
		
			Romanticism, Origins, and the History of Heredity

		

	
		
			New Studies in the Age of Goethe

			General Editor

			Jane K. Brown, University of Washington

			Editorial Board

			Martha Helfer, Rutgers University

			Simon Richter, University of Pennsylvania

			Astrida Orle Tantillo, University of Illinois at Chicago Circle

			Advisory Board

			Hans Adler, University of Wisconsin

			Frederick Beiser, Syracuse University

			Benjamin Bennett, University of Virginia

			Nicholas Boyle, University of Cambridge

			Fritz Breithaupt, Indiana University

			Rüdiger Campe, Yale University

			Andreas Gailus, University of Minnesota

			Richard Gray, University of Washington

			Gail Hart, University of California at Irvine

			Jonathan M. Hess, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

			Alexander Kosenina, University of Bristol

			John A. McCarthy, Vanderbilt University

			Nicholas Rennie, Rutgers University

			Stephan Schindler, Washington University in St. Louis

			Robert Tobin, Whitman College

			Liliane Weissberg, University of Pennsylvania

			David Wellbery, University of Chicago

			Karin Wurst, Michigan State University

			New Studies in the Age of Goethe, sponsored by the Goethe Society of North America, aims to publish innovative research that contextualizes the “Age of Goethe,” whether within the fields of literature, history (including art history and history of science), philosophy, art, music, or politics. Though the series editors welcome all approaches and perspectives, they are especially interested in interdisciplinary projects, creative approaches to archival or original source materials, theoretically informed scholarship, work that introduces previously undiscovered materials, and projects that re-examine traditional epochal boundaries or open new channels of interpretations. 

			[image: ]

			Titles in the Series

			Mary Ellen Dupree, The Mask and the Quill: Actress-Writers in Germany from Enlightenment to Romanticism

			Peter J. Schwartz, After Jena: Goethe’s Elective Affinities and the End of the Old Regime

			Brian Tucker, Reading Riddles: Rhetorics of Obscurity from Romanticism to Freud

			Benjamin Bennett, Aesthetics as Secular Millenialism: Its Trail from Baumgarten and Kant to Walt Disney and Hitler

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Romanticism, Origins, and the History of Heredity

			[image: ]

			Christine Lehleiter

			[image: ]

			Bucknell University Press

		

	
		
			Published by Bucknell University Press

			Copublished by The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

			4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

			www.rowman.com

			Unit A, Whitacre Mews, 26-34 Stannery Street, London SE11 4AB, United Kingdom

			Copyright © 2014 by Christine Lehleiter

			Permission to reprint parts of ch 4, which originally appeared as “On Genealogy: Biology, Religion, and Aesthetics in E. T. A. Hoffmann’s Elixiere des Teufels (1815/16) and Erasmus Darwin’s Zoonomia (1794–96).” The German Quarterly 84.1 (Winter 2011): 41–60.

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

			British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Lehleiter, Christine.

			  Romanticism, origins, and the history of heredity / Christine Lehleiter.

			       pages cm. —  (New studies in the age of Goethe)

			  Includes bibliographical references and index.

			  ISBN 978-1-61148-565-3 (cloth : alk. paper) — ISBN 978-1-61148-566-0 (electronic)  1.  Romanticism. 2.  Heredity, Human. 3.  Breeding in literature. 4.  Biology in literature.  I. Title. 

			  PN603.L44 2014

			  809'.9145—dc23

			                                                                                                                                           2014033371

			[image: ]™ The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.

			Printed in the United States of America

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			NSLV

		

	
		
			Table of Contents

			[image: ]

		

		
			
			Table of Contents

			A Note on Translations

			Acknowledgments

			Introduction: Between Freedom and Determination

			Chapter 1: The Discovery of Heredity

			Chapter 2: Incest and Inbreeding

			Chapter 3: Cross-breeding and Hybridization

			Chapter 4: From Blood to Trauma

			Bibliography

			About the Author

		

	
		
			A Note on Translations

			[image: ]

		

		
			Unless otherwise noted, translations are mine. I have tried to stay as close as possible to the syntax and vocabulary of the original German.

