own ability to invoke a reality behind the surface of 
representation.” (Purdy, 29) As the tableau effect often deploys masquerade as a mode of feminine recognition of 
the male gaze, here, Mereau’s protagonist-as-narrator enacts her story as a generic masquerade while also 
concealing her identity. Conflating the borders between autobiographical reality and fictionality, this narrative 
strategy heightens the reader’s awareness of the similarities between the protagonist-narrator and the author.   
See Daniel Purdy, “Sophie Mereau's Authorial Masquerades and the Subversion of Romantic Poesie,” Women in 
German Yearbook: Feminist Studies in German Literature & Culture 13 (1997): 29-48. 
429 Arons, 199. 
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expressions of the self via ascetic technologies of the self in favor of a notion of selfhood 

predicated on askesis, on the ever-expansive self. Similar to Arons, who argues that Mereau’s 

protagonist exploits the border between reality and art in order to fashion herself and her own 

lifestyle independently of men, I consider not only the ways in which the male gaze structures 

the protagonist’s experience, but also how the female protagonist comes to acknowledge and 

resist the tableau effect qua askesis as a technology of the self, which I elaborate upon later in 

this chapter. 

In its focus on the protagonist’s experience of fear vis-à-vis patriarchal relations and the 

way in which they manifest in the tableau effect, this chapter also draws on Lena Heilmann’s 

analysis in her 2013 article, “Performance, Fear, and the Female Body in Sophie Mereau-

Brentano’s Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt (1806) and Elise Bürger’s Die antike Statue aus 

Florenz (1814),” in which she considers the motif of fear and anxiety vis-à-vis male power that 

pervade these short stories as a motivation for the female figures’ respective performances of 

self, which makes them characteristically defensive. Heilmann’s interpretation builds on Arons’ 

work; however, she departs from a model of femininity as superficial performativity. More 

precisely, Heilmann remarks that although Arons correctly identifies Mereau’s representation of 

performance “as a site of freedom and self-fulfillment for the female protagonist,” Arons fails to 

“address the motif of fear and anxiety in the text,” insofar as anxiety sets the plot in motion.430 

Furthermore, Heilmann argues that “Mereau’s inclusion of fear” in the text “indicates that she 

recognizes that the theater was not always a safe or secure place for women,” which in the 

context of Mereau’s text implies both the father’s theater in the story, literally speaking, as well 

 
430 Lena Heilmann, “Performance, Fear, and the Female Body in Sophie Mereau-Brentano’s Die Flucht nach der 
Hauptstadt (1806) and Elise Bürger’s Die antike Statue aus Florenz (1814),” Women in German Yearbook 29 
(2013): 67. 
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as the theater around 1800.431 Mereau’s protagonist-narrator seems to experience a 

consciousness-raising exercise, a process of coming-to-recognize, through the tableau effect, 

precisely through the theatrical performances during which she examines the congruences or 

differences between herself and the role she performs. This sort of self-examination occurs 

clearly in one scene when the female protagonist is put on the spot to perform and then engage 

with her audience, or more specifically, in her performance in the lead role of Das Mädchen von 

Marienburg: Ein Fürstliches Familiengemälde in Fünf Aufzügen by Franz Kratter (1795), which 

I address in detail in a later section. As I later argue, this scene demonstrates the way in which 

the protagonist reflects on her own self-consciousness and performance anxiety vis-à-vis men, 

thus lending her a degree of psychological realism as a representation of a woman with real 

worries, like those that Mereau herself might have experienced as a female intellectual around 

1800.  

In this sense, the protagonist’s pervasive anxiety reflects not only her consciousness of 

the social expectations placed on feminine virtue in and outside of the theater, but also her 

chronic awareness of the constant negotiation between subversion and compliance with men in 

which she finds herself. Heilmann conclusion that Mereau’s text is not necessarily centered on 

anxiety and dread, but rather on the ways that the protagonist “incorporates the presence of fear” 

into her performance of the self resonates with my argument that the protagonist empowers 

herself through askesis, which the tableau effect inculcates. 432 Therefore, I argue that the 

phenomenon of the tableau effect not only disciplines the female protagonist through its 

invocation of anxiety, but that it also potentiates her resistance via masquerade. The novella’s 

contention with the theater as site of female subject formation references the author’s own 

 
431 Heilmann, 69. 
432 Ibid., 87. 
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anxiety around her involvement in the male-dominated public sphere. Thus, Mereau uses the 

discourse of theatricality and Arons’ notion of the “impossible” burden it places on feminine 

public performance in order to reflect on another discourse, namely, that the tableau effect 

reveals the female protagonist’s perception of her deployment of theatricality. Mereau’s 

protagonist turns the gaze upon herself, as she becomes an observer of herself and thus enacts the 

disciplining potential of the tableau effect not only on herself, but also her audience.  

Because the depictions of performance in the story reveal a tension between female social 

liberation on the one hand and anxiety toward this self-emancipation on the other, the tableau 

effect suggests an element of realism in the representation of the female protagonist’s 

consciousness that I would argue has not been fully examined. In contrast to ascetic technologies 

of the self, Mereau’s protagonist performs herself through askesis, insofar as this is a “perpetual 

exercise of selfhood,” which “repurposes antique and early modern spiritual exercises by 

directing itself toward a different horizon of selfhood – the sensuous plasticity of a self that is 

[…] in some respects controlled by discipline and in other respects attuned to the possibility of 

perturbation and sudden self-alienation.”433 The text uses elements of the psychology that the 

tableau effect inculcates to construct the female protagonist, particularly as the protagonist 

empowers herself through recognizing her own alienation. Thus, Mereau’s protagonist 

encounters obstacles in the form of a series of men and their attempts to control her (i.e., her 

father, Vincent, and Felix), which she integrates into her mode of selfhood as she increasingly 

becomes more aware of gendered social power. 

While Bildung in eighteenth century literature often involves overcoming or navigating 

theatricality via renunciation as part of its trajectory of subject formation, the tableau effect, by 

 
433 Trop, “Aesthetic Askesis” 72. 
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contrast, demonstrates a process of subject formation that involves a constant acknowledgement 

of theatrical conditions (such as the male gaze) and subsequent adaptations and modifications of 

the self. Building on both Heilman’s discussion of the protagonist’s anxiety and Trop’s work on 

askesis, I argue that Mereau’s protagonist finds a way to counteract her anxiety in the 

performance of masquerade, which deploys askesis as an assimilative, rather than renunciative 

way of being. Whereas earlier novelistic protagonists, like Wilhelm Meister as the protagonist of 

“Entsagung” par excellence, orient their notions of selfhood around asceticism, that is, around 

renunciations of the theater, Mereau’s protagonist never renounces the theater or her lifestyle in 

the same way in order to realize her ultimate telos, although the protagonist explicitly earmarks 

instances in which she renounces certain pleasures later. In a way that resembles the journey 

typical of the protagonist of a Bildungsroman, such as Wilhelm Meister, Mereau’s female 

protagonist renounces part of her theatrical career in favor of a respectable bourgeois social role 

back at home. Nevertheless, at the novella’s end, the protagonist-narrator comments upon her 

story’s telos, noting that what seemed determined to be a “Trauerspiel” resulted in a “Lustspiel.” 

(227)  

The female protagonist’s realization of herself via askesis thus represents a model of 

Romantic femininity that, via the tableau effect, both criticizes and parodies Enlightenment 

discourse and the burden it places on women. That is, through representations of a series of men, 

the sartorial elements of her father’s wardrobe, and male romantic partners, the novella charts the 

protagonist’s development from an anxious performer into a confident woman, despite many 

obstacles. Furthermore, this anxiety persists and finally dissolves after the female protagonist 

experiences her male partners in a series of relationships, but before she eventually returns to her 

original male partner and reintegrates into her hometown. The way in which the female 
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protagonist references and resists the same aspects of patriarchal power by performing herself as 

a result of the tableau effect, at the nexus of gender performativity, self-examination, and the 

formation of desires, offers insight into forms of female agency around 1800. Therefore, in my 

reading the tableau effect elucidates the process of Mereau’s anonymous female protagonist’s 

development as a woman, as she becomes aware of her observing and desiring position, resists 

male desire, and seeks her own happiness.  

In the following sections, I will discuss the protagonist’s position vis-à-vis paternal 

authority, following a red thread in my dissertation, as I analyze the ways in which this involves 

theatricality and sartoriality. In addition to the protagonist’s father, I then discuss the mother, 

against whom the female protagonist defines her performance of herself via her active 

engagement with theatricality and visuality. Further elaborating on the tableau effect, I then 

analyze the male figures in terms of sartoriality as well as seriality, particularly Felix. 

Considering his deceptive male theatricality, I then conceive of the way in which Felix enacts the 

tableau effect, which the female protagonist appropriates and subverts through masquerade as a 

form of resistance. In the final sections, I analyze the ways in which this masquerade reflects the 

internalization of patriarchal power, but more importantly represents a space for feminine 

autonomy that is not unknowable or mysterious, but playful, active, and performative. 

 

The Protagonist’s Paternal Upbringing as Staging of the Tableau Effect 
 
 The female narrator begins her story by remarking on her father’s aristocratic aspirations 

as the motivation for her arranged marriage, stating:  

Ich bin in einer Mittelstadt Teutschlands geboren. Mein Vater war der erste von seiner 
Familie, der den Stamm verachtete, der sie alle auf grünen Zweig gebracht hatte; das 
heißt, seit Noahs Zeiten waren sie alle Weinbauer und Weinverkäufer gewesen, er allein 
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vertauschte seine lebendige Rebenpflanzungen gegen das tote Pergament eines 
Adelsbriefs. (203) 
 

Her father’s obsession with attaining a “dead” noble title particularly overrides the family’s 

traditional and successful familial heritage as vintners. She indicts the father’s class anxiety and 

false aristocratic aspiration as poor character qualities that will only lead to undesirable 

outcomes. This choice also implicates her father’s greed for an arbitrary title as motivating her 

flight to the capital city.434 In an ironic gesture, the narrator states that her family is of a 

relatively wealthy, mercantilist “Stamm,” invoking genealogical, hereditary language to describe 

this wealthy agrarian class, whose success seems nonetheless to be historically predicated on 

upward economic mobility rather than an allegedly naturally or divinely ordained station. This 

story involves not only the satirical portrayal of the aristocratic social aspirations of the 

protagonist’s father, but also depicts her own social mobility – between different locations in 

Germany, socioeconomic stations, and gender roles. Like the figure constellation in Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften, in which Eduard is absent when Ottilie performs her tableau vivant, the 

female protagonist’s father is absent from most of her story, despite his significance, which is 

emphasized at the outset. In his absence, however, the physical place and theoretical space of the 

theater, which is associated with the father, dominates the plot and constitutes the protagonist as 

a gendered, observing subject via the tableau effect. The female protagonist “begins her 

 
434 Mereau likely found inspiration for her story in the legendary biography of Caroline Neuber. In Barbara Becker-
Cantarino’s contribution to Renate Möhrmann’s volume “Die Schauspielerin: Von der Prinzipalin zur Künstlerin 
und Mätresse. Die im 18. Jahrhundert in Deutschland,” she remarks: “[Caroline Neuber] war, so wird legendhaft 
berichtet, in Zwickau “aus dem Fenster des väterlichen Hauses gesprungen, hatte Hilfe einer davorstehenden 
Gartenhecke glücklich den Boden erlangt und mit Johann Neuber die Flucht ergriffen.” (101) While Mereau’s text 
takes inspiration from Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister, as I discuss, it is noteworthy that according to Becker-Cantarino, 
“Goethe hat die Episode [der Caroline Neuber] wohl gekannt und im Wilhelm Meister in der Gestalt Melina und der 
Krämerstochter geschildert.” (102)  
See Barbara Becker-Cantarino, “Die Schauspielerin: Von der Prinzipalin zur Künstlerin und Mätresse. Die im 18. 
Jahrhundert in Deutschland,” in Die Schauspielerin. Zur Kulturgeschichte der weiblichen Bühnenkunst, ed., Renate 
Möhrmann (Insel Verlag: Frankfurt a.M., 1989). 
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narrative and her journey in the theater, the site of the genesis of her love affair with Albino,” but 

also the realm of her father’s power.435 Although the theater functions as the medium of the 

protagonist’s growing love for Albino, too, which is, “quite literally, a cumulative effect of 

theatrical performances,” it is noteworthy that the father’s choice of husband is unable to conduct 

himself on stage.436 As the text centers around an undesirable kinship situation that the female 

protagonist’s father has arranged, it ironically intimates the feudal use of women as an exchange 

object for dowries, land, or titles, but also references the phenomenon of the bourgeoisie trying 

to gain access to the aristocracy through marital alliances.  

 Further expanding on her introduction at the novella’s outset, the protagonist recounts her 

father’s theatrical penchant, remarking:  

 Mein Vater hatte viel Sinn für Kunst und vereinigte selbst mehrere Talente. Vor allen 
 ehrete und übte er die dramatische Kunst, und hatte sich selbst in einem seiner Weinberge 
 ein artiges Theater errichten lassen; er selbst behielt sich das Fach des Erhabenen vor und 
 trat sehr oft im Tyrannen- und Helden-rollen auf, für welchen Endzweck er sich eine 
 eigne, vollständige Garderobe eingerichtet hatte.437  
As the protagonist disobeys and stubbornly resists her father’s intention to trade his family 

history, and her, for a marriage alliance, in order to attain an aristocratic title, the story implicates 

his desire as a motivating factor for her flight. Here, the protagonist’s father seems to suffer from 

a mild form of theatromania, insofar as he is obsessed with acting to such an extent that he has 

his own wardrobe. As Emde notes, the theatromania of the novelistic protagonists of Wilhelm 

and Anton can be interpreted “als soziales Problem… als eine psychische Disposition der 

männlichen Jugend.”438 According to the narrator, the father roleplays both “tyrants and heroes” 

 
435 Arons, 198. 
436 Ibid, 198. 
437 Sophie Mereau-Brentano, Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt (1806) (München: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 
1997), 203-204. For all the quotations from Mereau’s text, the original spelling is maintained. 
For a contemporaneous example on the gendered discourse of theatromania that Emde cites, see August Wilhelm 
Iffland, “Ueber den Hang Schauspieler zu werden,” in Almanach fürs Theater 1808 (Berlin: Duncker und Humblot), 
8.  
438 Emde, 452.  
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on stage, while aspiring for an aristocratic title in real life at the expense of his daughter’s 

happiness. Her father’s fantasy of cosplaying an aristocratic, or tyrant, in a court theater could 

become a reality through his daughter’s marriage-alliance to Vincent, but his aspiration is the 

condition of the possibility of the protagonist’s escape from the fate of an arranged marriage. 

