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    What is a person worth when the visible token of selfhood can be exchanged for boundless riches, and how does the pressure of other people’s eyes force one to choose between material security, social acceptance, and the quiet, immeasurable dignity of being recognized as fully human, as a moral agent rather than a mere bearer of possessions, a question that touches the fragile boundary between the things we own and the things that own us, the bargain we strike with appearances, and the unsettling discovery that identity, honor, and freedom become uncertain when visibility itself turns into a negotiable good.

Peter Schlemihl by Adelbert von Chamisso, first published in 1814, is a concise work of German Romanticism that blends the fantastic with keen social observation. Often classified as a novella or a conte, it unfolds within an urbane European milieu recognizable to early nineteenth‑century readers. The tale belongs to a literary moment fascinated by the uncanny and by the moral ambiguities of modern life emerging in the wake of revolutionary upheavals. Chamisso’s narrative situates a simple, startling premise in a world of salons, courtyards, and polite encounters, rendering the extraordinary plausible and the quotidian fraught with unsettling metaphysical implications.

The premise is disarmingly clear: a reserved young man receives an offer of inexhaustible wealth in exchange for his shadow, accepts, and must live with the consequences. Told in a first‑person voice that is lucid, reflective, and quietly ironic, the story moves at a brisk pace while allowing space for introspection. The mood oscillates between wonder and unease, as the narrator weighs immediate comforts against mounting disquiet. Readers encounter a fantastic bargain presented without baroque ornament, which sharpens the moral tension. The result is an intimate, confessional experience that feels both timeless and distinctly anchored in the manners of its era.

At the center stands a meditation on visibility: the shadow in this tale functions as an emblem of social presence, reputation, and the minimum credibility required to move among others. Chamisso treats the symbol with restraint, letting ordinary situations reveal how much of life depends on surfaces. Etiquette, commerce, and friendship are shown to rely on assumptions about what can be seen and verified. The narrative thereby probes the gap between essence and appearance, asking whether dignity can survive when the outward signs that certify one’s place are compromised, and whether society’s standards of normalcy can ever accommodate genuine difference.

The book also scrutinizes the arithmetic of desire and the ethics of exchange. What counts as a fair price when the goods at stake include shame, solitude, and the ability to stand in the light? Chamisso avoids didacticism by allowing the protagonist’s choices to reveal the limits of calculation: some losses, once incurred, resist compensation. The story invites readers to consider the allure of instruments that promise independence—money, favors, shortcuts—and the unforeseen dependencies they create. Underneath the fantastic device lies a sober question about autonomy: how to remain a self when the world measures worth by what it can tally, display, and spend.

Stylistically, the narrative unites folktale clarity with modern psychological acuity. Its economy of incident and precision of imagery give the fantastic a matter‑of‑fact texture, which heightens the uncanny. Chamisso’s prose balances satire and sympathy, neither mocking society’s conventions too crudely nor romanticizing isolation. The symbolism is accessible without being simplistic, inviting multiple readings—moral, social, existential—without foreclosing interpretation. As a Romantic‑era work, it shares ground with other tales of temptation and self‑division, yet it distinguishes itself by its cool lucidity and its interest in how ordinary interactions—handshakes, strolls, glances—become decisive tests of identity.

For contemporary readers, the novella’s questions feel urgent: in a culture saturated with images and metrics, what parts of ourselves do we risk trading for comfort, status, or frictionless belonging? Peter Schlemihl offers a compact, unsettling journey that is as much about living under observation as it is about resisting the logic of equivalence. It rewards attentive reading with a sharpened sense of what cannot be outsourced or quantified. Without relying on elaborate world‑building or moralizing, Chamisso leaves space for readers to supply their own terms of judgment, making the tale an enduring companion for anyone pondering the costs of being seen—and of being oneself.
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    Peter Schlemihl is framed as a manuscript addressed to a friend, recounting the narrator’s strange misfortune and its consequences. Arriving as a modest, unknown guest at a wealthy gentleman’s garden party, he carries a letter of introduction and hopes for patronage. The gathering showcases fashionable society, practical concerns about status, and a visitor who seems out of place. This opening situates Peter as a well-meaning figure eager to improve his lot, while hinting at the extraordinary. The scene also introduces key witnesses and establishes a realistic setting, from which the tale will deviate into the uncanny without abandoning its sober, first-person tone.