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			[image: ]

		

		
			My institutional debts are great. A Fellowship from the Center for Eighteenth-Century Studies at Indiana University provided invaluable time in the early stages of this project. A Connaught Start-up Award from the University of Toronto and an Insight Development Grant from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council Canada made available crucial funding. The Herzog August Bibliothek Wolfenbüttel generously supported a three-month exploration of its inexhaustible treasures. The excellent collections at the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto, made it possible to study the history of science in between classes. When materials were difficult to find the team from Kelly InfoExpress at St. Michael’s College was of immense help; I would like to thank in particular Manda Vrkljan.

			I am deeply grateful for the incredible enriching time at Indiana University during which this project was started. Most of all I thank Fritz Breithaupt for his intellectual engagement, generosity, and unsurpassed dedication during the PhD years and to this day. Deidre Lynch has been a role model ever since. Bill Rasch and Michel Chaouli have been extraordinary teachers who shaped how I think about the long eighteenth century. At Florida State University, I thank William Cloonan and all my colleagues in the German division for their kind support during my short time there. New colleagues at the University of Toronto, York University, the University of Guelph, and the University of Waterloo have been wonderful conversation partners in the last years. For interest in and support for this project I thank in particular: Tina Young Choi, Angelica Fenner, Willi Goetschel, Alice Kuzniar, Paola Mayer, John Noyes, Cannon Schmitt, Stefan Soldovieri, Mark Solovey, Anna Shternshis, Marga Vicedo, and John Zilcosky. I am particularly indebted to Markus Stock, a mentor able to combine professionalism and humanity in exemplary ways. I am grateful to my students, especially Teresa Sudenis and Veronika Rummel, and my research assistant Christin Bohnke who worked tirelessly on obtaining permissions for the reproduction of images. For collegiality, friendship, and for stimulating discussion, I thank Christian and Dana Weber, Elliott Schreiber, Andrea Thormählen, and all my colleagues during the student years and beyond.

			This book has benefitted greatly from numerous listeners who have shared insightful comments on conference papers. I wish to thank in particular Alice Kuzniar for providing me with the opportunity to present my work at the Romantic Ecologies symposium and Alexander Mathäs for organizing and hosting the conference Defining the Human and the Animal.

			I could not have hoped for a better editor of the New Studies in the Age of Goethe Series than Jane Brown. Her perceptive feedback and depth of knowledge sets a high standard in the profession. The manuscript has also benefitted greatly from the work of anonymous readers who provided decisive comments and suggestions. At Bucknell University Press, Greg Clingham and Pamelia Dailey were of great help. Sam Brawand was an unbelievably efficient copy-editor.

			A portion of an earlier version of chapter 4 appeared as “On Genealogy: Biology, Religion, and Aesthetics in E. T. A. Hoffmann’s Elixiere des Teufels (1815/16) and Erasmus Darwin’s Zoonomia (1794–96).” The German Quarterly 84.1 (Winter 2011): 41–60. I thank the journal for permission to reprint.

			My deepest thanks go to my family, I am grateful beyond words. Thank you: Anna Maria, Heinz, Kathrin, and Serban.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			[image: ]

			La nature fut prise dans ce temps-là comme base, source et type de tout bien et de tout beau possible. La négation du péché originel ne fut pas pour peu de chose dans l’aveuglement générale de cette époque. —Baudelaire

			[At that time Nature was taken as ground, source, and type of all possible Good and Beauty. The negation of original sin played no small part in the general blindness of that period.]

		

		
			Between Freedom and Determination

		

		
			In these two sentences on the eighteenth century, Baudelaire summarizes and performs what this book discusses in greater detail: the shift from the assumption that nature provides the human being with a tabula rasa, free of all burdens of the past, to the nineteenth-century conviction that the individual is biologically determined already at the moment of birth. In the sixty years around 1800, which saw not only the rejection of inherited (legal) privileges but also the emergence of evolutionary theories, the question of the self could become a problem for the first time. The emergence of evolution, the possibility of the transmission of traits by means of heredity, challenged the individual on two levels. First, if parents’ habit could transfer to the next generation, the offspring was determined from birth. Second, and connected to the first, if traits could be transmitted, the relationship between individual and species was fundamentally changed. Never before had so many writers contemplated the self and never before had so many authors written texts of an autobiographical nature than in the eighteenth century, but—contrary to Baudelaire’s assessment—never before had there also been so much doubt whether the liberation of the self from its natural and determining condition is indeed possible. By inquiring into notions of heredity between 1760 and 1820, Romanticism, Origins, and the History of Heredity delineates changes in the understanding of the individual’s relationship with the ancestors and its effects on the definition of the self.