Thus, the female protagonist commits certain social transgressions, insofar as she not only 

disobeys her father, but also follows in the paternal (i.e., male) example of his theatromania, and 

ultimately, follows the trajectories of Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre and Anton Reiser in order to 

become a professional actor, which carried harmful and misogynist social connotations. The 

theater becomes the medium of both her upbringing and her rebellion.  

As the protagonist internalizes the fear of paternal authority first through sartorial 

elements, i.e., her father’s costumes and clothes, she goes on to experience men in a serial way 

that reduces them to episodic parts of her life, which is similar to the experience of the male 

protagonist vis-à-vis male and female figures in Eichendorff’s text and the bildungsroman more 

generally, but with the genders reversed. The protagonist’s socialization in the theater evolves 

into a way of conceiving of herself that echoes Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s discussion of female 

subject formation in Book Five of Émile, in which he discusses “Sophie” as the pedagogical 

subject, Émile’s wife-to-be. He posits the way in which women should be shaped as subjects 

(i.e., as fashioning objects for the male gaze) through playing with dolls, stating that “in due time 

she will be her own doll.”439 While Rousseau depicts the constitution of the sexualized feminine 

self through a sort of mirroring effect in the feminized image of the doll, Mereau proposes an 

opposite scenario in which men are props with whom her protagonist plays to discover different 

opportunities or pleasures. One could say that the protagonist stages her own tableau vivant with 

 
439 Rousseau, Émile 367. 
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the men. While Rousseau posits that the “doll is the girl’s special plaything,” insofar as it “shows 

her instinctive bent towards her life’s work,” which is “the art of pleasing [men],” in contrast, 

Mereau’s protagonist plays with men in order to please herself, in a process whereby she gains 

self-awareness.440 Through this practice, in which she plays with men like dolls, similar to the 

same way that Goethe himself and Wilhelm Meister attribute their interests in the theater to their 

childhood exposure to marionette theaters, Mereau’s protagonist will follow the path of her own 

feminine Bildung through the theater.  

 More broadly speaking, Mereau’s protagonist represents the triumph of radical self-love 

and self-care over older systems of patriarchal alliance and kinship, although, ironically, her 

conclusion does not eradicate the old order of things, but only enhances it. In line with Niklas 

Luhmann’s work on the semantics of love in Liebe als Passion, Hammerstein remarks that with 

regard to bourgeois love around 1800, “nichts wäre abwegiger als bei Liebe an Ehe zu 

denken.”441 Love, in this sense, connotes sensuality and sexual expression, but not necessarily 

modern bourgeois structures and romantic relationships, like the Liebesehe. The 

“Liebesauffassung” represented in Mereau’s texts contends with the division between love and 

marriage, as the protagonist navigates a deceptive romance in the novella in order to fulfill her 

desires.442 Thus, Mereau’s text stages the “deployment of sexuality” over the traditional 

“deployment of alliance” as the organizing principle behind marriage, which, in turn, puts 

massive stress on the family unit, as Foucault argues, insofar as a family’s romantic expectations 

collide with the individual’s desires.443 In contrast to the rigid system of rules that kinship 

alliances present, sexuality involves a new form of social organization that “operates according 

 
440 Rousseau, 367 
441 Hammerstein, “’Unsere Dichterin‘“ 160.  
442 Ibid,, 160.  
443 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume One: An Introduction (New York: Pantheon, 1978), 106.  
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to mobile, polymorphous, and contingent techniques of power,” to quote Foucault. 444 In the 

story, as Mereau’s protagonist pursues her own romantic relationships, she realizes her desires, 

which goes against her father’s desires for a marital alliance with Vincent, and thematizes the 

triumph of her own sexuality.  

 Nonetheless, Mereau’s text portrays a situation in which the female protagonist’s desires 

ultimately overlap with those of her father, that is, with patriarchal norms, although she must first 

break with this authority and these norms in order to become re-integrated into bourgeois 

society. Although the protagonist experiences a variety of activities as a socially independent 

woman, her concentration on her desire for men creates a continuity between feminine roles in 

older kinship networks and her bourgeois individuality.445 Nevertheless, procreation remains 

absent from the novella, as the disruption of a patriarchal norm that dictates that women only 

find self-fulfillment through childrearing. 446 Thus, all of Mereau’s “Heldinnen,” like the 

protagonist of this novella, find “ihr eigentliches Glück letztlich nur in der Liebe,” as 

Hammerstein’s remarks in her discussion of Mereau’s oeuvre.447  

 Therefore, it is my contention that the tableau effect forms the female protagonist’s 

subjectivity through her engagement with the lingering male gaze (embodied by the many male 

figures and her pervasive anxiety surrounding her disobedience towards her father), her sartorial 

 
444 Foucault, The History of Sexuality 106.  
445 According to Hammestein, “während den Männern in der bürgerlichen Familie des ausgehenden 18. und 
beginnenden 19. Jahrhunderts vielerlei Tätigkeitsbereiche offenstanden und ihre Interesse weckten, konzentrierte 
sich der Lebenssinn der Frau per Rollenzuweisung –, insbesondere wenn nicht, wie früher in der Großfamilie, eine 
verantwortliche ökonomische Funktion für den Haushalt erfüllte, – auf die Liebe zu Mann und Kindern.“ 
Hammerstein, “’Unsere Dichterin’” 161. 
446 Similarly, the literary examples of mimoplastics that I have cited in the preceding chapters of this dissertation 
revealed that female performers are often positioned in patriarchal looking relations as already desiring the mutual 
recognition of loving male partners against the backdrop of paternal authority. An example of this occurs in Die 
Wahlverwandtschaften, in which Ottilie is symbolically separated from her sentimental lockets with miniature 
portraits or a larger portrait of her father on them.. 
447 Hammerstein, 162. 
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play in a series of theatrical scenarios, and her process of gaining control over her own 

sexualization. To underscore that the tableau effect plays a constitutive role in the female 

protagonist’s subject formation, I delve more deeply now into the scenes in which she interacts 

with male characters in various theatrical scenes and scenarios.   

 

The Protagonist’s Initial Experiences of Male Figures as Theatrical Scenarios   

 Whereas the male figures involved in the tableau effect in the previously discussed texts 

were either absent, like Eduard, or an intrusive presence, like Nicolo, or even inhabited a gender-

fluid positionality, like Florio, Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt features a series of male figures 

that excite the female narrator’s anxiety as well as her pleasure. These relationships, extending 

from Albino, to Felix, to an anonymous artist, and finally back to Albino, occur in such an 

episodic fashion that the anonymous artist becomes merely a nameless prop in the protagonist’s 

life. The protagonist’s theatrical education that she has received from her father prepares her to 

play romantic roles, but also to see herself in these roles. After her father, Albino is the first man 

with whom she has a significant relationship/encounter. Later, the protagonist’s father introduces 

Vincent to his daughter as the nobleman whom he intends her to wed. While the theater initially 

serves as a space for exercising paternal power, as her father raises her to play romantic roles on 

stage, these desires are transferred from the stage into a series of relationships with men. 

 Mereau’s protagonist emphasizes that Vincent is unable to learn theatrical roles and 

perform them in the way that Albino can. She sarcastically remarks that “Er beehrte unser 

Theater oft mit seiner Gegenwart; aber vergebens war schon mehrmals versucht worden, ihm die 

Rolle eines Gardehauptmanns, oder irgend eine ähnliche einzustudieren….” (204) The father 

invites Vincent into their household in order to allow him to play the role of his daughter’s lover 
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on stage as part of their courtship. However, Vincent is unable to establish any distance between 

himself and the role he is supposed to perform, stating: 

 Er glaubte mir davon keinen schmeichelhafteren Beweis geben zu können, als die 
 Versicherung, daß er nur den Heiratsvorschlägen, welche mein Vater dem seinigen getan, 
 nicht länger widerstehen könne, obgleich er der erste in seiner Familie sei, der einer  
 Bürgerlichen die Hand gäbe. Hier drang er mir, um eine so unglaubliche Ehre glaubhaft 
 zu machen, einige so plumpe Liebeskosungen auf, daß ich mich nachdrücklich gegen ihn 
 wehren mußte und durch mein Geräusch bald einige andere herbeizog, die mich für 
 diesmal von seiner verhaßten Nähe befreiten. (205) 
 
The narrator remarks that Vincent is awkward and possesses little intellectual capability. Here, 

before he attempts to sexually assault her, Vincent emphasizes their class difference as a reason 

for her to submit to him. She characterizes Vincent’s “soul” or “mind” as incapable of engaging 

with media (like theater) and, more importantly, the gallant seduction it can entail, insofar as he 

accosts her with “plumpe Liebeskosungen,” or crude caresses, in comparison. Vincent is not 

versed in the polite communicative modes that would allow him to successfully ensnare the 

protagonist first through her imagination and then in reality. In this sense, Vincent is not 

incapable of deceptive or seductive behavior; rather he is incapable of the urbanity required of an 

actor (or the bon ton of an aristocratic subject) to produce distance between himself and the role 

he portrays. Nevertheless, as a representative of an unrefined, medieval ancien régime, Vincent’s 

alignment with aristocratic social order and, by proxy, with boorishness, demonstrates that he 

still views social interactions as a game, or, in the case of his relationship with the protagonist, 

rather as a brutish conquest. After Vincent’s introduction, the story reserves the mastery of 

theatricality for the big city, in the character of Felix, as I later discuss, and instead associates 

Vincent with a brutish and carnal game of erotic conquest. While Vincent cannot engage with the 

theater as a modern medium of socialization, Albino, however, becomes linked with the theater 

as the medium of his intersubjective relationship with the protagonist.  
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 While the narrator recounts that Vincent, as a potential arranged spouse, seeks to 

violently take physical possession over the protagonist inside her own father’s theater, she also 

mentions her utilization of the theater for secret meetings with Albino, remarking that “das 

Theater war der Ort unsrer geheimen Zusammenkünfte; hier, wo die Wiege unsrer Liebe 

gewesen war, hofften wir auch für ihr Fortkommen sorgen zu können.” (205) However, one 

evening, as Albino and the protagonist plan their escape from the father and Vincent to pursue 

careers as actors in the big city, they encounter someone hiding in the theater, who runs away, 

but whom the protagonist recognizes as her father from the sartorial element of a “Nachtmütze,” 

which he leaves behind. (206) The narrator recounts how Albino physically falls onto her father 

who is apparently spying on their secret meeting during which they plan their flight to the capital 

city. This contretemps quickly causes the protagonist and Albino to spiral into a flurry of 

anxiety. The narrator recounts the event that begins their journey as follows: 

 - “he! Lustig Schwager, fahr zu!” setzte er hinzu, und fing diesen Worten an, im Feuer 
 seiner Schilderung, auf dem Theater  hereumzugaloppieren; bald aber ward sein Lauf 
 gehemmt, indem er unvermutet versank und auf etwas Lebendiges zu sitzen kam. Er, 
 der nicht wußte, wie ihm geschah, spornte aus allen Kräften, auf sein unbekanntes Roß 
 los; doch dieses tat bald einen kühnen Sprung, und warf seinen Reiter sehr unsanft auf 
 den Boden nieder. Albino tat einen Schrei des Entsetzens und versicherte, er sei über 
 einen Menschen gefallen… (206) 
 
Here, Albino’s theatrical enactment of their future journey, symbolized by the horse he rides, 

transforms into an actual moment of encounter and recognition, as his imaginary horse becomes 

a real person, over whom Albino trips. This moment, like the tableau vivant, blurs the border 

between fiction and reality. Moreover, it engenders a moment of truth, insofar as it forces the 

protagonist to assert her identity as a romantic partner, i.e., her sexuality, over other constitutive 

structures of herself, like her kinship role as a daughter. Here, Albino lands upon the alleged 

father, then kicks him, and thus causes the unidentified person to buck him off. Afterwards, 
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Albino finds the nightcap, which the protagonist quickly recognizes “mit Schrecken für das 

Eigentum [ihres] Vaters.” (206 – 207) Although he is now absent, the father’s authority, or the 

anxiety he induces, is conveyed in terms of his “possession,” albeit just a small piece of clothing 

(as a corpus delicti) and as a metonymy for the father’s Garderobe. In fact, the protagonist 

remembers that her father was in the theater earlier that day to practice for a play he plans to 

perform for the celebration of her upcoming marriage to Vincent, which makes his 

eavesdropping plausible. In their fright, Albino and the narrator decide to flee to the city days 

earlier than planned. Here, with one male partner, the protagonist escapes another male figure, 

before she and Albino become reliant on a third person, namely, Felix.  

Thus, the tableau effect determines how the protagonist’s desiring subjectivity escapes 

her father’s control (or so it seems) through the medium of the theater, although it was he who 

ironically introduced it to her. The role of the theater, like the utility of the doll, is transformed 

over the course of the story from its initial status as a medium of paternal authority to a field of 

self-experience in which the protagonist realizes womanly technologies of the self as 

masquerade. The theater reflects traditional conventions; it has the potential to either reaffirm 

those social constructs or subvert conventional social institutions, like marriage or gender roles, 

as Rousseau argues in his Letter to M. D’Alembert on The Theater.448 In the eighteenth century, 

female actors were associated with immodesty and indecency, particularly because of their 

ability to turn male power against itself through seduction and (allegedly) to subvert the moral 

message of Mitleidsästhetik.449 In his Letter, Rousseau ascribes sexual licentiousness and 

 
448 Rousseau, “Letter to M. D’Alembert” 91. 
449 According to Becker-Cantarino: “Die Schauspielerin um 1800 wirkt als erotischer Magnet, lange nachdem die 
Vorstellung vorüber ist; sie muß so wirken, um erfolgreich zu sein, jedenfalls am Ende des Jahrhunderts, nachdem 
sich das Nationaltheater als stehendes deutschsprachiges Theater in den Residenzstädten zumeist unter fürstlicher 
Protektion etabliert hat.” See Becker-Cantarino, “Die Schauspielerin“ 100.  
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immorality to female actors for transgressing the boundaries of the private and public spheres as 

well as the border between reality and fiction, in their line of work: 

Immodesty conforms so well to [actresses’] estate and they are so well aware of it 
 themselves that there is not one who would not think herself ridiculous even in feigning 
 to take for her own the discourses of prudence and honor that she retails to the public. 
 For fear that these severe maxims might make a progress injurious to her interests, the 
 actress is always the first to parody her role and destroy her own work. As soon as she 
 reaches the wings, she divests herself of the morality of the theatre as well as her dignity; 
 and if lessons of virtue are earned on the stage, they are quickly forgotten in the dressing 
 rooms.450  

 
Whereas Rousseau accuses female actors, and by proxy, the theater, of the moral corruption of 

male subjects, Mereau evaluates the theater as an emancipatory space for female subjects both as 

observers and as performers, in which they can overcome repression, seduction, and deception, 

to paraphrase Arons’ interpretation.451 Although it is a disciplinarian space, the female 

protagonist learns to enjoy the theater as an experience of being observed and observing, as I 

discuss later, insofar as this text embraces a reciprocity of the gaze, a certain back-and-forth, that 

is not expressed in the other texts. This contributes to the tableau effect insofar as it involves the 

repetition of a series of images, a quality that is apparent in the protagonist’s serial experience of 

men, which is connected through the sartorial linkage of costumes. Indeed, men become 

ancillary objects of her experience, as she returns the male gaze and makes them resemble parts 

of exercises in her education.  

