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‘History in the garb of a novel’:

Nationalism and Fiction in J. Victor von Scheffel’s Ekkehard

Theodor Fontane counted the historical novel Ekkehard (1855) among the best books that
he had read.' He praised the fictional work, set in tenth-century Germany, as “subtle,
knowledgeable, virtuous, and humorous.” He argued that the novel even surpassed
Walter Scott’s best works, the highest compliment for historical fiction.” Fontane
described Ekkehard’s author, Joseph Victor von Scheffel (1826-1886), as “[Scott’s]
superior in art and erudition; his equal in humor, as well as in his gift for description and
in regional patriotism.” German literary critics reviewed it positively from its first
edition through World War L.* In 1856 the author Paul Heyse rapturously thanked

Scheffel for his contribution to German literature and reported that the king of Bavaria,
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Maximilian I, wanted to meet Ekkehard’s author.” Enthusiasm for the work extended far
beyond Germany. Scheffel’s novel had been available in English since 1872 and an
abridged version was later published as a textbook for German classes.® Harvard
Professor Kuno Francke included a translation of the text in the thirteenth volume of his
edited series, The German Classics.’ By the early 1900s, “Scheffel” had become a
household name among New Y orkers, not least because one of the city’s most popular
beerhalls, on Third Avenue and Seventeenth Street, was named after the German author
and decorated with scenes from his writing.® As I researched this novel’s impact, I sought
to understand why it resonated with such a large audience, and for so long. I argue that its
popularity was closely linked with questions of literacy, historicism, and new
marketplaces of German readers, subjects that will be reviewed only briefly in this report.
Readers responded, as Fontane noted, to the novel’s historical setting, its sense of
place, Scheffel’s rich description, and its dramatic events. The main plot is relatively
straightforward. Set in tenth-century Swabia, the novel follows the romance between a

monk and a noblewoman. The novel is crowded: with monks, wicked and virtuous; drunk
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stewards; superstitious peasants; a haughty noblewoman; even invading Huns. Its many
subplots thematize a familiar repertoire of medieval subjects, from scheming clergy to the
pleasures of rural life. Once so highly regarded, however, Ekkehard has fallen from favor
and its resonance with earlier readers is initially hard to reconstruct. Scheffel’s archaizing
prose now sounds alienating rather than authentically medieval. The novel, furthermore,
seems profoundly unhistorical, whereas readers once valued its historical veracity.
Scheffel claimed that Ekkehard provided historical insight equal to academic
analysis. In a letter to an old friend dated November 30, 1854, he emphasized the veracity
of his novel, “which, in a playful way, reflects the culture and the spiritual life of a long-
lost era. Moreover, if one were to strip away the psychological framework of the story, it
could easily be included in a series of scholarly essays.” Perhaps; but Scheffel ultimately
believed that that the “psychological framework of the story” enriched his historical
narrative. He admitted that he had occasionally taken liberties with persons and dates,
and in Ekkehard’s preface quoted the great English historian Thomas Macaulay in his
defense: “I shall cheerfully bear the reproach of having descended below the dignity of
history, if I can succeed in placing before the English of the nineteenth century a true
picture of the life of their ancestors.”'® Scheffel asserted that his work not only
reconstructed the historical record; Ekkehard also reanimated the past for its readers,
despite its temporal distance. Yet his deprecation sounds at best slightly disingenuous

when coupled with the lengthy footnotes that Scheffel provided to support his fictional
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narrative.'' He went to great lengths to convince his readers that this particular historical
novel belonged on a spectrum with academic historical writing, based on the merits of his
scholarly research.'?

Scheffel did not rely solely upon textual sources. He finished the last chapters of
his manuscript in Switzerland among sites from his novel, claiming that he drew
inspiration from his surroundings. He traipsed in the ruins of Hohentwiel castle, hiked up
Séntis peak, and visited the mountain hermitage, Wildkirchlein, where his protagonist
briefly lived."® Unlike medieval sources that had to be interpreted, he found the German
historical past immanent in nature. History somehow possessed Scheffel during his time
in the Swiss-German borderland, “mind and soul filled with the life of bygone
generations,” a dual process of poetic inspiration and historical intuition.'* In the great
nineteenth-century German tradition, physical setting was indispensable to learning about
himself and about German history."> Scheffel’s personal motto, “we learn through travel,”

ambulando discimus, spoke to landscape’s function in his fiction and in his philosophy of
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history. Scheftel reproduced in text the historical immanence that he experienced in
Swiss-German nature. His readers did not have to agonize through historical sources;
they merely had to replicate his immersion in history through his frequent, and detailed,
descriptions of landscape. Scheffel’s audience could apprehend the medieval world
directly from Ekkehard.'®

Scheffel’s claims to historical truth were based in part on critical methodology
and yet he asserted that he was not trying to reproduce historical writing. As Brent
Peterson has concluded, “these two modes of writing about the past were locked in a kind
of structural opposition, each defined by the other, each becoming what the other was not,

and each making claims that still need adjudicating.”"’

Despite footnotes emphasizing his
familiarity with sources that demanded a great deal of specialized knowledge, Scheftfel’s
Middle Ages were neither alienating nor particularly distant from the nineteenth century.
He lessened the foreignness of medieval Swabia by describing the shared customs that
spanned the thousand-year separation. He was able to do this, in part, because of genre.
Histories of modern Germany focused on states and institutions; historical novels focused
on the everyday and the intimate, a history of a German affinity for local customs.
Historical novels like Ekkehard, set in the Middle Ages, were foundational texts

for the German national canon because they so obviously thematized the relations

between the German past and present.'® The work bridged popular and academic
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conceptions of medieval history, borrowing conventions from both. Scheffel, and other
authors like him, created a hybrid genre that appealed to a mass audience. Yet his work
found a broad readership only after German unification in 1871. There are many
plausible hypotheses for this timing. The German economy entered a recession in the late
1870s and perhaps the novel offered escape to a stable, pre-industrial culture. The
example of Scheffel Hall in New York City, mentioned above, suggests another
explanation. Newspaper articles and short stories from the time referred to the building as
shorthand for Germany. Built in a revival style imitating the Heidelberg castle, it was
purposefully antiquated, much like the novel itself. O. Henry set a short story in the beer
hall and simply called it, “Old Munich.” This geographical imprecision — Scheffel was
not himself from Munich — points to how Ekkehard and its author had become
synecdoches for Germany, and for a larger project of nationalization, by the end of the
nineteenth century. Scheffel and Munich could become coterminous only after Germany
had gained a capacious range of metonyms, historical and geographical. His novel could
not have become popular before 1871 because it appealed to a national audience, and
marketplace of readers, that did not yet exist. Ekkehard functions as a case study to assess
new German readerships at home and abroad, bound by a shared cultural and political

referent.

the Novel: Society, Politics and Culture in German-Speaking Europe, 1870 to the Present,” in
The Cambridge Companion to the Modern German Novel, ed. Graham Barton (Cambridge:
Cambridge University, 2004); and Russell A. Berman, The Rise of the Modern German
Novel: Crisis and Charisma (Cambridge: Harvard University, 1986).