			To write about the formation of the self meant to write about the promise of a growing independence of an individual, but it also meant to write about the conditions, limits, and failures of the process towards ever greater autonomy. While social conditions were certainly an important part of these considerations, natural, material, conditions came increasingly to the attention of writers. Baudelaire’s transfer from nature to questions of free will and morality might seem anachronistic at first sight, but it was precisely the changing conception of nature and reproduction that indeed defined the changing assessment of the self and of the possibility of freedom in literary texts around 1800. Both the belief in and the anxiety about the possibility of an autonomous self were, this book will argue, closely connected to contemporary findings in the life sciences and the discipline which was just emerging under the name biology.1

			The abundance of eighteenth-century debates on the precarious status of the self has been noted frequently.2 Less often discussed are the many doubts that eighteenth-century authors had concerning the possibility of liberation from the material conditions. Even Friedrich Schiller (1759–1805) who is often hailed—or condemned—for his belief in the possibility of freedom and his ignorance of the question of matter is a striking symptom of the development. When he wrote his Versuch über den Zusammenhang der tierischen Natur des Menschen mit seiner Geistigen [Essay on the relationship between animal and spiritual nature of the human being] (1780), it needed three attempts to make the text accepted as his medical dissertation. However, as much as his examiners might have been right in accusing the work of being too philosophical for a medical treatise, the Versuch is at the same time a work that engages deeply with contemporary studies in medicine and biology in order to ask for the conditions of possibility of freedom. When Schiller returned to the question in his novella Verbrecher aus verlorener Ehre [The Criminal of Lost Honor] (1786), he came to the conclusion:

			Stünde einmal, wie für die übrigen Reiche der Natur, auch für das Menschengeschlecht ein Linnäus auf, welcher nach Trieben und Neigungen klassifizierte, wie sehr würde man erstaunen, wenn man so manchen, dessen Laster in einer engen bürgerlichen Sphäre und in der schmalen Umzäunung der Gesetze jetzt ersticken muß, mit dem Ungeheuer Borgia in einer Ordnung beisammen fände.3

			[If a new Linnaeus were to appear and classify humankind into genus and species according to drives and inclinations, how astonished we would be to find those whose vice must now suffocate in a constricted bourgeois sphere and the narrow confines of the law, together in one and the same species with a monster like Cesare Borgia.]4

			Contrary to many readings of the novella that note the importance of social forces for the protagonist’s eventual failure,5 Schiller acknowledges here a basic biological condition which can be shaped by social forces, but ultimately remains determined by its place in a biological taxonomy. For writers around 1800, the formation of the self and its narrative was not a process which simply started with a blank slate. Long before laws of hereditary transmission were first formulated by Gregor Mendel (1822–1884) and Charles Darwin (1809–1882), authors of literature asked about the material basis of the self and the ramifications of emerging notions of heredity for the conceptualization of selfhood.

			This book tells the story of how we started to consider heredity for questions of selfhood. It is about the ways in which selfhood was conceptualized in the context of a new interest in heredity around 1800. While Michael Minden has shown the place and importance of inheritance as the transmission of property in novels from Christoph Martin Wieland’s Agathon (1764) to Adalbert Stifter’s Nachsommer (1857), this book looks at transfers between the generations which are defined biologically.6 It asks: what are the consequences for the formation of the self if the individual is assumed to be born with an inherited burden instead of being born free of any determining forces? In examining debates on heredity at the turn of the nineteenth century, Romanticism, Origins, and the History of Heredity aims to complicate the story on heredity and selfhood in German Romanticism on two levels. First, in contrast to established scholarship on the anticipation of evolutionary thought by the German Romantics (in particular Johann Wolfgang Goethe),7 my aim is to demonstrate that a number of influential Romantic thinkers (including Goethe) were hesitant to embrace evolution (as the transformation of nature by means of trait transmission) as an option. Second, I consider the reasons for which evolutionary thought was rejected and I suggest that precisely because Romantic thinkers rejected the idea of evolution, they could develop a strong notion of selfhood. Without excluding the possibility of other origins of the modern self which have been suggested, such as new theories of the mind and new religious movements such as Pietism, this book proposes that only by revisiting the concept of selfhood in the context of contemporary research on heredity can we understand the reasons behind the emphatic embrace of individuality and selfhood around 1800.