 

Felix Plays the “Bouffon:” Female Askesis as Autonomy 
 
 After fleeing the “mittelgrosse Stadt,” the protagonist and Albino arrive in the big city, 

and the narrator remarks that she and Albino become initiated into a new world by Felix, stating: 

 
450 Rousseau, “Letter to M. D’Alembert” 91.  
451 See Arons.  
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“Wir hatten uns bald schicklich eingerichtet; und es fehlte uns nichts als ein Freund, der unsere 

Unerfahrenheit in den reizenden Labyrinthen des Vergnügens durch seine größeren Kenntnisse 

leiten konnte.” (209) Returning to the novella, Albino and the protagonist soon become so 

intertwined with Felix that his company becomes indispensable to their lives in the city. The 

protagonist notes that “Felixens Aufmerksamkeit und Gewandtheit” were unforgettable to them. 

(209) As they become closer to Felix, the protagonist remarks that he soon controls their every 

action, stating: “Sein Rat, sein Wille bestimmte alles was wir taten.” (209) This three-way 

interpersonal relationship resonates with cuckoldry, in a way that again characterizes this quality 

as a tendency of the tableau effect, as I discuss in Chapter One. Thus, in order to make the 

protagonist into his lover, in a move similar to Sophie von Sternheim’s false marriage to Lord 

Derby in Fräulein von Sternheim, Felix stages two different situations in order to trick both the 

protagonist and Albino.452 Felix and the protagonist are each led to believe that the other has 

been arrested by the protagonist’s father, so that Felix can have total control over the protagonist. 

The narrator recounts her own anxiety upon hearing Felix’s report that Albino has been captured 

as follows:   

 Dies war ein fürchterlicher Augenblick für mich! Ohne Heimat, ohne Bekanntschaft, mit 
 wenig Geld allein in dieser großen Stadt, sah ich nichts als das schrecklichste Verderben 
 oder die schimpflichste Erhaltung vor mir! Ich erzählte Felix meine Geschichte, vertraute 
 ihm meine ganze Lage, und fühlte mich etwas erleichtert, als ich ihn sehr gerührt und mit 
 lebhaftem Anteil erfüllt sah. (210) 
 
In her narrative, she reflects on his feigned empathetic listening as one of his deceitful strategies. 

The protagonist remarks that Felix pretends to be “very moved” as he assuages her worries about 

being alone in the city. However, Felix has contrived this situation in order to make the 

protagonist materially vulnerable and thus dependent upon him. He then subsequently arranges 

 
452 Sophie von la Roche, Die Geschichte des Fräuleins von Sternheim (Ditzingen: Reclam, 2011). 
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an apartment for her and expands her financial and emotional dependence upon him. When the 

protagonist laments her fate, Felix gaslights her for her feelings of guilt:  

 Er kam mir nach, und sah mich voll Verwunderung an, aber anstatt, wie vormals, meiner 
 Stimmung nachzugeben, und mir Teilnahme und Trost zu zeigen, betrachtete er mich 
 bloß aufmerksam mit einem halb ernsten, halb schalkhaften Gesichte, und rief endlich 
 aus: „Wahrhaftig, meine Liebe, die Natur hat dich zur Schauspielerin geschaffen!” Dieser 
 Ausruf befremdete mich so sehr, daß ich mich wieder ziemlich beruhigt fühlte. Doch 
 sprachen wir jetzt nicht weiter darüber, unser Verhältnis blieb wie das vorige, und Felix 
 schien mit jedem Tag liebenswürdiger zu werden. (213)  
 
The female protagonist comments further on this asymmetrical dynamic, stating: “Felix verließ 

mich selten, und ich verlernte es nur zu bald, ohne ihn zu sein.” (212) It is noteworthy that she 

uses the verb verlernen, i.e., to unlearn or forget, to describe the process of becoming dependent 

upon him, insofar as this characterizes her way of being in the world as a dialectical process of 

learning, lernen, and un-learning, verlernen. She further recounts that Felix’s reaction “alienates 

her so much” that it serves to assuage and suppress her emotions in the moment before their 

relationship returns to normalcy in that Felix goes back to acting amicably. This calming effect 

could be a result of the fact that Felix’s insult speaks directly to the quality of her character in 

terms of being a female actor “by nature.” Felix insults her character in order to attempt to 

invalidate her feeling of guilt, i.e., to cause her to re-assess and doubt the reasoning behind her 

own feelings. By implying that this display of guilt is an emotional façade, Felix attempts to 

shame her, in order to control her; however, she later then takes on an emotional façade in order 

to escape him. Mereau’s protagonist seems to earmark this moment in time as a moment of not 

only of alienation, in a purely negative sense, but also of multiplying and expanding her 

awareness of herself. It is only through this first instance of alienation from herself that she 

becomes an empowered observer of herself, as I will continue to demonstrate in terms of the 

tableau effect.  
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 Rather than causing her to flare up in anger at the accusation of Verstellung, Felix’s 

comment heightens the protagonist’s awareness of herself in a way that allows her to distance 

herself from her feelings in order to calmly react to his insult. In a way, she uses Felix’s 

psychologically abusive behavior in order to recognize and acknowledge the constructed and 

performed nature of her own feelings, which he seems to contingently provoke. Felix’s 

mobilization of the eighteenth-century anti-theatrical prejudice against her also further aligns her 

with the notion of illusion, while he positions himself as someone with insight into feminine 

performance. Arons interprets this interaction as a demonstration of the fact “that the narrator’s 

elusive subjectivity can only be located in the play of performances that make up her journey.”453 

More precisely, Arons argues that both “Felix’s assumption that her tears were a manifestation of 

performance ability and her odd response” to his insult lay bare the text’s “lack of concern about 

the extent to which outward behavior faithfully reflects the inner-self.”454 As a supplement to 

Arons’ argument, this scene demonstrates the protagonist’s becoming-aware of the male gaze 

and the manifold opportunities it presents for spontaneous self-performance. While the 

protagonist demonstrates a “lack of concern” with the insult of being called an actress, through 

this a moment of alienation, she gains a new perception of herself as an actor both on and off the 

stage in order to survive dangerous situations, like this enmeshment with Felix. While her 

interiority remains shielded to a large degree, the protagonist’s reaction demonstrates her 

awareness of Felix’s possessive, interpretive gaze. Although she does not yet fully recognize 

Felix’s duplicity, the protagonist-narrator further notes that she “sah in ihm den Schöpfer eines 

neuen Daseins, und glaubte meiner Dankbarkeit keine Grenzen zu setzen.” (213) As the 

protagonist lets herself be seduced by Felix, alluding to sexual favors through this veiled 

 
453 Arons, 201.  
454 Ibid, 201. 
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reference, Felix repeatedly uses theater to produce a positive perception of himself in the 

protagonist’s eyes, despite his possessive intentions; however, in the protagonist-narrator’s 

recollection of the events, her use of the verb “believed” in order to evaluate her past behavior 

demonstrates that she has recognized Felix’s deception from her current point of view. Such a 

grammatical shift implies a bifurcation of the past version of the protagonist and the present 

narrator, which is typical of the bildungsroman, and, thus, demonstrates her growth vis-à-vis her 

interactions with men.  

 Also in this section of the novella, the protagonist recounts an event that Felix engineers 

in order to re-orient her life and desires around him. Here, he takes her to “ein Theater, in 

welchem [sie] noch nicht gewesen war,” and he leaves her there with the landlady in order to 

watch a play, while he excuses himself and returns home. (213) During the play, the actor 

dressed as the “Bouffon” captivates the protagonist’s gaze. (214)455 In this episode, he brings her 

to a theater (which is reminiscent of her father’s choice to educate her in a theater) while 

positioning himself vis-à-vis her as her lover in the play (which is reminiscent of Albino’s 

introduction to her, by her father, in their theatrical roles). Afterwards, the protagonist and her 

landlady return to their apartment, where Felix appears in the “Bouffon” costume and starts a 

romantic role-play:  

 Als ich in meinem Zimmer trat, sprang zu meinem Erstaunen eben der Mann, der mich 
 auf der Bühne so sehr bezaubert hatte, mit einer Maske vor dem Gesichte und 
 mutwilligen Gebärden auf mich zu. Seine Laune riß mich unwiderstehlich hin, und ohne  
 zu fragen, ohne zu überlegen, fühlte ich mich von gleichem Taumel ergriffen. 
 Unwillkürlich trat ich in die Rolle seiner Geliebten, wir gaben uns ganz der Laune des 

 
455 “Bouffon” could be translated as Hanswurst or Harlekin, in German, or harlequin, in English.  
The Deutsches Wörterbuch von Jacob Grimm und Wilhelm Grimm defines harlequin as the following:  
“HARLEKIN, m.  
1) der name des narren in der italienischen komödie, Arlecchino, gegen ende des 17. jahrh. in das deutsche lustspiel 
eingedrungen, wo es vielfach und je später je mehr den deutschen narrennamen Hanswurst verdrängt. das wort ist 
ein altes romanisches: franz. hierlekin, hellequin seit dem 13. jahrh. belegt (Littré 1, 194a).“  
See Deutsches Wörterbuch von Jacob Grimm und Wilhelm Grimm, digitalisierte Fassung im Wörterbuchnetz des 
Trier Center for Digital Humanities, Version 01/21, https://www.woerterbuchnetz.de/DWB.  
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 Augenblicks hin, und erschufen aus dem Stegreif eine Menge der lustigsten Szenen, die 
 vielleicht nie so lebendig auf den Brettern gesehen worden sind. Endlich nahm ich seine 
 Maske herunter, und ich sah Felix, der mir seinen unbesiegbaren Hang für das Theater 
 gestand… (214) 
 
Through her remarking upon her own actions, particularly that she “involuntarily entered into the 

role of Felix’s lover, the protagonist already points to the internalized self-control that she 

possesses. Moreover, it is noteworthy that Felix first brings her to the theater, then performs in 

the play unbeknownst to her in order to attract her attention, and finally appears afterwards in 

sartorial display, but in her private home, to continue enacting this cycle between illusion and 

reality. Felix chooses to roleplay as the “Bouffon” as a sartorial strategy that highlights 

contingency, thus suddenly overlapping with her imaginary and real desires. In other words, by 

evoking the theatrical way that she recognized Albino as her lover, Felix attempts to stimulate 

her desire on stage and then continue this action offstage with the costume of the “Bouffon” in a 

process of improvisation, i.e., “aus dem Stegreif.”456 Felix, through performance, tries to anchor 

 
456 Insofar as this performance teaches the protagonist the art of performative improvisation, Edgar Landgraf’s 
conceptualization of improvisation in the introduction to his 2011 book, Improvisation as Art: Conceptual 
Challenges, Historical Perspectives, aids my analysis of performative femininity in Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt. 
I conceive of Mereau’s protagonist’s reaction to the tableau effect as a reflection of the constant tension between 
fixity and fluidity in the performance of the female self, i.e., a model of improvisational selfhood. Whereas Arons 
argues that Mereau’s protagonist generates herself through performance, and thus renounces any fixity of self, I 
engage with Landgraf’s discussion of contingency in order to complicate Arons’ notion of performance with the 
idea that improvisation is a mode of performance which can neither “fully escape ‘fixity’ (structure, repetition, 
planning, practice, experience), nor […] the transitory.” (2)  Moreover, much in the same way that any attempt to 
understand improvisation must draw on “categories, codes, concepts, and values… […], which always already 
reflect a culturally constructed and historically formed viewpoint that defines” and evaluates the improvised 
performance, to quote Landgraf, Mereau’s protagonist’s improvisation upon Felix’s invitation to roleplay reflects 
her recognition and acknowledgement of the patriarchal social order, as she improvises her performance within it. 
(2) Similarly regarding the tension between gender’s improvisational and culturally scripted qualities, Butler 
remarks that “as corporeal field of cultural play, gender is a basically innovative affair, although it is quite clear that 
there are strict punishments for contesting the script by performing out of turn or through unwarranted 
improvisations.” (531) Therefore, as a performance beset with social risks, “gender is what is put on … with anxiety 
and pleasure.”  (531) Butler’s conception of gender performativity resonates with Mereau’s protagonist’s model of 
selfhood, which is constantly subjected to the contingency of different male-coded threats and anxieties. As Felix 
directly references improvisation through his choice of role of seducer, he engenders a situation in which the 
protagonist must improvise in order to react; that is, he unwittingly provides himself as a model for her own 
improvisation of the self. According to Landgraf: “The conceptualization of improvisation, then, need not concern 
itself so much with the advent of Otherness, but rather with the mechanisms that promote variation and lend stability 
and connectivity to innovation. From this vantage point, improvisation is not about the absence of rules or 
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the protagonist’s desire for him not only in the realm of the theater, but also in the mindfulness 

required to counter contingency with improvisation, which has a positive effect on the 

protagonist’s development, despite his being a villain.  

 On the one hand, the “Bouffon’s” function as a jester references the spectacle of 

medieval sovereign power, in which the king was the center of an absolute, oppressive authority. 

The French theater theorist Jacques Lecoq, who offers a history and theory of the “Bouffon” in 

modernity, associates its socio-anthropological function with that of the jester of court theater. 