At the party a mysterious man in gray produces astonishing items from his coat, offering them for sale with matter-of-fact ease. Drawn into a private transaction, Peter agrees to exchange his shadow for a purse that never empties. The bargain appears simple and immediate: wealth for an intangible attribute. Peter, bewildered yet dazzled, accepts. The consequences emerge quietly at first. He pays his debts and draws notice through generosity and expense. Yet the absence of a shadow soon provokes surprise, then alarm. The scene’s measured pace emphasizes how a trivial-seeming choice alters Peter’s social reality without any visible, physical change.

Peter hires the loyal Bendel, acquires fine clothes, and establishes himself in town. He attempts to hide his deficiency with cunning stratagems—avoiding bright sun, arranging for parasols, managing outings at dusk. Despite careful planning, chance exposes him. The revelation generates suspicion and dread, and whispers about witchcraft or unnatural dealings spread rapidly. Wealth cannot quell the discomfort people feel. Charity raises new scrutiny; gifts from a man without a shadow appear tainted. Social rejection intensifies, and Peter’s isolation deepens. The narrative underscores how a missing shadow, however immaterial, becomes a visible mark that money cannot erase or explain away.

Seeking normalcy, Peter travels and enters respectable circles elsewhere, where his fortune and reserved manner win tentative acceptance. He falls in love with a young woman and gains the favor of her family. Just as a future seems possible, his secret resurfaces. The discovery breaks fragile trust and ends his prospects. In the background moves Rascal, a servant who contrasts with faithful Bendel, feeding opportunism and disarray. The man in gray reappears with a proposal: the shadow could be restored—at a cost Peter refuses to pay. This moment fixes the tale’s central conflict between regaining social standing and preserving inner integrity.

From this turning point Peter embraces rootlessness. The inexhaustible purse becomes an encumbrance as much as a resource, tying him to suspicion and temptation. He confronts the idea that apparent abundance can impoverish one’s life. Seeking escape and a different purpose, he acquires marvelous boots that carry him vast distances in a few strides. With them, he can leave cities behind and move beyond the rhythms of ordinary travel. The exchange of one wonder for another shifts the story from salons and streets to the open world, where Peter begins to pursue work that does not depend on his public reputation.

The narrative now follows him across deserts, mountains, and coasts. He turns to scientific observation, measuring, collecting, and documenting what he encounters. Freed from the demands of companionship he cannot satisfy, he accepts solitude and speed as tools for study. His letters and notes record climates, flora, and terrain, aligning his personal displacement with a disciplined curiosity. The boots’ leaps compress geography, allowing him to compare distant regions and seasons. He avoids scrutiny by traveling at hours when his defect is less conspicuous. Thus the tale’s focus shifts from society’s gaze to nature’s scale, without resolving his original loss.

Temptation recurs. The man in gray returns periodically, offering simple solutions and incremental concessions, inviting Peter to undo the original choice by making a more perilous one. Each approach sharpens Peter’s awareness of what he can and cannot surrender. The offers illuminate a continuum between convenience and captivity: easy remedies entail hidden obligations. Peter’s refusals cost him opportunities, companionship, and comfort. Yet they establish a principle that guides his wandering life. Through these encounters, the story examines how bargains reshape identity, suggesting that the price of reclaiming what is lost may exceed the loss itself, especially when terms remain deliberately vague.