			Baudelaire’s judgment on the eighteenth century is shaped by nineteenth-century zeal to dismiss the naiveté of the Enlightenment. However, while it recognizes correctly a certain hope formulated in the wake of developments such as Johann Gottfried Leibniz’s (1646–1716) rejection of original sin in the context of his discussion of Jansenism, it is also only partly accurate because it ignores the vigor with which the eighteenth century engaged in a discussion of the kind of nature that nineteenth-century authors increasingly appreciated.8 With unprecedented intensity, scholars in the eighteenth century questioned nature’s benevolence and turned to heredity as a field of inquiry in order to study its impact on notions such as freedom and morality. In his writings on race, Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) had already wondered whether the transmission of corporeal traits coincided with the transmission of character traits, thereby determining the individual,9 but where he was unclear or hesitated, Johann Gaspar Spurzheim (1776–1832), in a text considered by E. T. A. Hoffmann (1776–1822) in his legal practice, would eventually express without hesitation “I consider insanity as hereditary.”10

			If questions of freedom and determination were most pressing in the context of morality and liability, inquiries into heredity challenged convictions in a spectrum ranging from those traditionally articulated by religious authorities to those newly proclaimed in the context of natural law debates. Focusing their attention on the transmission of traits, eighteenth-century botanists, animal breeders, and natural historians such as Joseph Gottlieb Koelreuter (1733–1806), Karl Christoph Gottlieb Sturm (1781–1826), and Lorenz Oken (1779–1851) noticed that the transmission of traits had consequences not only for the individual, but also for the species. Realizing that traits were not only determining but could also be modified, they started to wonder whether species transformation was possible. Their inquiry was shaped by both the fascination with the modifiability of nature and the anxiety in light of the potential challenge to the idea of species stability. While the challenge of species stability was understood as a challenge to the idea of divine creation, other aspects of heredity research had the potential to undermine convictions held dearly in natural law philosophy which had often been defined in opposition to religious dogma. With pre-revolutionary pathos, mid eighteenth-century authors such as Johann David Michaelis (1717–1791) could still question (albeit ultimately confirm) the incest taboo as cultural phenomena cemented by religion and church but not justified by nature.11 However, Johann Wolfgang Goethe, writing less than fifty years later, felt enticed to explore the possibility of hereditary defect as a result of incestuous reproduction and examined what such determination by the parents’ reproductive choices or drives would mean for the potential for Bildung [formation] of the offspring (see chapter 2). As these examples demonstrate, the fascination with the idea that traits could be transferred from one generation to the next originated not only in the acknowledgment of nature’s determining power, but also in its potential for a previously not thinkable openness of creation. In light of the newly realized potential of evolutionary development which came to the fore at the turn of the century, Erasmus Darwin (1731–1802) could proclaim with uninhibited enthusiasm a “world without end!”12 If Baudelaire located the blind spot of the enlightened century in the denial of nature’s dark side, he overlooked the rich variety of notions of nature around 1800. The eighteenth century is, this book argues, the period in which the complexity of nature is discovered by means of heredity.

			Romanticism, Origins, and the History of Heredity does not answer the question of whether or not heredity defines our identity and fate. What it sets out to do is to investigate the consequences of the idea that we are greatly shaped or even determined by our biological heritage. More precisely, how is selfhood defined, and redefined, once it is suggested that the human being is determined by (and determines) biology? The question is closely tied to our own place in time and to the discoveries in genetic research in recent decades. The issues raised by this research have motivated the book’s conception.

			While the last decades of the twentieth century were dominated by the belief that the knowledge of our genetic codes could tell us virtually everything about our origin and future, recent discussions on what is called epigenetics have put into question whether the complete mapping of the genetic code can deliver on this promise.13 The genetic predisposition for Huntington’s disease is still a certain prediction of a cruel decline in mental and bodily capacities, but it is much less certain whether the genetic predisposition for breast cancer warrants mastectomy, and even less certain whether Robert Klark Graham’s Nobel Prize Sperm Bank (the “Repository for Germinal Choice”) will ever produce a genius.14 After the enthusiasm and hope (or desperation) around the Human Genome project, recent years have demonstrated the complexity of the relationship between genetic code and gene expression. Even more, newest epigenetic research suggests the necessity of a conceptual return to the possibility of habit transfer by means of heredity. A space has become possible again between two poles that since the eighteenth century have been defined as nature and nurture.