He argues that “there [is] no conflict between the ‘Bouffon’ and the object of his mockery,” 

insofar as this figure references “the tradition of the king's fool, who, far from being a real 

madman, was licensed to express truth in all its forms,” because he “can say the unsayable, going 

so far as to mock what 'cannot' be mocked….”457 While the court jester references a free 

expressivity, regardless of social norms, Mereau’s choice to include the “Bouffon” also 

references the embourgeoisement (or bourgeois reform) of the theater around 1800 in Germany, 

insofar as this was an object of low culture that theatrical reforms sought to eliminate. In this 

context, the “Bouffon,” often referred to in the German-language context as the Hanswurst or 

Harlekin, i.e., harlequin, references the pre-reform institution of the Wanderbühne, or traveling 

theater troupe, which preceded more institutionalized forms of Enlightenment theater, and in 

which performances had a more improvisational quality because of their ad hoc set-up, fickle 

financial backing and precarious regulation by local authorities.458 Felix’s performance 

 
structures, nor about the advent of true Otherness, but rather can be understood as a self-organizing process that 
relies on and stages the particular constraints that encourage the emergence of something new and inventive.” (2) 
Edgar Landgraf, Improvisation as Art: Conceptual Challenges, Historical Perspectives. New York: Continuum, 
2011. 
See Butler, “Performative Acts” 531 
457 Jean Lecoq, The Moving Body, (London: Methuen, 2000), 126.  
458Becker-Cantarino remarks on the disadvantaged social position of actors prior to the bourgeois reform of theater 
around 1800 in Germany, noting: “Die Schauspieler im Deutschland des 18. Jahrhunderts besaßen in der Regel kein 
Bürgerrecht und wurden von den Bürgern wie Marktschreier und Quacksalber verächtlich behandelt.” (104) This 
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highlights the persistence of the Wanderbühne in German theaters around 1800, in spite of 

Enlightenment theatrical reforms spearheaded by actors and intellectuals such as Caroline 

Neuber and Johann Christoph Gottsched. While the figure of the harlequin evokes historical 

transitions in theatrical institutions as well as referencing concurrent shifts in female 

representation in German theater around 1800, it also invokes the issue of the articulation or 

suppression of certain truths vis-à-vis social power in varying contexts. In order to reveal these 

truths about social relations, the harlequin relies on improvisational self-stylization. The 

harlequin’s discursive role thus functionally resonates with improvisation as a mode of acting 

and self-performance, as he constantly shifts his physical position, and changes his attitude, 

disposition, and countenance, contingent upon the context, in order to throw it into comic relief. 

In this sense, the harlequin or ‘Bouffon’ metaphorically references the articulation of truth. The 

protagonist mirrors Felix in this regard, as she empowers herself through recognizing the 

performativity of her selfhood in order to align her self-performance closer with her own desires. 

 Here, the costume of the “Bouffon” puts the protagonist on the spot, demanding she 

perform herself, as the tableau effect induces a moment of truth. As the protagonist follows her 

wishes, she and Felix “gaben [sich] der Laune des Augenblicks hin,” which intimates a sexual 

encounter in an improvised moment of consensual pleasure. (215) The protagonist does not view 

 
prejudice made actors and traveling troupes dependent upon alms, charity, and fickle forms of employment. Becker-
Canterino elaborates on the especially contingent position of women actors around 1800, insofar as they were 
subjected to the same financial and social restrictions or pressures as bourgeois women, stating:  
“Die Berufsschauspielerin in der patriarchalen, bürgerlichen Gesellschaft des 18. und 19. Jahrhunderts in 
Deutschland bekam die sozialen Restriktionen für Frauen empfindlich zu spüren. Diese bestanden erstens in der 
Unmündigkeit der Frau, die nur durch ihre familiären Beziehungen zum nächstverwandten Mann (als dessen 
Tochter, Ehefrau oder Schwester) in der Gesellschaft definiert war und keine selbstständige, außerfamiliäre Rolle, 
das heißt keinen Beruf oder Karriere, haben sollte und konnte. Dazu kamen die sexuellen Ansprüche und die 
Schauspielerin als Frau. Sie wurde ein begehrtes Sexualobjekt, an das sowohl das männliche Publikum wie die 
Kollegen bei jeder Gelegenheit ihre Ansprüche anmeldeten. Von eigenen sexuellen Wünschen ist da ganz zu 
schweigen, da diese in Analogie zur bürgerlichen Frau als unmoralisch tabuisiert waren.“ (125) 
See Becker-Cantarino, “Die Schauspielerin.“  
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herself as sexually licentious in this account of her seduction, since the tableau effect allows her 

to internalize a self-image of her own making. Indeed, she openly reflects on the moment of self-

examination vis-à-vis Felix as the Bouffon that this impromptu seduction provoked in her. When 

Felix convinces her to be an actress, she considers this option in terms of the audience’s gaze and 

her own pleasure, stating:  

 Ich hatte Felixen aufmerksam zugehört, und in Gedanken noch manches auf meine eigne 
 Hand hinzugesetzt. Von jedem Auge mit Entzücken angeblickt zu werden, dachte ich, 
 von allen Seiten sich vergöttert, geliebt und beglückt zu sehen, wer möchte diesem Reiz 
 widerstehen? (215) 
 
Felix’s seduction thus allows her to engage in an exercise in self-performance, particularly as she 

imagines the potential allurement and enjoyment of being observed “from all sides.” In this way, 

she multiplies her own image in a narcissistic gesture (which thus signals her appropriation of 

one of the conventional structures of the male gaze, namely narcissism, to use Mulvey’s terms). 

As the tableau effect facilitates her self-observation, the protagonist “sees” her experience vis-à-

vis the male gaze (Felix) as one of those such “exercises,” which are one of the “the principal 

features of askesis,” namely: “exercises in which the subject puts [herself] into a situation in 

which [she] can verify whether [she] can confront events and use the discourse with which [she] 

is armed,” to quote Foucault. 459 In the absence of any form of self-chastisement, the protagonist 

views her life as an actor as a progression, or a perpetual becoming, insofar as she assimilates the 

gaze of others into her own self-understanding in a self-reflective exercise that evokes askesis. 

 Insofar as a male character uses a theatrical strategy to interfere with a female subject’s 

interiority, Felix’s sartoriality resembles the moment in Kleist’s novella when Nicolo wears a 

costume during his tableau vivant in order to attempt to rape his stepmother. Both Nicolo and 

Felix appear in masked costumes as they sexually accost these women during theatricalized 

 
459 Foucault, “Technologies” 35.  
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moments, and both evoke these female figures’ childhood memories in order to overwhelm 

them. In this scene as well as in the analogous one in Kleist’s novella, the tableau effect is most 

clearly laid out in its elements, in that male figures recreate women’s memories or experiences 

through their costumed appearances and thereby attempt to control the female figures’ physical 

situations and apprehend their psyches. Mereau’s protagonist, however, ultimately escapes the ill 

effects of Felix’s deception, although he deprives her of her liberty for a certain amount of time, 

because she perceives her “true self” in the act of role-playing. Moving from her position as a 

theatergoer to the private realm of her apartment, Felix displaces the mode of roleplaying 

offstage and into their romantic relationship and business relations. Faced with the theatrical 

realm in her private space, the female protagonist reflects on the moment when she agreed to 

Felix’s suggestion that she become an actress: 

 “Wohlan!“ sagte ich laut, “ich folge deinem Ruf! Bald Königin, bald Hirtin zu sein, und 
 in allen Gestalten schön, geliebt und verherrlicht, wer sollte diese Lebensart nicht gern 
 wählen? Und ist der Gewinn auch schwankend, so spricht doch der Beruf in uns so laut, 
 daß er uns den Ruf zu sichern scheint.” (214)  
 
The female protagonist’s use of direct speech frames her story as a critical reflection on her past 

actions. Indeed, as quoted on page 37, the protagonist even admits in a direct description of her 

feelings that Felix’s “Laune riß mich unwiderstehlich hin, und ohne zu fragen, ohne zu 

überlegen, fühlte ich mich von gleichem Taumel ergriffen.“ (214) As she reflects on her lack of 

consideration in that instance, she becomes a fully realized character in that moment.  

 As Felix roleplays a romantic relationship, the narrator notes that she does not 

automatically fall for this theatrical roleplay. Rather, she consciously and “involuntarily” enters 

into this theatrical game, before “giving herself to the whimsy of the moment.” Thus, Felix 

activates a learned response in the protagonist to play the role of his lover, which resonates with 

her theatrical socialization in her father’s theater. However, the self-conscious quality of this 
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performance underscores the agency in the protagonist’s improvised reaction to Felix’s 

theatricality, as this involuntary action resonates further with askesis as a rehearsed exercise in 

the self. The automatic quality of this action demonstrates the protagonist’s general preparedness 

for or anticipation of the situation, in that the exercise “is composed of memorizing responses 

and reactivating those memories by placing oneself in a situation where one can imagine how 

one would react.”460 While the protagonist merely seems to be further tricked into her romance 

with Felix, I would modify Arons’ remark that the “nonchalant” tone of her self-reflection in the 

narrative indicates her “lack of concern” for morality. Rather, this omission of bourgeois moral 

conventions conveys her narrative’s heightened concern with representing feminine self-

reflection and self-consciousness as way of making female subjects capable of assimilating the 

male gaze and empowering themselves through its internalization. In the same vein, when the 

protagonist leaves Felix, she recounts the experience of finding a new boyfriend in terms of 

freedom and objectification, although she indulges in her continued objectification by men, 

remarking: “Kaum war ich frei, so ward ich der Gegenstand der Bewerbung eines jüngen 

Künstlers.” (219) Although she sees herself consistently as an object of men’s desire, the 

protagonist is in control of her image and especially in control of her self-narrative. It is 

noteworthy that in real historical contexts around 1800, women were almost never granted this 

sort of liberty to experiment with their sexuality without risking very serious, even deadly, 

consequences for their well-being and social standing.  

 Although the protagonist continues her relationship with Felix, she soon remarks that his 

behavior and character changed after this show, in that “der Kern der Frucht entspricht der 

Schale nicht,” as Felix appears increasingly tyrannical. (215) With this figure of speech, the 

 
460 Foucault, “Technologies” 36. 
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protagonist directly addresses the issue of Felix’s dissimulation. She recognizes the moment 

when Felix’s deceptive and malicious nature became apparent to her as a matter of moral 

transparency. She sees that his exterior presentation does not correspond to his interior motives. 

This process of recognition resonates with Wiggins’ discussion of intersubjective recognition as 

a performative process, which is grounded in Aristotle’s definition of “anagnorisis” in Chapter 

11 of his Poetics as a “change from ignorance to knowledge into either friendship or enmity 

among people destined for good or bad fortune.”461 Here, the protagonist’s knowledge of Felix 

overcomes her prior ignorance of his interiority in a representation of anagnorisis, as Felix 

reveals his true, cruel nature after a period of Verstellung, in which he only pretended to be a 

compassionate and permissive male partner. While this theatrical event disrupts the protagonist’s 

perception of Felix, the one other female figure in the story (aside from the mother of the female 

protagonist), her landlady, presents her with another image of her life.  

 While the protagonist’s evolving relationship with the landlady, as the only other female 

figure in the story, will be addressed later in the chapter, when the landlady is featured again, it is 

important to note here that the landlady, as another female figure supporting herself in the city, 

seems to be eager to help another woman improve her situation and leave her male partners. Not 

only does the landlady inform the protagonist that Vincent is searching for her, but she also 

couches this information in terms of the protagonist’s options for choosing an “audience” for 

herself. That is, the landlady remarks that if the protagonist were to choose the “junger, sehr 

reicher Edelmann…” and renounce her acting career, then she could re-orient herself around his 

gaze, rather than the fickle caprices of an audience’s judgement. The landlady tells the 

protagonist:     

 
461 Aristotle, Poetics Vol. 23, translated by W.H. Fyfe. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1932), 1452a30-
32  
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 Statt, daß du als Schauspielerin deine Zeit dem Vergnügen rauben und mit dem 
 mühseligen Erlernen beschwerlicher Fertigkeiten anfüllen mußt, genießest du hier des 
 süßesten Müßiggang; statt eines kümmerlichen Erwerbes, des herrlichsten Überflusses, 
 und anstatt von den Launen eines gebieterischen unverständigen Publikums abzuhängen, 
 erkennst du hier niemand für deinen Herrn als deinen Liebhaber. Was sage ich: Herr! da 
 er stets dein demütiger Sklave sein will; aufmerksam auf alle deine Wünsche…(216). 
 
Here, the landlady attempts to persuade the protagonist to abandon the caprice of theater 

audiences in favor of a romantic union with this aristocrat; and she suggests that the latter of 

these two male gazes is a superior choice to the other. Moreover, the landlady declares that if the 

protagonist should enter a marriage, she will wield power in this interpersonal dynamic, insofar 

as she can make her singular male audience member into her “slave,” which effectively implies 

that marriage itself is always already a form of manipulative role-playing. While the landlady 

conceptualizes romantic relationships as inherently theatrical, thus characterizing male partners 

as a woman’s audience, her use of the word “Liebhaber” is noteworthy in the context of the 

eighteenth-century discourse of the audience. As Emde remarks, “die Theaterzuschauer des 18. 