Addressing his friend, Peter frames his record as both explanation and warning. He recounts missteps without ornament, traces of remorse mingling with acceptance. He credits faithful Bendel, rebukes the unreliable Rascal, and acknowledges that money and secrecy eroded his place among people. The manuscript format allows digressions into method and motive—why he measures heights, catalogues plants, or maps routes—while keeping attention on the initial transaction’s aftermath. The tone remains restrained and factual, emphasizing decision points rather than miracles. As he closes in on the present, Peter’s aim is less to justify himself than to describe a path others might avoid.

The book’s central message emerges from the interplay of wealth, reputation, and integrity. A shadow, apparently insignificant, proves essential to human presence; losing it isolates Peter in ways fortune cannot repair. His subsequent choices—resisting easy restitution, seeking meaningful work, bearing the costs of principle—express an ethic of self-possession over public approval. Without divulging the final outcomes, the synopsis underscores the arc: a man trades an intangible for prosperity, suffers the social consequences, rejects deeper compromise, and seeks value beyond society’s gaze. The tale combines fable and travel narrative to caution against bargains that endanger what makes a life recognizably one’s own.
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    Set in an unnamed but recognizably German-speaking urban milieu around the first decades of the nineteenth century, the book unfolds amid bourgeois salons, gardens of the newly rich, and a Europe crisscrossed by merchants and travelers. Although the narrative roams widely, its social space mirrors northern Central Europe—cities such as Berlin, Hamburg, and other Hanseatic or Prussian centers—during and just after the Napoleonic era. Published in 1814, the story inhabits a moment of fragile peace and reconstruction, with borders, loyalties, and fortunes in flux. This atmosphere of social scrutiny, passports, and reputations forms the background against which a man without a “shadow” becomes rapidly, and visibly, excluded.

The French Revolution of 1789 and the ensuing émigré crisis decisively shaped Adelbert von Chamisso’s life. Born Louis Charles Adélaïde de Chamissot de Boncourt in 1781 in Champagne, he fled with his aristocratic family to the German lands in the early 1790s, as violence and confiscations spread (1792–1794). Thousands of French nobles sought refuge in Prussia and neighboring states, often stripped of property and status. This experience of dislocation, name change, and precarious belonging under foreign police regimes informed Chamisso’s sensitivity to social visibility. In the book, the loss of a shadow functions as a social death akin to the émigré’s loss of recognized identity, exposing how communities police belonging through outward signs.

The Napoleonic Wars (1799–1815) reorganized German and European politics, economics, and everyday life. Prussia’s catastrophic defeat at Jena–Auerstedt in 1806 and the Treaties of Tilsit (1807) imposed occupation, indemnities, and administrative overhaul; French troops entered Berlin in late 1806. The Wars of Liberation culminated in the Battle of Leipzig (October 1813) and the allied entry into Paris (1814). These shocks produced shortages, currency strains, and rapid fortunes for suppliers and intermediaries. The book’s bottomless purse and the figure of the impeccably dressed, inscrutable “man in gray” resonate with wartime temptations: bargaining away intangible honor for material security. The protagonist’s sudden wealth and simultaneous social ruin reflect anxieties born of occupation-era profiteering and unstable postwar status.

Prussian state reforms between 1807 and 1813 reshaped social mobility. The October Edict of 1807 began abolishing serfdom; the 1808 Municipal Ordinance expanded urban self-government; military reforms under Scharnhorst and Gneisenau restructured the army; and educational changes under Wilhelm von Humboldt included the founding of the University of Berlin in 1810. These policies challenged rigid estate hierarchies and elevated merit and civic usefulness. In the book’s milieu, the rise of self-made magnates like Herr John reflects this transition from hereditary privilege toward wealth and performance. Yet the narrative also shows how appearances and credentials still ruled: the absence of a shadow nullifies merit, suggesting reforms had not dissolved entrenched forms of exclusion.