			The book’s aim is to demonstrate that the issues around the question of the significance of heredity were first articulated and addressed in the last decades of the eighteenth century, long before the discovery of the gene. Much as authors at the turn of the twenty-first century, authors in the eighteenth century were fundamentally challenged in their belief systems by discoveries in the field that came to be known as biology. As twenty-first century contemporaries we share, this book suggests, to an astonishing degree the anxieties around 1800—even though, we might deal very differently with them. These anxieties circle around the question of whether or not the idea of the freedom of will can be maintained in light of a theory which suggests the collapse of body and spirit and whether or not the transformation of nature by the hand of man continues or challenges creation.

			By examining eighteenth-century debates on heredity, Romanticism, Origins, and the History of Heredity delineates the formation of concepts which inform our current debates and decision-making processes in fields such as medicine, law, and politics. At the same time, it also highlights the degree to which our answers differ from those developed in the eighteenth century. The transformation of species is one such field of inquiry which was opened already in the eighteenth century and raised questions which are still with us today. In 1764, the South-German botanist Joseph Gottlieb Koelreuter announced that he believed to have been successful in transforming one species of tobacco into another by means of repeated artificial pollination. The transformation of species was a blasphemic move since it seemed to challenge the stability of divine creation. Even where it was considered possible, the ideological obstacles were high. For Christian and non-Christian thinkers well into the early modern period and beyond, Aristotle’s definition of reproduction as the repetition of a finite set of forms had been of paramount importance.15 Hence, at times Koelreuter announced enthusiastically that he had been successful with the transformation of species, which he equated with the transformation of lead into gold that the alchemists had tried. At other times, he feared that his transformation challenged species stability and, consequently, insisted that the life forms that he created are infertile and depend entirely on human care and intervention. While Koelreuter acknowledged with fascination that nature is highly modifiable, he also worried about the consequences of his experiments for the understanding of nature and insisted that ultimately nature can neither be changed by the human nor does it evolve into new forms on its own. Referring to the (presumably) natural occurrence of hybrids that occupied the minds of contemporary botanist such as Carl Linnaeus (1707–1778), Koelreuter writes that they are “wohl nichts anders als unzeitige Geburten einer übertriebenen Einbildungskraft” [most likely nothing else than the premature births of an exaggerated imagination].16

			We might have made great progress in the modification of life forms since Koelreuter, but his fascination and anxiety is in many ways our own. While a majority of citizens in the Western world has embraced the idea that nature has evolved over time and most of these citizens have also accepted genetic engineering either as a fact or as a promise, this acceptance greatly depends on the (perceived) degree to which the genetic modification permanently alters nature as we know her. To provide an example: the production of insulin by means of genetically altered bacteria has met little if any resistance at all. This fact is certainly connected to the clear medical benefits and the alleviation of suffering which the method provides. However, the acceptance is perhaps even more significantly conditioned by the fact that such genetic engineering happens in the lab and that the changes that it introduces in human organisms remain on the microscopic and individual level. The discussion looks very different where changes apply to objects which are visible to the eye, cannot be contained in the lab, and are conceived as permanently changing nature because they can be transmitted by means of reproduction to future generations and thereby from individual to species. The most visible public debates on this issue can probably be found in two areas, namely the worries surrounding the cross-pollination of fields of genetically engineered crops with organically cultivated plants and the debates on gene therapy. While there are vast differences on how genetic engineering of crops is regulated in different countries, the regulations on gene therapy are still relatively universal. Somatic gene therapy, in which genetic modifications are restricted to the individual, experiences growing support.17 Most jurisdictions, however, prohibit germline gene therapy, in which sperms or eggs are modified, because that would allow the changes to become heritable.18 The anxiety behind this prohibition is arguably less connected to the potential for human suffering by unknown factors than to the possibility of permanent change in the human germline. Much as eighteenth-century thinkers, we embrace the modifiability of nature but hesitate to introduce permanent change initiated by human intervention. Even more, we are possibly in the process of discovering that the scientific basis of our assumptions is equally shaky as around 1800. The distinction between somatic and germline gene therapy seemed to be guaranteed because it was assumed that soma-to-germline feedback is impossible. However, the so called Weismann barrier between soma and germline has been challenged by recent research, raising new worries about “the genetic engineering of the human species rather than just individuals.”19 Lamarckianism seems to have returned.