Jahrhunderts wurden in ‘Kenner’ und ‘Liebhaber’ eingeteilt, je nachdem, ob man sich durch das 

Illusionstheater – oder die Schauspielerin – unreflektiert täuschen lassen wollte oder nicht.”462 

Accordingly, if the female protagonist can make a man into her “Liebhaber,” rather than a duped 

“Kenner,” she can manipulate him. The landlady’s logic bluntly operates as the following: if the 

female protagonist must perform for the male gaze, she should be financially compensated. The 

landlady, in one sense, condenses the protagonist’s situation into an issue of choice vis-à-vis 

different male gazes. Indeed, the landlady implies that by turning away from the “caprice” of an 

audience’s gaze, i.e., her financial situation as an actress, and instead recognizing only her lover 

as her “lord,” and her financial benefactor, she can live in “sweet idleness.” The landlady evokes 

 
462 See Emde 450. One could say, using Emde’s framework, that throughout the course of the story, as the 
protagonist empowers herself through the tableau effect, she resists the ways in which men attempt to position her as 
a Liebhaberin; ultimately, she becomes a Kennerin of herself and others through her own theatrical self-education.  
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a combination of the notions of a bourgeois Liebesehe and an aristocratic Zweckehe, insofar as 

she implies that women should ally themselves with men of their choosing. By leaving her life as 

an actress behind, the landlady suggests, she can redirect the theatrical strategies she has learned 

into her marriage and thereby gain more control over her husband and, thus, her lifestyle. Indeed, 

it appears the landlady is an economically independent woman herself, which also could suggest 

that she is not married. Following this encounter with the landlady, the protagonist considers 

leaving Felix: 

 In Verwirrung, das Herz zwar leer, aber den Kopf voll von tausend verführerischen 
 Bildern, unentschlossen über die Wahl, die ich treffen sollte, blieb ich einige 
 Augenblicke allein, bis Felix hereintrat und sogleich alle Zweifel entschied. Ich erzählte 
 ihm was vorgefallen war, er belachte die Weisheit der Dame, aber bei ihrer Torheit 
 ward er so ernsthaft, daß er auf der Stelle meine Habseligkeiten aus ihrer Behausung 
 wegschaffen ließ, und mich bis zu unserer Abreise, die in wenig Tagen erfolgte, nicht 
 mehr verließ. (217) 
 
It seems that Felix’s presence influences the protagonist’s agency as she falls under his control 

when he enters, insofar as she is incited to confess her intentions to him, in a panoptic moment of 

truth. Consequently, Felix fires the landlady from her job, deprives the protagonist of her 

possessions, and puts her under his total surveillance until they are in a new location, as a sort of 

disciplinarian reaction. This is an example of the female protagonist’s subjection to the total 

panoptic surveillance by a male gaze. Afterwards, the protagonist and Felix relocate to another 

city, referred to in the text as “D –,” where she appears on stage as the Mädchen von 

Marienburg.463  

 As I have argued in this chapter thus far, Mereau’s protagonist is neither simply pure 

performativity nor a projection surface with no true self underneath. The episodes that I have 

 
463 This could refer to Dresden, where Sophie Mereau often visited the theater. Generally, one could argue that the 
protagonist’s geographic mobility reflects her social mobility, and freedom, as an actress. However, the scholarship 
does not significantly address this aspect of the novella.   
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analyzed thus far demonstrate the ways in which the female protagonist undergoes a process of 

subject development that is initiated and facilitated through the theater as a space of the male 

gaze, insofar as she is constantly adjusting her own self-performance vis-à-vis her audience. 

Therefore, Mereau’s imaginative and whimsical depiction of the female protagonist’s self-

actualization via askesis-as-improvisation and -as-masquerade demonstrates a realistic concern 

for male power, insofar as she constantly improvises new strategies to counter it, such as in her 

performance of the Mädchen von Marienburg. 

 

Das Mädchen von Marienburg: A Performance of Self-Consciousness Both On- and Offstage 
 
 When Mereau’s protagonist performs as the female protagonist in the drama Das 

Mädchen von Marienburg: Ein Fürstliches Familiengemälde in Fünf Aufzügen by Franz Kratter 

(1795), her interior thoughts and feelings become congruent with her physiognomic 

performance. The narrator recounts her thoughts upon facing the audience:  

 Ich trat zuerst als Mädchen von Marienburg auf. Das Herz schlug mir gewaltig als 
 ich einen Blick auf die versammelte Menge warf. Aber meine ängstliche Schüchternheit 
 selbst brachte mir Vorteil, weil sie meinem Spiel den Ausdruck mädchenhafter Scheu 
 und meinem Ausdruck ungewöhnliche Wärme gab, und das Publikum, welches gegen 
 eine erträgliche Gestalt immer zur Nachsicht geneigt ist, munterte mich durch lebhaften 
 Beifall so sehr auf, daß ich mich, als das Stück zu Ende war, von einer Menge umgeben 
 sah, die mich durch den süßen Opferduft der Schmeichelei in die angenehmste 
 Verwirrung von der Welt brachte. (217) 
 
Because of the widespread popularity of Das Mädchen von Marienburg, readers of Mereau’s 

texts may have been familiar with Kratter’s drama and also would have been familiar with 

mimoplastic entr’actes in between scenes.464 (It is possible that tableaux vivants from Kratter’s 

 
464 Franz Kratter, Das Mädchen von Marienburg, Ein Fürsterliches Familiengemälde, Frankfurt: Verlag Friedrich 
Eßlinger, 1795.  
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drama featured as entr’actes in productions of this drama).465 Indeed, as Gabrielle Pfeiffer has 

pointed out in her research on Kratter, “various sources mention that Das Mädchen von 

Marienburg was performed ‘auf allen deutschen Bühnen,’” which means that this scene from 

Kratter’s drama could have easily been recognized by its contemporaneous audience.466 

 In a manner similar to Ottilie’s tableaux vivants in Die Wahlverwandtschaften, this 

performance conducts the psychic operation of the tableau effect, as it causes the protagonist to 

see herself as an actress, and thus elicits an expression of anxiousness, which she reflects on. As 

a choice for this scene, or a potential attitude in between scenes, the narrator’s emphasis on her 

demure appearance, or her pudeur, potentially references a famous encounter in this drama, in 

which the Tsar of Russia (Peter the Great) accosts Chathinka, or the young Catherine the First, 

who is living in disguise as a servant in a noble home. Accordingly, the female protagonist uses 

moments of self-alienation induced by the tableau effect in order to recognize her own subjective 

“plasticity” as a quality of askesis and to empower herself.467 The female figure of young 

Chathinka resonates with other virtuous eighteenth-century heroines, such as Sara Sampson and 

Sophie von Sternheim, both of whom examine their own actions and accordingly renounce 

certain aspects of themselves (i.e., Sara’s own life or Sternheim’s public name, respectively). 

Similarly, in Act II, Scene III, in a conversation between Chatinka and the Emperor, Chatinka 

defends her solitary behavior, which resembles a meditative process of self-examination, directly 

 
465 Citing a historical account of a tableau vivant, Meisel discusses how “the tableau vivant had its own distinct life 
in the theater, so that, for example,” in July 1826, David Wilkie wrote “home [to England] from Dresden of the 
tableau vivant as an entr’acte entertainment,” remarking on his fascination with what “they call a Tableau.”   
See Martin Meisel, “Speaking Pictures: The Drama” in Realizations 48. 
466 Gabriele C. Pfeiffer, “Freemason, Mozart’s Contemporary, and Theatre Direction on The Edge: Franz Kratter’s 
Der Frieder am Pruth: Cataloguing The Komplex Mauerbach, Vienna” TheMA: Open Access Research Journal for 
Theatre, Music, Arts I/1 (2012): 41. 
467 Trop “Aesthetic Askesis” 72. 
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following a long soliloquy about her desire for the Emperor. When the Emperor confronts her, 

Chatinka directly speaks of her behavior in terms of self-examination in the following dialogue: 

 Tzaar: So allein, Chatinka?  
 Chatinka: (sich fassend) Gnädiger Herr! 
 Tzaar: Warum so einsam?   
 Chatinka: Manchmal trift sich’s, dass man bei sich und mit sich selbst kleine Zwiste 
 beizulegen hat.   
 Tzaar: Ich beobachte schon öfters, dass du absichtlich allein zu sein suchst.  
 Chatinka: Was man werth findet, sucht man gerne. Seitdem ich unter so vielen und so 
 vielerlei Menschen bin, ist mir’s manchmal, als ob mir eine einsame Stunde, eine kleine 
 ernstliche Recapitulation mit mir selbst unentbehrlicher geworden, als sonst.468   
 
The heroine’s discussion of self-reflection in solitude resembles a meditative practice of self-

assessment, or rather, it resonates with askesis as a means of “mastery over oneself, not through 

the renunciation of reality but the acquisition and assimilation of truth.”469 Simply put, this scene 

represents a male figure interrogating a woman concerned with her own innocence over her 

solitary meditative practice. Returning to Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt, Mereau’s protagonist 

pre-meditates or subsequently examines her behavior as a means of maintaining her pleasurable 

lifestyle, unlike Chatinka, whom the play shows to be concerned with morality and her social 

station. Reflecting a mode of selfhood rooted in askesis, the protagonist is always ready to 

improvise in a tête-à-tête.470 Foucault directly associates askesis with improvisational modes of 

self-performance, remarking that it can correspond with “the work one undertook in order to 

prepare a discourse or an improvisation” for public performance.471 While askesis can be 

performed in solitude, in line with Crary’s use of the term, it presupposes an audience in a way 

that resonates with an internalization of an authoritative gaze. The protagonist mentions that 

public attention (i.e., the male gaze) satisfies her, rather than inducing her moral corruption, 

 
468 Kratter, 50.  
469 Foucault, “Technologies” 36 
470 Ibid., 36 
471 Ibid., 36 
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which runs contrary to popular discourses around the theater and women in the eighteenth 

century.472 

 Following her performance as Das Mädchen von Marienburg, the female protagonist-as-

narrator (or her present self) reflects on her past self (as an actress). As she assesses her 

performances, she does not chastise herself for enjoying public attention, stating:  

 So vieles Weihrauchs zwar noch ungewohnt, und geübt in der Kunst gleich einer Gottheit 
 alle zu befriedigen, ließ mich doch ein geheimer Takt bald den richtigen Weg finden. 
 Einige bedeutende Blicke, schmeichelhafte Gegenreden, verbindlicher Unsinn halb in  
 Zerstreuung gesagt, ein lautes Lachen, das eine Albernheit geltend machte, - war 
 hinreichend, alle vollkommen mit mir zufrieden zu machen. (218)  
 
After the protagonist’s performance, “ein geheimer Takt” helps her bridge her theatrical 

performance and social reality, as she describes this transitional performance between theater 

and life as guided by her calculated sociability.473 That is, the protagonist exhibits a preparedness 

from her training as an actor both on and offstage, insofar as she has always already been 

“memorizing responses and reactivating those memories,” to quote Foucault, in and outside of 

the theater, in acts of askesis as self-performance.474 Thus, the protagonist-narrator directly 

counters the dominance of the male gaze’s “Definitionsgewalt” in her life narrative, to use 

Emde’s terms.475    

 While the protagonist is lavished with praise for her performance as the Mädchen von 

Marienburg, she cannot accept various resulting invitations to parties in the following days, 

because Felix cuts the celebration short, as he, ironically, now “[forderte] den schweren Sinn und 

die Bedächtlichkeit einer Matrone von [ihr]” in their private lives. (218) She bemoans her 

 
472 See Arons 201-202.  
473 The Deutsches Wörterbuch von Jacob Grimm und Wilhelm Grimm defines “tact” in Kantian terms,   
as „das innerliche feine gefühl für das rechte und schickliche, ein feines und richtiges urtheil: 
http://www.woerterbuchnetz.de/DWB?lemma=takt  
474 Foucault, “Technologies” 36. 
475 Emde, 454. 
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situation, exclaiming “Wie sehr fand ich mich betrogen!” (218) Furthermore, she remarks upon 

Felix’s personality change, comparing his persona to a mask: “Seine gute Laune nahm er ab, wie 

eine Maske, alle seine Lebensweisheiten hing er mit den Theaterkleidern in die Garderobe und 

von einem Witze blieben ihm nur noch einige Fragmente, womit er die Blößen seines Charakters 

armselig genug zu bedecken strebte.” (218 –219) Here, in the sartorial language of the theater, 

and via the figurative reference to the masked quality of Verstellung, the protagonist turns the 

gendered eighteenth century discourse of theatricality against Felix, as she pre-meditates her end 

to their relationship. At the same time, Felix discards his mask and reveals his authentic 

character as an exploitative and unloving partner. Following Felix’s figurative de-masking, 

Mereau’s narrator figuratively masks her own feelings, as she “verbarg eine Zeitlang [ihren] 

gerechten Widerwillen gegen Felix,” in another instance of both figures mirroring each other’s 

modes of selfhood. (219) Due to the fact that her relationship with Felix is not just emotional, but 

also financial, the protagonist conceals her feelings in order to continue to professionally engage 

with Felix. The narrator does not expound on the fact that she engages in deceptive behavior in 

order to escape Felix, which demonstrates her view of this form of deception as a matter of 

everyday survival, rather than as a moral matter. Soon, she ends her relationship with Felix, 

although they continue to perform together in the same company, and she quickly finds a new 

boyfriend.  

 During one performance practice following their split, Felix injures the protagonist in a 

fencing match. The gender dynamic in the relationship of this thespian couple has an intertextual 

resonance with the violent relationship that Goethe depicts between the figures of Serlo and 

Aurelie in Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre, particularly when they argue. Although Serlo and 

Aurelie are siblings, in contrast to Mereau’s protagonist and Felix, the antagonistic way in which 
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they fight, particularly with a sharp weapon, could reflect an intertextual connection with this 

violent, theatricalized gender dynamic in Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt.476 Moreover, the 

protagonist fences as she practices for a “pants role,” which would require her to cross-dress 

during the actual performance, thus offering a further intertextual resonance with Marianne’s 

cross-dressing in the beginning scene of Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre. She and Felix are 

practicing sword fighting for the stage, in the imagined roles of two male characters, when 

Felix’s behavior turns physically abusive:   

 Felix, der mir seit unserer Trennung seinen Haß auf alle Weise empfinden ließ, vergaß 
 sich so weit, daß er selbst während des Spiels mich unaufhörlich zu kränken suchte, und 
 einst, als wir unseren Rollen gemäß, miteinander fechten mußten, so ungeschickt und 
 heftig auf mich eindrang, daß ich verwundet ward, und ohne meines Freundes schnellen 
 Beistand zu Boden gesunken wäre... (219). 
 
Here, Felix “forgets himself,” that is, he forgets his usual mode of Verstellung, to the extent that 

he no longer conceals his violent intentions. While the protagonist does not take on a new 

character trait, her clothing positions her as equal in combat with Felix. This is significant for the 

protagonist’s narrative of self-stylization, as the story begins in the father’s theater, or rather, 

within his collection of costumes and under the regime of his desire, since he is the owner of the 

“Garderobe.” The protagonist now achieves social and emotional independence from the 

tyrannical Felix, while she has kept her working relationship with him, and she has even begun 

to take on the roles of men through performance, thus reflecting her greater independence. 

 After this performance, the text mentions one more drama that the protagonist performs. 