War-era economic disruption and the post-1814 commercial revival foreground the ascendancy of finance and trade. Napoleon’s Continental System began with the Berlin Decree (1806), attempting to close European markets to Britain; smuggling and neutral shipping through the North and Baltic Seas proliferated, while cities like Hamburg suffered under French occupation (1811–1814). After 1814, credit networks expanded; the Rothschild family, with branches in Frankfurt, London, Vienna, Paris, and Naples by the 1810s, financed subsidies and postwar reconstruction. In the book, Herr John’s lavish garden party and the magical purse dramatize a world where liquidity appears boundless and respect can be purchased. Yet the protagonist’s ostracism shows that money cannot buy the social guarantees—trust, honor, lawful identity—that stabilize reputation.

Napoleonic and Restoration Europe tightened surveillance through passports, residence permits, and work books. France’s livret d’ouvrier (1803) bound workers to employers; many German states, including Prussia, policed vagrancy and movement with passport controls and local registration. City gates and watchmen monitored who possessed the visible proofs of belonging. The book’s scandal over a missing shadow would have been legible to readers as a parable of documentary legitimacy: without the proper signs, one is refused hospitality, employment, and marriage. The narrative’s expulsions mirror the humiliations faced by migrants and the stateless who lacked papers or patrons in the 1790s–1810s, underscoring the legal fragility of personal identity.

The era’s new mobility and science also shaped the work’s geography. Alexander von Humboldt’s voyage to the Americas (1799–1804) and celebrity in Berlin publicized empirical exploration, while improved roads, postal routes (Thurn und Taxis), and faster mail coaches compressed distances. In 1815–1818 Chamisso himself sailed on Otto von Kotzebue’s Russian expedition aboard the Rurik, conducting botanical research. The book anticipates this scientific restlessness through seven-league strides across the globe and the hero’s later turn to natural observation. Such motifs reflect a Europe imagining itself as an interconnected world, yet they also emphasize the paradox that unprecedented mobility offered little solace to those socially invisible or legally unrecognized.

The book operates as a social and political critique of early nineteenth-century Europe by exposing the cruelties of a society that fetishizes visible credentials, wealth, and conformity. It condemns the commodification of personhood—an honor or “shadow” that can be traded—while revealing how money and fashion conceal moral emptiness. The portrayal of a parvenu elite and anxious gatekeepers mirrors postwar bourgeois ascendancy and restorationist discipline after 1814–1815. By dramatizing exclusion without due process, it indicts surveillance regimes and class barriers that reduced migrants and the poor to nonpersons. The work thus scrutinizes a world rebuilt after war yet still governed by arbitrary signs of legitimacy and possession.
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“Peter Schlemihl,” one of the pleasantest fancies of the days when Germany delighted in romance, was first published in 1814, and was especially naturalised in England by association with the genius of George Cruikshank[1], who enriched a translation of it with some of his happiest work as an illustrator. An account of the book and its author is here reprinted at the end of the tale, as originally given by the translator. To this account one or two notes may be added. Louis Charles Adelaide de Chamisso de Boncourt was born on the 27th of January, 1781, at the Château of Boncourt, in Champagne, which he made the subject of one of his most beautiful lyrics. He belonged to a family faithful to Louis XVI[2]., that fled to Würzburg from the fury of the French Revolution. Thus he was taken to Germany a child of nine, and was left there when the family, with other emigrants, returned to France in 1801. At fifteen he had Teutonised[3] his name to Adelbert von Chamisso, and was appointed page to the Queen of Prussia. In the war that came afterwards, for a very short time he bore arms against the French, but being one of a garrison taken in the captured fort of Hamlin, he and his comrades had to pledge their honour that they would not again bear arms against France during that war. After the war he visited France. His parents then were dead, and though he stayed in France some years, he wrote from France to a friend, “I am German heart and soul, and cannot feel at home here.” He wandered irresolutely, then became Professor of Literature in a gymnasium in La Vendée. Still he was restless. In 1812 he set off for a walk in Switzerland, returned to Germany, and took to the study of anatomy. In 1813, Napoleon’s expedition to Russia and the peril to France from legions marching upon Paris caused to Chamisso suffering and confusion of mind.

