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Introduction


Georg Büchner (1813-1837)


Büchner came from a family of doctors and intended to follow in their footsteps. Several documents survive from his schooldays: essays on such subjects as ‘Friendship’ and ‘Suicide’, and the formal speeches that selected pupils were expected to give on public occasions. They show that as a teenager he already had an original turn of mind and, in the way he put over his arguments, the knack for rhetoric one might perhaps expect from a future playwright.


There is nothing in this schoolwork to suggest interest in any of the arts, much less drama, and although when Büchner went to university in Strasbourg at the age of eighteen he abandoned his vocation for medicine, his alternative ambitions were not literary but directed towards philosophy and academic research. Officially, research won. He specialised in natural science (zoology and anatomy), and made rapid progress up the academic ladder, winning a doctorate with a dissertation on the nervous system of the barbel at 22 and being appointed lecturer in anatomy at Zürich University a year after that.


None of this was much different from the career of most very bright students of the day. However, almost from the start of his university career, Büchner’s main passion was not for work but for politics. He began with student debates and discussions, then (during a year ‘out’ at Giessen University) joined the radical movement known as ‘Young Germany’, co-founded the grandly-named Secret Society for the Rights of Man, and was one of the authors of a pamphlet (The Hessian Courier) which urged working people of Hesse, his native part of Germany, to win social rights by force. His co-authors of this document were arrested and imprisoned. Büchner escaped by denying any involvement with the pamphlet, by accepting house-arrest at his parents’ home, and then by slipping out of Germany forever, first back to Strasbourg and his fiancée Minna Jaeglé, and then to his lectureship in Zürich.


Despite the revolutionary fervour of his politics, Büchner seems to have been a timid man, backing down in the face of parental disapproval of his activism and seldom venturing out to meet the ‘ordinary people’ whose rights he so vociferously championed. This timidity may have been aggravated by ill-health. From childhood he was prone to migraine and stomach disorders; he suffered a serious attack of meningitis when he was 20; and in February 1837, just as his adult career was beginning, he contracted typhus and died.


It is to Büchner’s combination of radical fervour and physical timidity that we owe his plays. In five desperate weeks in 1835, penniless and on the run from the secret police, he wrote Danton’s Death: a play about the despair and disillusion felt by Danton, the French Revolutionary leader whose colleagues turned on him, rejected his ideals and condemned him to the guillotine. In 1836, when he was under house-arrest, he wrote (for a prize competition) Leonce and Lena, about a prince and princess who decide to rescue their country from aristocratic corruption and make it an ideal state. Woyzeck, uncompleted at his death, is about an ordinary man who murders his mistress. It is impossible to say what direction Büchner would have taken had he survived and seen any of these works performed – they reached the stage three generations after his death. But he might be surprised to find that, nowadays, he is remembered as a dramatist. His passion and drive were less for theatre than for his political and social ideas, and he seems to have chosen the form of drama chiefly for convenience – it was quicker to write a play than a novel or a work of political philosophy. He was a playwright by default rather than by conviction.


Woyzeck: What Happens in the Play


In a series of short scenes, Büchner shows us the case-history of Franz Woyzeck, a lowly soldier. Woyzeck is not bright, but is intelligent enough to know that he is being stifled by his own life. It offers him no self-esteem, no appreciation from others, no escape from the daily grind for survival or the poverty and hopelessness of his situation. We see him gathering sticks with a fellow-soldier, Andres, drinking in an inn, shaving his Captain (who mocks him mercilessly), standing like an organ-grinder’s monkey while the regiment’s Doctor, an upper-class buffoon, makes him perform such tricks as wiggling his ears to amuse the medical students. He has hallucinations, sees apparitions and feels that he is going mad. There is only one source of warmth in his life: his lover Marie and their innocent young son. But Marie is unfaithful, and Woyzeck’s drinking-companions tell him that she is having sex with the regiment’s brainless but handsome Drum Major, whom she and Woyzeck have earlier encountered at a fair. Woyzeck fights the Drum Major and loses. He contemplates suicide; he buys a knife. But he arranges first to meet Marie in a wood by a pond, and her coldness finally drives him over the edge; and he murders her. The play as we have it – not necessarily as Büchner planned it – concludes with Woyzeck appearing at the inn, covered in blood, and then returning to the lake and wading out into the water to throw away the knife, deeper and deeper until the action ends.


The Political Background


Büchner was born a generation after the French Revolution and a couple of years before the squabbling and mutually suspicious countries of Europe, with enormous effort, achieved enough military and political unity to defeat Napoleon and end his vision of a single, French-dominated, European empire. The shockwaves from these two events produced a kind of political paralysis throughout the continent and put an abrupt end to all the experiments with liberalism, expansion of democracy, extension of human rights and religious tolerance which had marked the last decades of the eighteenth century. At a stroke, political and social radicalism, of the kind advocated by such thinkers as Thomas Paine (whose The Rights of Man and The Age of Reason had inspired revolutionaries everywhere, from France to South and North America), became suspect if not treasonable in the eyes of the authorities, and highly dangerous for those who preached it.


Reactions to this kind of thinking varied according to the self-image and stability of each European state. Britain, for example, treated radical thinkers as not so much dangerous as eccentric, whether they were prison reformers such as Elizabeth Fry, anti-slavery campaigners such as William Wilberforce, hot-headed libertarians such as Percy Bysshe Shelley or social reformers such as Robert Owen. Other states, by contrast, reacted with paranoia. In Vienna in the 1810s and 1820s, a surface of self-satisfied, bourgeois bumble masked strict political control, a system administered by secret police and touching the lives of even such amiable innocents as Franz Schubert and his circle of poets and musicians. In smaller states, such as the many shakily-governed German princedoms, oppression was harsh, unconcealed and ruthlessly devoted to retaining the wealth and power of the ruling family and its aristocratic hangers-on. In the 1820s the Karlsbad Decrees (outlawing the publication, in books, pamphlets or speeches, of antiauthoritarian views) led to a political witch hunt and the disappearance and death of thousands of over-voluble intellectuals and the people who bought their writings or went to hear them speak.


Hesse-Darmstadt, Büchner’s home state, is a striking example of the kind of feudal tyranny which such measures were intended to maintain. In 1830, when Grand-Duke Ludwig II succeeded to the throne, there were some three-quarters of a million inhabitants arranged in a pyramid of authority in which people from each level were responsible to, and utterly in the power of, those on the level above. The annual tax revenue was some six million gulden – and in the year when Ludwig succeeded, he imposed an arbitrary, additional tax of two million gulden, to pay debts he had incurred as Prince in Waiting. The peasants revolted, the rebellion was bloodily crushed, and a constitution which Ludwig’s predecessor had created in 1820 (a kind of Magna Carta granting limited legal and political rights) was cancelled. Hesse reverted to its former medieval political condition, that of an authoritarian, ultra-conservative autocracy.
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