Having broken up with Felix, the protagonist and the artist travel to a town where they join 

another ensemble and perform Voltaire’s 1736 play, Le Fanatisme, ou Mahomet le Prophete. In 

this play, the actor playing Muhammad subtly links this male figure to the protagonist’s father, 

 
476 See Goethe, Wilhelm Meister, 92-93.   
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insofar as “Mahomet … seinen Turban aus einer Schlafmütze von roter Wolle [hatte].” (221) 

Indeed, this sartorial ensemble becomes the laughingstock of this performance when it catches 

fire.477 Recounting the scene, the protagonist-narrator remarks:  

 Sein Unstern aber wollte, daß bei einer der rührenden Szenen ein neugieriger Funke 
 dieses Kunstwerk so nahe kam, daß er es anzündete. Palmire eilte zwar so schnell als 
 möglich herbei, den Brand zu löschen, da aber ihr Hauch ihn nur noch mehr zu 
 entflammen schien, so stürzte die Besitzerin des Halstuchs, voll Eifer für die 
 Rettung ihres Eigentums, auf das Theater und verwandelte den Mahometsturban, indem 
 sie den Musselin herabriß, zum großen Vergnügen der Zuschauer schnell in den 
 Hauptschmuck eines Jakobiners. (221)  
 
In this scene, the prophet of Islam’s traditional garb (for an example of its depiction in Voltaire’s 

drama, see figure 10) becomes the sartorial symbol of liberty, the Phrygian cap, which references 

the French Revolution in a depiction of metonymic or symbolic displacement (for an illustration 

of this costume piece, see figure 11). 

 

Figure 10: An Illustration of a Phrygian cap. 

 
477 This instance marks a Eurocentric, culturally insensitive representation of the Prophet Muhammad (whose 
representation is forbidden), in a cartoonish manner that is reminiscent of contemporary culturally insensitive 
depictions of Muhammad in French satire magazines, like Charlie Hebdo, which have caused major debate as well 
as a national tragedy involving a deadly terrorist attack in 2017. It is significant that although this dissertation does 
not explicitly incorporate aspects of critical race theory or post-colonial studies as part of its intersectional approach 
to the tableau effect, this theatrical instance offers an example of the way in which a Eurocentric, or “White gaze” is 
constructed by the text, to use sociologist Ahmed Ilmi’s term.  
See Ahmed Ilmi, “The White Gaze vs. The Black Soul,” Race, Gender & Class Vol. 18, no. 3/4 (2011): 217-229 
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Figure 11: An Illustration of Act 4, Scene 4 from Voltaire’s Mahomet. Jean-Michel Moreau. Œuvres 
complètes de Voltaire, éd. de Kehl, 1785-1789, 70 vol. Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Réserve. 

J. M. Moreau le jeune. 
 
In this comical moment, through sartoriality and the contingency this invites, Mereau 

underscores the endless possible transmutations of identities that clothing can make possible for 

the actor. Sartoriality becomes a field for improvised, even unintended referentiality, as it invites 

and facilitates contingency into the scene. Furthermore, as Voltaire’s tragedy becomes a comedy 

through the intervention of the flame, the fact that the part of the costume that ignites is another 

“Nachtmütze” again references the protagonist’s father, his collection of costumes, and his 

intrusion upon her and Albino’s meeting. This play-within-a-play evokes the father’s presence 

through the element of the actor’s night-cap. The father becomes metonymically displaced (in a 

way, he is sartorially displaced to the fictional Orient) and made humorous or even ridiculous by 

this comical scene, in which costumes sartorially link male figures. Hereafter, the theater troupe 

dissolves due to mismanagement and the protagonist also loses her unnamed boyfriend to a 

sudden death. 

 

The Heroine’s Transformation from Actress into a Female Spectator 

 After the artist’s death, the protagonist mentions that she becomes less adventurous, 

having already become more committed to her boyfriend, insofar as she was “ihm von ganzer 
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Seele ergeben” and thus “entsagte freiwillig allen den kleinen Abenteurern” that had been her 

previous source of joy in life. (222) This comment suggests the protagonist’s renunciation of a 

sexually liberal lifestyle. However, she cannot renounce her more general curiosity, which she 

now satisfies in the illusion of the theater as a spectator: “Nur meinem Hang zum Vergnügen und 

zum Neuen konnte und wollte ich nicht entsagen, und diesen hoffte ich vollkommen befriedigen 

zu können.” (222) Moreover, the protagonist now seems to favor the role of audience member as 

opposed to actress, as she begins to attend performances with her new female friend, her former 

landlady and Felix’s conspirator, whom she now befriends despite the landlady’s involvement in 

Felix’s deception. In a matter-of-fact manner, the protagonist remarks that she is happy to 

rekindle her friendship with the landlady, stating: “Wir kamen nach B –, wo ich meine ehemalige 

Wirtin aufsuchte, und mit Vergnügen fand, daß sie alles was zwischen uns vorgefallen war, ganz 

vergessen zu haben schien.” (222) With the landlady’s position as the only female figure in the 

text other than the mother (and as the only other female observer of the theater), the protagonist’s 

conciliatory and amicable disposition toward her, as another woman who was duped by Felix’s 

Verstellung, evokes a structure of women-supporting-women and female community (which is 

noteworthy given the fact that the protagonist has no such relationship with her bluestocking 

mother). Furthermore, the fact that the landlady is only referenced by her occupation, and 

therefore her independent economic status, underscores the fact that this woman, who serves as a 

marginal figure, represents an alternate form of female selfhood that seems to be especially 

possible in the capital city.478 Rather than depending upon a man and his financial capability, the 

“Wirtin” chooses to be an independent economic actor who directs her own pleasurable 

activities.   

 
478 For more reading on the history of female friendship, please see Marilyn Yalom and Theresa Donovan Brown, 
The Social Sex: A History of Female Friendship (New York: Harper Collins, 2015).   
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 While the concepts of curiosity, pleasure, and novelty structured the protagonist’s 

previous lifestyle as a traveling actor, they become abstracted from her former way of life into 

her later position as a theatergoer. However, in this part of the theater once again serves as a 

space in which male figures continue to exercise their power, insofar as Vincent eavesdrops on, 

intrudes upon, and accosts the female protagonist in the theater. During this theater performance, 

she discovers that Vincent has been stalking her, remarking: “Er war nach meiner Flucht aus dem 

väterlichen Hause gleichfalls nach B – 479 gereist, wo er mich nur des Abends gesehen und durch 

Entfernung, Kleidung und Betragen so verändert gefunden hatte, daß er in der neuen Geliebten, 

die alte nicht erkannte.” (222) The protagonist remarks on the fact that Vincent does not 

recognize this newer version of herself (as she sits in the audience), recounting her avoidance of 

his gaze: 

 Ich verbarg meine Bestürzung, so gut ich konnte, vor meiner Begleiterin, und suchte 
 mich so viel als möglich seinen Blikken zu entziehen, denn durch seine Erscheinung war 
 die alte Furcht vor Gefängnis und väterlicher Züchtigung mit neuer Stärke in mir 
 erwacht, und ich zitterte bei dem Gedanken, durch seine Verräterei leicht um meine 
 Freiheit zu kommen, der ich doch jetzt weniger als je zu entsagen gedachte… (222-223). 
 
Here, while the protagonist consistently feels fears and feelings of anxiety since her escape from 

Vincent and her father, Vincent now appears unable to recognize her as the same person. Her 

“Kleidung” serves as a conduit of male-coded anxiety that incites her fear, but it also serves as 

way for the protagonist to modify her identity herself for new situations. That is to say, she uses 

what begins as her father’s possession to fashion her own individuality. The female protagonist 

can thus observe and manipulate herself via the tableau effect to her own aims, as shown in the 

passages I have cited. Here, there is a concern for the survival of the feminine self that outweighs 

 
479 “B –” could refer to Berlin not only because Berlin was the capital city of Prussia, but also because it is relatively 
close to Dresden, “D –”. The protagonist’s re-making of herself seems to be a skill that she especially acquires in the 
city. 
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the protagonist’s concern with maintaining a fixed and authentic self-performance. For Mereau’s 

protagonist, her femininity becomes “a strategy of survival” that “suggests the situation of duress 

under which gender performance always and variously occurs,” to quote Butler.480 From the 

protagonist’s initial sexual assault at Vincent’s hands earlier in her life to her later deception and 

exploitation by Felix, she learns that “because gender is a project which has cultural survival as 

its end,” as Butler posits, she must strategize her self-performance.481 In this sense, Vincent’s 

failure to recognize the protagonist reflects her new, confident mode of selfhood. Nevertheless, 

she fears once again that her social freedom could be jeopardized, as she trembles, thus 

displaying outward physical manifestations of her internalization of anxiety and fear towards 

male figures. As she regains composure, by reading her body and accordingly concealing her 

fear, the protagonist deploys Verstellung without any feeling of guilt. While the protagonist’s 

shivering represents transparency between her interior thoughts and exterior form, and her 

interior emotional world becomes legible on the surface of her body, she must hide this 

transparency as a means of social survival. She modifies her body’s reaction as a defense 

mechanism or survival strategy. The protagonist internalizes the presence of the male gaze as a 

standardizing force on her behavior, or this case, as a fear of feudal or paternal power that she 

must sublimate, which is reflected, as Heilman argues, in the anxiety that pervades her narration.   

 At this point in the novella, the protagonist recounts that one evening, after returning 

home from an evening in the theater, “berauscht von ungewöhnlichem fremden Beifall und 

ermüdet von eigner Anstrengung,” a young man calls upon her in her apartment. (223). It is 

noteworthy that the protagonist’s comment that she is “tired from her own exertion” in her role 

as an actress counters any notion that she is an actress “by nature,” which directly undermines 

 
480 Butler, “Performative Acts” 522  
481 Butler, 522 
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Felix’s earlier insulting association of her with the Gefühlsschauspielerin. When he enters, she 

remarks that they immediately recognize each other: “Uns sehen, erkennen und in die Arme 

fliegen, war das Werk eines Augenblicks.“ (223) Although this moment of mutual recognition is 

recounted as instant, i.e., “the work of the blink of an eye,” it is predicated on their previous 

companionship, and is the culmination of their long-standing relationship of recognizing each 

other through and in performance. This moment of instantaneous recognition not only happens in 

this “blink of an eye,” but also as an effect of a culmination of performative acts from the 

protagonist’s childhood into her adulthood. Here, Mereau seems to ironically characterize this 

intersubjective encounter as instantaneous, in order to elide its gradual, processual, and 

orchestrated conditions; or perhaps, to draw the reader’s attention to these very conditions. In 

doing so, Mereau parodically criticizes representations of instantaneous intersubjective 

recognition, in line with Wiggins’ argument that representations of moments of instant 

recognition became increasingly dominant after the Enlightenment.482 Although Mereau depicts 

such a momentary “flash,” this is predicated on the figures’ mutual knowledge of each other on 

and offstage, which means their personal history of mutual performances conditions the 

possibility of a seemingly spontaneous moment of mutual recognition. Following their reunion, 

Albino and the protagonist debrief each other on their misfortunes due to Felix’s deception, and 

the protagonist remarks that this “Betrüger” had played a game with their trust, in a way that 

connotes Felix’s behavior as Verstellung (as opposed to Vincent’s transparent but brutal 

behavior), thus turning his earlier insult (that she is the duplicitous one) on its head and re-

directing it back at him. (224)  

 
482 Wiggins, 3.  
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 The protagonist discovers that fortune has favored Albino, and he explains that in the 

intervening period, he has made a large “Gewinn” from success in gambling, which he then put 

into investments in shipping. (225) Later, the protagonist and Albino encounter Felix en route to 

their hometown. Upon realizing that they are faced with an intrusive presence, the protagonist 

also sees that Albino has recognized Felix, although he tries to hide his recognition from her. She 

remarks:  

 In St – verweilten wir, um die Merkwürdigkeiten dieses Orts zu sehen, zu welchen auch 
 das Theater gehörte. Aber wie gern hätte ich dieses ungesehn gelassen; denn das erste, 
 was ich sah, war jener Bouffon, dessen Stimme mich schon oft tief erschüttert hatte! Ich 
 glühte über und über, indes Albino dem Anscheine nach ganz kaltblütig neben mir stand, 
 und meine Verwirrung gar nicht einmal zu bemerken schien. (226) 
 
The protagonist not only reads her haptic reaction in this situation, but also Albino’s. 

Furthermore, Felix’s characterization as the “Bouffon” denotes the way in which he has once 

again invites contingency and theatricality into this situation, insofar as his presence deeply 

upsets the protagonist and could set off a series of possible events. Suddenly, Albino leaves the 

protagonist and enters the theater where Felix has just fled. She recounts: “Allein, indes ich mit 

ebenso viel Ungeduld als Bangigkeit auf seine Zurückkunft wartete, war er ins Schauspielhaus 

zurückgeeilt, um jenen Betrüger, den er sogleich erkannt hatte, dort aufzusuchen.“ (226) She 

observers her bodily symptoms of anxiety, i.e., “Bangigkeit,” as she awaits his delayed return 

from allegedly only paying the check at their inn. (226) Although the protagonist is neither 

present during the duel nor directly informed by Albino about thin intentions, she recounts: “Mit 

vieler Mäßigung hatte [Albino] ihn anfangs wegen seiner Verräterei zu Rede gesetzt, weil er 

wohl fühlte, daß dies kein schicklicher Ort zur Selbstrache sei.“ (226) Here, she grammatically 

construes Albino’s encounter with Felix using indirect speech, as a distancing maneuver, second-

hand report, adding to the fact that this is an internal worry that she articulated to herself, and 
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which she accounts for now, as a strategy of self-care. However, Albino recounts a different 

experience of the duel, lacking the detail of his partner’s imagination: 

 Seine Antworten waren so unbestimmt und in seinem ganzen Betragen ward eine so 
 überlegte Kälte und Gleichgültigkeit sichtbar, daß mir das Herz gewaltig laut zu schlagen 
 begann, weil ich mir sehr unangenehme Erklärungen mit Felix zu besorgen anfing. (226) 
 
Albino’s interiority becomes visible to the protagonist, as she observers his contrived behavior. 

The narrator relates that her heart beats audibly loud from anxiety after she realizes that Albino 

has killed or severely wounded Felix in a real duel, which happens to be inside of the theater, 

thus blurring the border between reality and theater. Not only did Albino and the protagonist’s 

deception by Felix begin in the context of the theater, but Albino’s revenge on Felix also occurs 

in this space. All the major events and revelations in the plot in fact occur in the theater, thus 

underscoring the tableau effect’s constitutive theatrical elements and the moment(s) of truth they 

engender. Furthermore, the protagonist not only reads the signs of her body, but she also reads 

the artificiality of Felix’s physiognomy and is able to discern her own explanation without his 

answers. She has become a Kennerin of herself and others.  