			Our uneasiness, but also fascination, in the context of altering human and other organisms permanently and in such a way that the change can be transmitted to the next generation has much in common with eighteenth-century worries about a lasting transformation of nature by means of human intervention. At the same time, the way in which eighteenth-century authors such as Koelreuter conceptualize their experiments is also very different from our own assessment. While Koelreuter could still insist that human alteration of the creation is only temporary because changes to the individual can be separated from changes to the species, this option has vanished in the Darwinian framework. Based on the conviction that nature’s stability is greater than his own power of modification, Koelreuter could experiment without hesitation. Infertility of the hybrid and the necessity of human intervention made it possible to hold on to a notion of nature which existed before humans came and will return to the original state once left alone. Modern researchers and the societies to which they belong have lost this certainty. And it is precisely because of the loss of this certainty that a growing number of people oppose genetic engineering and long for an untouched nature even though they would also admit that there is no nature before history. While the longing might be both nostalgic and anachronistic, it might also be a necessary or unavoidable part of the human condition. This, at least, is what Jean Paul Richter suggests in his essayistic and literary work on questions of heredity and evolution (see chapter 3). What I propose then in this book is that there is much to learn about our modern human condition in light of genetic engineering by looking at the eighteenth century, because the difference between now and then is not so much one of quality than one of degree.

			Forms of Generation: Inbreeding, Bastardization, Autopoiesis

			In search for conceptualizations of selfhood in the context of heredity, Romanticism, Origins, and the History of Heredity turns to literary texts around 1800 that discuss the individual’s relationship to her genealogy. In doing so, the book revisits core texts of the genre that has been called the Bildungsroman, such as Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister (1795–1796), but it also pays close attention to works that have remained largely unexplored in scholarship on selfhood, like Jean Paul Richter’s Komet (1820)20 and E. T. A. Hoffmann’s Elixiere des Teufels (1815). Although the methodology of this book is not dependent on a model of material influence, the selection of texts discussed here has been shaped by an attempt to present documents written by authors who demonstrably were invested in contemporary fields of biology such as embryology, botany, and morphology.

			Romanticism, Origins, and the History of Heredity explores what seem to me the nodal points in eighteenth-century discussions on heredity and selfhood: inbreeding and incest, cross-breeding and bastardization, evolution and autopoiesis. Following the opening chapter, which provides an overview of scientific debates on these issues, each of the succeeding chapters will take up one of them while also always reaching out to the others. The book’s particular interest in biological debates guides the selection of materials from a vast number of eighteenth-century literary texts which also discuss topics ranging from genealogy to bastardization. For the incest problem in the context of inbreeding (chapter 2), I have chosen the Mignon episode in Wilhelm Meister (1795–1796) over, for example, the incest motive in Goethe’s Geschwister (1776) because the Mignon episode is more clearly placed in the context of contemporary explorations of heredity. It can be argued, without doubt, that the incestuous quality of relationships is one of the most dominant features in the depiction of the emerging nuclear (bourgeois) family around 1800—Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s Emilia Galotti (1772), Heinrich Kleist’s Marquise von O . . . (1808) or Ludwig Tieck’s Eckbert (1797), all present fathers and daughters or brothers and sisters in intimate relationships. However, even in the one text in which the relationship might have produced a child (Marquise von O . . .), we learn nothing about the fate of this child. It is, however, the hereditary burden of this child which is of interest in the context of this book. The aim in the chapter on incest is less to provide a comprehensive account of the incest motive than to delineate the changes in the conceptualization of selfhood and of Bildung in the wake of eighteenth-century experiments with inbreeding in animals, once incest was considered a biological problem.

			If scholars such as Hannelore Schlaffer have demonstrated the extent to which mythology informs Goethe’s text and how the knowledge of this iconography can enrich a reading of the Wilhelm Meister,21 Romanticism, Origins, and the History of Heredity is motivated by a different if complementary fascination. It aims to show the extent to which contemporary debates on heredity inform literary texts around 1800 and what they can contribute to their interpretation. By placing the
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