 While her previous account of his duel with Felix was a theatrical scenario that literally 

bled over into real life, Albino now confesses that he has killed Felix in a duel. However, Felix 

does not describe this experience in line with the protagonist’s imaginary account of the duel, 

imparted just lines earlier in the text.483 The protagonist quickly moves on to remark that 

afterwards, she interrogates Albino about the duel with Felix. Remarking upon her hesitation, she 

states: “Erst, als war alleine waren, wagte ich einige Fragen an Albino.” (226) Albino then only 

discloses what he has done once they are in another state: 

 
483 At first, this inconsistency calls into question the reliability and veracity of our heroine-narrator; however, I argue 
that her imagining of this male duel serves as a defense mechanism of self-care against her awareness of the reality 
that Albino has brutally killed Felix.  
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 Kaum aber waren wir an der Grenze, so fand auch meine Furcht die ihrige, denn hier 
 erzählte mir Albino, wie er Felix im ersten Augenblick erkannt, dann zu Rede gesetzt und 
 bestraft hätte, aber um mir alle Unruhe zu ersparen, dies alles mir nicht eher habe 
 mitteilen wollen, bis wir ganz außer Gefahr wären. (226) 
 
Following Albino’s violent duel with Felix, although the protagonist already knows what has 

transpired and already achieved a degree of intersubjective awareness or knowledge of Felix’s 

action, Albino gradually reveals this knowledge to her (albeit already known) in a 

communicative exchange that is marked by Albino’s avoidance of communication through 

“feigned coldness and indifference,” as the protagonist reads his behavior through the 

observational skills the theater has taught her. 

 The protagonist conveys her knowledge of Albino’s actions as an experience of mutual 

recognition, especially insofar as Albino initially conceals his actions from her, appears to ignore 

her anxiety, and then reveals what has happened only when it is geographically safe to do so. 

The protagonist and Albino now perform a mutual recognition of each other’s desires and 

actions, both spoken and unspoken, as they communicate mutual desires, actions, and knowledge 

of these actions (i.e., revenge on Felix) in positively connoted form of Verstellung that is based 

in their mutual goodwill for one another, despite the ethical implication of committing an act of 

violence against an enemy. As the female protagonist becomes an observer of her own self-

performance, thus bifurcating herself, she also bifurcates her conception of Verstellung into both 

positive and negative forms, associating the positive form with female selfhood.484  

 
484 A parallel could be drawn here between Mereau’s figure’s use of deception and the way Sophie von Sternheim 
uses Verstellung at the end of the novel when she re-styles herself as ‘Madam Leidens.’ Von la Roche’s epistolary 
novel endorses a model of womanhood that resonates with Ottilie’s asceticism. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy to 
mention the way in which Sophie von Sternheim, writing as Madam Leidens to her friend Emilia after her social 
ruin at the hands of Derby, negatively characterizes self-love, which, contradictorily, could also correspond to a 
model of womanhood as askesis: “Aber hierbei fällt mir ein Gleichnis ein, so ich mit der Eigenliebe machen 
möchten; - daß sie von Polypen-Art sei; man kann ihr alle Zweige und Arme nehmen, ja sogar den Hauptstamm 
verwunden; sie wird doch Mittel finden, sich in neue Auswüchse zu verbreiten.  
See la Roche, 227.  
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 The protagonist concludes the novella by remarking that the couple’s parents gladly 

accepted them upon their return: 

 Unsere Eltern fühlten sich durch uns ebenso sehr geehrt, als erfreut; der Erfolg, der in den 
 Augen der meisten Menschen den Wert der Handlung bestimmt, ließ sie jetzt das, als 
 Wirkung eines kühnen und ausgezeichneten Geistes ansehen, was ihnen sonst für einen 
 strafbaren Jugendstreich gegolten hatte. (227) 
 
Moreover, through the protagonist’s union with Albino, they re-enliven her father’s finances, 

which had fallen into disrepair due to his inclination for leisure and pleasure and her mother’s 

disregard for domestic life, as she explains:   

 Unser wunderbares Glück, welches die Aufmerksamkeit des ganzen Ländchens auf uns 
 zog, schmeichelte ihnen, und setzt sie in Erstaunen; uns aber freute es, durch einen Teil 
 desselben, die Angelegenheiten meines Vaters wieder in Ordnung zu bringen. (227) 
 
While the protagonist and Albino initially had to discern their authentic selves through instances 

of others’ dissimulation, namely, Felix’s trickery, they ultimately return to their “Heimat,” where 

they settle into a life of “die glückliche Ruhe eines stillen Lebens.” (227)   

 Ultimately, the protagonist rejuvenates her paternal home at the conclusion of her circular 

journey. As the protagonist garners a mastery over herself, she finally becomes the master of the 

father’s Garderobe, metaphorically speaking. The characters have developed in this case, as in a 

Bildungsroman, as they have learned to master theatricality and dissimulation in and outside of 

the theater. In contrast to other Bildungsromane, however, the female protagonist does not 

entirely renounce the theater or theatricality but rather embraces it as an all-encompassing 

notion. Heilmann remarks that “Mereau frames the final depiction of marriage as another type of 

performance: a comedy now rather than a tragedy” that allows for a “reading of the marriage as a 

continuation of previous performances and suggests that ‘the secure walls of domesticity’ are 

also a stage, upon which the narrator and Albino continue to perform their love for one 
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another.”485 Her analysis implies that Mereau’s figure ultimately sees the world as a stage, thus 

invoking the notion of theatrum mundi, or more precisely, one could say that Mereau’s text 

depicts a reformulation of this Baroque concept, through which Mereau’s protagonist grapples 

with “life as the constant flux of roles, players and plots, thence as contingent, frail and 

deceitful,” to quote Björn Quiring’s definition of the concept.486 Thus, this feminine model of 

selfhood references a heightened awareness of contingency, or the destabilizing effects of 

performance, which the protagonist masters. Mereau extends the gender dynamics of the tableau 

effect beyond its explicit contexts, in the theater, tableaux vivants, or attitude, and reverses this 

disciplinarian operation, as she empowers herself as an observing subject armed with both self-

knowledge and knowledge of patriarchal society. That is, she learns the skill of self-stylization 

over the course of a series of encounters that enact the tableau effect as a way of performing 

knowledge in order to achieve her desires.  

 

Conclusion of Chapter Four: The Tableau Effect as Feminine Psychological Depth  
 
 As I have argued in this chapter, Sophie Mereau’s Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt 

invokes aspects of the tableau effect, such as the lingering male gaze, sartorial elements, 

seriality, interiorization as self-observation, and ultimately a recognition of one’s sexuality as a 

contingent performance. While Mereau’s text references, plays with, and confounds the genres 

of the picaresque, the novella, and the Bildungsroman, it blurs their generic conventions in order 

to both demonstrate an awareness of their strictures and to represent an explorative and 

affirmative model of female sexuality. The text depicts the journey of a woman who is free to 

 
485 Heilmann, 73.  
486 Björn Quiring, If Then the World a Theatre Present: Revisions of the Theatrum Mundi Metaphor in Early 
Modern England (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014), 2. 
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explore her occupational and creative aspirations as well as her romantic passions, although she 

ultimately returns to the same place she started and thus defuses any rebellious or revolutionary 

conclusion in the model of feminine selfhood that she proposes. Via the protagonist’s re-

integration into her Heimat, the trajectory of her performative model of female subjecthood is 

concluded. Or rather, Mereau concludes with the message that one cannot play-act bourgeois 

femininity (or perhaps any social role, even that of an aristocrat) without inhabiting that 

positionality to some extent and thereby appropriating some of the desires that are characteristic 

of that subjective position. Simply put, the text endorses a performative notion of subjecthood, 

insofar as the performance, rather than some essential truth, constitutes the self. 

Mereau’s protagonist can be seen to operate within patriarchal cultural order in a way that 

allows her to wield her status to her advantage, regardless of how unconventional or fantastical 

the situations may be. Weigel describes this position, similar to Arons’ notion of “the impossible 

act,” as something female authors manifested in “Ausdrucksformen dieses Widerspruchs … 

zwischen verschiedenen Gattungen des Schreibens, zwischen Emanzipationsprogramm und 

fiktionaler Phantasie, zwischen intellektueller Emanzipation und Liebesglück, zwischen äußerer 

Anpassung und subversivem Ausbruch.“487 These tensions become temporarily resolved (it 

seems) as the protagonist renounces part of herself – her sexual libertinism – for a life with 

Albino in her hometown. At the same time, the text shows how the tableau effect positions 

women vis-à-vis shifting patriarchal social configurations and their rules. In fact, whichever 

norms are bent or subverted through the protagonist’s theatrical manipulation of reality, one 

norm remains ubiquitous within the narrative: a hegemonic, heteropatriarchal gaze against which 

the protagonist defines her subjectivity and her freedom. While the text portrays the protagonist’s 

 
487 Weigel, “Der schielende Blick” 88.  
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positive freedom to realize many things in her life, her realization of a negative freedom from the 

constraints of different forms of male authority also characterizes the story.  

 Whereas the tableau effect disciplines female subjects into certain modes of self-

observation, Mereau’s protagonist-narrator also recognizes these strictures and she uses them to 

her advantage. She deploys techniques of masquerade to negotiate her relationship with the male 

figures in order to ultimately to return not only to her own home, but also to her one own object 

of desire, Albino. This coming-to-her-own in terms of both personal desire as well as her social 

milieu’s expectations assumes that her notion of selfhood, which earlier was seen as wanton and 

contrary to her parental wishes, now aligns with those of her kinship network, or rather, her 

father’s wishes. Albino’s monetary return on his speculation related to shipping ventures serves 

as a social catalyst for their newly positive reputation and fortune. This story ends with a 

picaresque image, insofar as the protagonist and Albino end up where they started, although their 

experience in the wide world have resulted in their re-acceptance in their home. The circular 

movement in the story to the capital city from her middle-sized city and back home again could 

connote growth and maturation, as the protagonist develops a consciousness of herself vis-à-vis a 

series of male relationships, i.e., different models of male desire. This geographic movement in 

the novella bridges the generic circularity of the picaresque narrative, in which the protagonist 

returns home but does not develop or change, and the linearity of the Bildungsroman, in which 

the protagonist develops as a subject. Thus, while the protagonist superficially enjoys a 

picaresque, inconsequential narrative structure, the novella’s intertextual affinity with the 

Bildungsroman affords the protagonist more psychological depth than other scholars have 

admitted. In this vein, Mereau’s protagonist can now use the life skills that she has learned along 

the course of her journey (i.e., self-stylization, self-awareness, and the recognition and 
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assimilation of contingency) to calculate her self-performance. In Mereau’s text, “there is no 

evidence of a belief that performance has either a negative or positive impact on the inner life or 

self,” in contrast to the antitheatrical stances of Lessing, Goethe, and von la Roche.488 Moreover, 

the text stands as “a parodic reproach to locating identity in self-reflexivity and self-

examination” insofar as it posits that “identity is both produced and read solely through the 

performance of self,” to quote Arons.489 As I have attempted to show in this chapter, while 

Mereau’s text satirizes other models of subject formation, it nevertheless portrays moments of 

feminine recognition and self-observation in which the female protagonist becomes anxiously 

self-conscious. Through this self-awareness, however, the protagonist realizes agency, for 

example through reading her own body’s quivering, as she controls the performance of herself in 

Vincent’s presence. Indeed, when she remarks that she “involuntarily” enters into escapades and 

roleplays, she evaluates her own perspective, in a bi-furcation and satirization of herself. Thus, to 

quote Arons, “there is a self-conscious irony in her admission that the repetition of a romantic 

scene causes their love,” i.e., her and Albino’s, to become real, insofar as moments of self-

observation point to the psychological realism and the issue of psychological superficiality 

versus depth that she demonstrates.490  

 Although the story revolves around the protagonist’s rebellion, the ending reveals that her 

desires eventually become congruent with those of her father, and in fact, benefit him. This 

paradoxical or contradictory ending, in which the female figure’s independence relies on her 

male partner’s success as well as her father’s approval, reflects an internal tautology in Mereau’s 

work. While she achieves equality and happiness in her romantic interpersonal relationships, we 

 
488 Arons, 201. 
489 Arons, 201. 
490 Ibid., 199.  
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cannot lose sight of the fact that the protagonist always already styles herself within the theater 

of her father’s creation. Mereau’s text, by “suggesting that marriage and bourgeois life might 

merely be seen as another act of performance, […] pointedly undermines the institution of 

marriage and the role it plays in anchoring bourgeois mores,” to quote Arons.491 However, this 

does not keep the female protagonist from submitting to marriage. Finally, the protagonist’s 

escape from her father’s hypocrisy at home and her ensuing journey of navigating male-coded, 

theatrical deception results in her return home, where she now reaffirms or plays into her father’s 

hypocrisy. Through this turn of events, the story’s telos becomes inexorable, as this happy 

ending plays out with the couple’s inevitable re-integration into their hometown. Their flight 

from the protagonist’s father’s regime of anxiety dissolves, or rather, becomes subsumed into the 

framework of his plan (in a way that resonates with the Turmgesellschaft’s role in Wilhelm 

Meister’s development). Despite the radical freedom and independence that Mereau’s female 

protagonist achieves, due to her ultimate return to her paternal home as well as her eventual 

conformity with her father’s wishes, the original male-dominated power structures become 

reaffirmed by the protagonist’s preference for a monogamous life with Albino that is, explicitly, 

contingent upon money. By intimating that money is the underlying condition of their 

relationship’s possibility, Mereau suggests that financial constraints facilitate either limitations 

or expansions of the self. One must have money in order to engage in the self-performance of 

one’s choice. This final gesture towards the economic and gendered social order, which 

reintegrates the rebellious protagonist into her childhood milieu after years on the road, thus 

reaffirms and reinvigorates her paternal household’s authority. Despite the text’s radical 

depiction of femininity, it therefore still falls back on patriarchal social structures, particularly 

 
491 Ibid., 204. 
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economic ones. Nevertheless, Mereau gets the last laugh, as she stages herself as a sort of self-

fulfilling prophecy and thereby consummates her parody of male social power as an audience for 

which women must always improvise their self-presentation, even if it is for financial gain. 

 In conclusion, as the text ultimately represents femininity and the female gaze as 

structured by male desire, Emde’s pessimistic view toward the possibility of representing the 

emancipation of female desire around 1800 seems to hold true at first. As I have attempted to 

argue here, the tableau effect allows Mereau’s female protagonist to improvise her own position 

of feminine freedom and agency amid patriarchal social power. In her resistance to the structures 

that repress her, even the very discourse and materials of the theater itself, Mereau’s protagonist 

inhabits the positionalities of both the masculine-coded “Kenner” and the female actor, as her 

self-actualization avoids the male gaze’s positioning of female figures and the “die weibliche 

Psyche” as a “Sollbruchstelle in der Dramaturgie des bürgerlichen Selbstempfindens.”492 The 

fact that the protagonist’s self-actualization means a return to her paternal Heimat, even in her 

final performance as a wife, satirically points to the deficiencies inherent in the way the father 

administers the household that she and Albino rejuvenate in the end. In a deceptively picaresque 

gesture, the story seems to dissolve Emde’s notion of the Enlightenment’s repressive gender 

struggle in an ending of fortune and bliss for both genders. This is perhaps an ironic gesture 

towards the likely impossibility of this scenario under real historical social relations around 

1800. Thus, Mereau’s authorial masquerade, in addition to her deployment of her femininity as a 

masquerade, ultimately ironizes the discursive limitations of representing and imagining female 

selfhood. 

 
 

 
492 Emde, 450.  



 

 279 

Conclusion: The Tableau Effect Beyond the Long Eighteenth Century 
 
 This dissertation has theorized the tableau effect as the microcosm of the means by which 

female figures position themselves vis-à-vis the male gaze around 1800. In terms of Johnathan 

Crary’s periodization of observing subjectivity, the tableau and its effect of constructing 

gendered subjectivity around 1800 offer new possibilities for investigating the nexus of 

sexuality, media, and performance in modernity, which in turn opens up possibilities for 

investigating new techniques of the observer in the early nineteenth century as technologies of 

the self. In the first chapter, I considered Luciane and Ottilie’s tableaux vivants in Goethe’s Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften as a discursive moment that popularized and amplified the literary 

representation of mimoplastics in the first decades of the nineteenth century in German-speaking 

Europe, but that also crystallized a dichotomy of performative femininity in line with either 

renunciative or expansive models of selfhood. These performances, through their constitutive 

elements of a lingering male gaze, sartoriality, seriality, and sexualization, enact the tableau 

effect as a gendered process of subject formation, which positions observing and observed 

subjects vis-à-vis a heteronormative male gaze.  

 In the first chapter, I argued that in Die Wahlverwandtschaften, the figure of Luciane 

represents a model of femininity that aligns with askesis, insofar as she derives pleasure through 

manipulating and staging her image for the male gaze in her tableaux; whereas on the other 

hand, Ottilie represents asceticism both during and after the performance of the tableau, as she 

falls into practices of self-renunciation in the form of aphasia and anorexia. Thus, the first 

chapter developed a framework for analyzing these respective opposing tendencies in 

representations of women performing mimoplastics around 1800.  
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 Chapter Two considered the tableau effect, and its respective results for performative 

femininity in Der Findling, as a process of subject formation experienced gradually in Kleist’s 

representation of an intersubjective encounter between Elvire and Nicolo through the 

performance of an image that resembles a tableau vivant. Kleist’s text begs the question of what 

happens when a male participant inhabits the positionality of an image in the tableau effect. In 

this scenario, Nicolo’s presence becomes overloaded with sartorial referentiality, as he costumes 

himself in order to assault his stepmother while she privately adulates a portrait of her former 

lover. In line with the models of self-care that I outline in the first chapter, I argued that Elvire’s 

self-performance oscillates between the performative models of feminine selfhood that Luciane 

and Ottilie represent, which result in either tendencies toward self-expansion (askesis) or self-

renunciation (asceticism). Ultimately, Elvire retreats into the space of unconsciousness when 

Nicolo uses the tableau effect to intrude into her autonomous, desiring looking relation with the 

knight’s portrait, thus disrupting her experience of female pleasure. In doing so, we must not lose 

sight of the fact that Nicolo’s nefarious performance, which is essentially a tableau vivant, 

constitutes a physical, sexual, and psychic assault of Elvire. Accordingly, this results in an 

intensification of the Elvire’s feverish condition that leads to her death, thus negating her 

subjectivity.  

 While the Chapter One and Chapter Two presented a framework for models of femininity 

that the tableau effect indexes, Chapter Three analyzed an instance of male subject development 

via the tableau effect, as all the female figures become reduced to images in Joseph von 

Eichendorff’s novella, Das Marmorbild. With this gender asymmetry in mind, Chapter Three 

applied the tableau effect to an analysis of this novella in its entirety, centering on its 

representation of an ambiguous, queer potentiality in the male protagonist’s development. In this 
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chapter, the tableau effect was further elaborated as a process of subject formation that contains 

homosexual and gender-fluid desire. Although this discussion has focused on the tableau effect 

and its construction, or the constructed-ness, of gendered subjectivity, it is helpful to reiterate 

that subjectivity is a space of liminal processes characterized by choices among a multitude of 

decisions. As I hope to have shown in my analysis of the queer potential of the tableau effect, 

particularly in the second and third chapters, it invokes an “ambivalence which opens up the 

possibility of a reworking of the very terms by which subjectivation proceeds – and fails to 

proceed,” to quote Butler’s discussion of drag performance. Thus, the tableau effect reveals the 

ways in which this ambivalence becomes eradicated in both Elvire’s and Florio’s subject 

development, although with different outcomes, insofar as Elvire’s ambivalent feminine 

positionality is annihilated, while Florio is aligned with a heteronormative, bourgeois aesthetic 

paradigm.493 Insofar as Butler reminds us that gendered subjectivity “is always the nexus, the 

non-space of cultural collision, in which the demand to re-signify or repeat the very terms which 

constitute it cannot be summarily refused, but neither can they be followed in strict obedience,” 

the protagonists of these four texts exist at this junction.494  

 Chapter Four then returned to the model of feminine selfhood and resistance that was 

established with Luciane in the first chapter, insofar as it considered the female protagonist in 

Sophie Mereau-Brentano’s Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt as a master of her own self-

stylization and self-presentation in a world dominated by the male gaze. Whereas previous 

scholarship has argued that Mereau’s protagonist represents feminine empowerment and 

emancipation through a model of selfhood that is predicated on playful, superficial performance 

of the self, I deploy the tableau effect to conceive of Mereau’s story as a performative process of 

 
493 Butler, Bodies That Matter 124 
494 Ibid., 124.  
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becoming aware of oneself via-à-vis male desire and the lingering male gaze. This process 

invokes sartorial elements and a series of male figures, as the protagonist empowers herself 

through an awareness of her own image and its artificiality, which in turn reveals the constructed 

quality of gender itself. 

 Initially, Chapter One establishes two axes along which the tableau effect operates, 

namely, one of disciplinarian subject formation, i.e., the containment of subjects’ desires, and 

one of emancipatory technologies of the self, i.e., subjects’ resistance or self-actualization. 

Accordingly, in terms of this second axis, which affords subjects resistance to social power, this 

dissertation draws a theoretical arch, which extends from Luciane to Mereau’s anonymous 

protagonist, in terms of this second axis. Chapter Two’s analysis of Elvire condenses this axis 

into one figure, Elvire, whose looking experiences reflect this dynamic, as she initially resists 

everyday kinship norms through her private adulation of the knight’s image, but ultimately is 

violently assaulted by an intrusive male presence. In Chapter Three, I extended the first axis, i.e., 

subjects’ domination, into a discussion of heteronormative masculinity, or rather, the ways in 

which the tableau effect contains non-normative gender expression or ambiguous desires. The 

fourth chapter examines Mereau’s representation of the possibilities for representing feminine 

subjects’ self-actualization, insofar as it considers the empowering potential that the tableau 

effect affords the female protagonist through technologies of the self. Chapter Four ultimately 

expands on the possibilities for feminine self-actualization that I initially describe vis-à-vis 

Luciane in Chapter One.    

 With the different genres and literary periods that these chapters consider, this 

dissertation examines narrative prose ranging from a novel to novellas, thus presenting different 

narrative models of subjects’ internalization of social power. Whereas Die 
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Wahlverwandtschaften, insofar as it is a novel that started out as a novella, provides different 

models of gendered subjectivity vis-à-vis a complex network of gazes, the subsequent three texts 

that this dissertation considers, as novellas, condense and accelerate the representation of subject 

formation. One the one hand, because of the novel’s ability to subsume other media and 

discourses more broadly, Die Wahlverwandtschaften depicts an array of figures who internalize 

Eduard’s gaze and explores in depth the ways in which female figures orient themselves around 

it. On the other hand, Der Findling, Das Marmorbild, and Die Flucht nach der Hauptstadt, due 

to their generic parameters as novellas, delimit the representation of the tableau effect to a single 

character’s subject formation. This dissertation is not concerned with one specific literary period 

or movement, as its scope extends from German Classicism to Romanticism, but rather with the 

different models of femininity that these texts depict as effects of tableaux vivants. Whereas 

Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften, which represents Weimar Classicism, and Kleist’s Der 

Findling, which does not correspond to either Classicism or Romanticism, represent female 

figures who ultimately die, Eichendorff and Mereau’s texts, which correspond to German 

Romanticism, both represent more optimistic or hopeful models of gendered subjectivity in 

general, despite their potential affirmations of patriarchal order. More broadly, as I have shown 

in this dissertation, all four texts represent an Enlightenment antagonism between the 

internalization of two oppositional models of self-performance: namely, either an expansive, 

outward notion of selfhood, by means of askesis, or a renunciative, inward notion of selfhood, 

through asceticism. This implies different strategies for subjects’ reflection on their interpersonal 

relationships and their relationship to media consumption, which result in either performances of 

the self as askesis, such as Luciane’s tableaux vivants, which invokes technologies of the self 
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that affirm her selfhood, or Ottilie’s tableau, which results in ascetic technologies of the self that 

revert to self-renunciation and self-denial.   

 Ultimately, this project opens up new investigations into the resonances between media 

of the long eighteenth century and our contemporary media ecosystem, particularly in terms of 

the notions of performative, gendered subjectivities that they potentiate. Are these notions of 

modern subjectivity self-expansive, do they fall into patterns of self-scrutiny, isolation, and 

asceticism, or do they perhaps always oscillate between these tendencies? With either expansive 

or isolated notions of subjectivity as its results, my investigation of the tableau effect calls into 

question notions of what it means to be an isolated and autonomous gendered subject around 

1800 in the German states. In this vein, Judith Butler’s 2020 monograph The Force of Non-

violence: An Ethico-Political Bind, which critiques Western notions of individualism in favor of 

a radical reimagination of subjectivity in terms of interdependencies (along socioeconomic, 

cultural, ecological, biological, and institutional axes), could provide further insight for my 

discussion.495 The tableau effect, as a process of subject formation around 1800 that reveals a 

nexus of material, formal, discursive, and desiring conditions, could be useful to discuss in terms 

of Butler and other scholars’ post-human and eco-critical approaches to aesthetics, which 

conceive of subject formation in processes of mutual interdependence, rather than just mutual 

recognition. Thus, the tableau effect elucidates ways of performing the self around 1800 that 

offer a blueprint for discussing modern notions of performative gendered subjectivity, which we 

experience today in social media under the regime of neoliberal late capitalism. According to 

Martin Jörg Schäfer: “das Theatervokabular und die theatralen Semantiken der im frühen 21. 

Jahrhundert geführten Diskussion um Erziehung, Bildung und ‘lebenslanges Lernen’ beziehen 

 
495 See Judith Butler, The Force of Non-Violence: An Ethico-Political Bind (London, New York: Verso, 2020). 



 

 285 

sich auf zahlreiche Semantiken und Diskurse, die auch bei der Entstehung der modernen 

Pädagogik in der zweiten Hälfte des 18. Jahrhunderts verhandelt und teilweise geprägt 

werden.“496 While his study considers texts from 1762 to 1829, Schäfer incites a productive 

intervention in discussion of the “zahlreiche dort verhandelte kulturelle Bedeutungsmuster,” 

which are “virulent” within contemporary discourses in the “Erziehungs-, Bildungs- und 

Arbeitsmarkt.”497 Thus, the constitutive elements of the tableau effect find their own way into 

the ways of being inculcated by visual and performance media attuned to a fast-paced, neoliberal 

consumer society. 

 The tableau effect demands that the performer scrutinize her own desires, in a way that 

resonates with contemporary observing practices, insofar as social media users in the twenty first 

century are increasingly developing anxiety disorders or issue regarding their self-images as new 

psychological pathologies caused by this media landscape.498 One could argue that contemporary 

notions of self-branding and self-marketing via social media correspond to instances of feminine 

self-empowerment through masquerade exhibited by eighteenth-century characters such as 

Luciane and Mereau’s protagonist. Both the tableau effect and social media involve a bifurcation 

of the self in mediated performances, as one creates and manipulates a public presentation of 

oneself. Similarly, as figures such as Luciane or Mereau’s protagonists seem to achieve a form of 

selfhood based on episodic, constant self-stylization, these models of femininity, as 

masqueraders, as well as fashionable consumers, pre-figure the modern significance of 

 
496 Martin Jörg Schäfer, Das Theater der Erziehung. Goethes „pädagogische Provinz“ und die Vorgeschichten der 
Theatralisierung von Bildung (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2016), 9.   
497 Ibid., 11.  
498 In the contemporary fields of sociology and personality psychology, Sherry Turkle’s influential work in her 
monographs such as The Second Self: Computers and the Human Spirit, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from 
Technology and Less from Each Other, and Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital Age suggests 
productive resonances between this dissertation’s examination of gendered subject formation around 1800 and the 
contemporary discursive or media conditions brought about by the digital age.  
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consumerism and fashion for subjects in the subsequent centuries. Therefore, it is my hope that 

this project will make space for a discussion of the pre-history of contemporary modes of 

consumption, looking relations, and modes of self-performance, which, despite their 

contemporary ubiquity in art institutions, social media, marketing campaigns, and beyond, find a 

valuable precedent in literary representations of the tableau effect and mimoplastic artforms.  
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