It is often said that his sense of isolation between interests of the land of his forefathers and the land of his adoption makes itself felt through all the wild playfulness of “Peter Schlemihl,” which was at this time written, when Chamisso’s age was about thirty-two. A letter of his to the Councillor Trinius, in Petersburg, tells how he came to write it. He had lost on a pedestrian tour his hat, his knapsack, his gloves, and his pocket handkerchief—the chief movables about him. His friend Fouqué asked him whether he hadn’t also lost his shadow? The friends pleased their fancies in imagining what would have happened to him if he had. Not long afterwards he was reading in La Fontaine of a polite man who drew out of his pocket whatever was asked for. Chamisso thought, He will be bringing out next a coach and horses. Out of these hints came the fancy of “Peter Schlemihl, the Shadowless Man.” In all thought that goes with invention of a poet, there are depths as well as shallows, and the reader may get now and then a peep into the depths. He may find, if he will, in a man’s shadow that outward expression of himself which shows that he has been touched, like others, by the light of heaven. But essentially the story is a poet’s whim. Later writings of Chamisso proved him to be one of the best lyric poets of the romance school of his time, entirely German in his tone of thought. His best poem, “Salas y Gomez,” describes the feeling of a solitary on a sea-girt rock, living on eggs of the numberless sea-birds until old age, when a ship is in sight, and passes him, and his last agony of despair is followed by a triumph in the strength of God.

“Alone and world-forsaken let me die;

 Thy Grace is all my wealth, for all my loss:

On my bleached bones out of the southern sky

 Thy Love will look down from the starry cross.”

The “Story Without an End”—a story of the endless beauty of Creation—is from a writer who has no name on the rolls of fame. The little piece has been made famous among us by the good will of Sarah Austin. The child who enjoyed it, and for whom she made the delicate translation which here follows next after Chamisso’s “Peter Schlemihl,” was that only daughter who became Lady Duff-Gordon, and with whom we have made acquaintance in this Library as the translator of “The Amber Witch.”

To make up the tale of pages in this little book without breaking its uniformity, I have added a translation of the “Hymns to Night[4]” of Novalis. It is a translation made by myself seven-and-forty years ago, and printed in a student’s magazine that I then edited. “Novalis” was the name assumed by a poet, Friedrich von Hardenberg, who died on the 25th March, 1801, aged twenty-nine. He was bred among the Moravian brethren, and then sent to the University of Jena. Two years after his marriage to a young wife, Sophie von Kühn, she died. That was in 1797. At the same time he lost a brother who was very dear to him. It was then—four years before his own death—that he wrote his “Hymns to Night.”

H. M.

INTRODUCTORY EPISTLE
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You, who forget nobody, must surely remember one Peter Schlemihl, whom you used to meet occasionally at my house—a long-legged youth, who was considered stupid and lazy, on account of his awkward and careless air. I was sincerely attached to him. You cannot have forgotten him, Edward. He was on one occasion the hero of our rhymes, in the hey-day of our youthful spirits; and I recollect taking him one evening to a poetical tea-party, where he fell asleep while I was writing, without even waiting to hear my effusion: and this reminds me of a witticism of yours respecting him. You had already seen him, I know not where or when, in an old black frock-coat, which, indeed, he constantly wore; and you said, “He would be a lucky fellow if his soul were half as immortal as his coat,” so little opinion had you of him. I loved him, however: and to this very Schlemihl, of whom for many years I had wholly lost sight, I am indebted for the little volume which I communicate to you, Edward, my most intimate friend, my second self, from whom I have no secrets;—to you, and of course our Fouqué, I commit them, who like you is intimately entwined about my dearest affections,—to him I communicate them only as a friend, but not as a poet; for you can easily imagine how unpleasant it would be if a secret confided to me by an honest man, relying implicitly on my friendship and honour, were to be exposed to the public in a poem.

One word more as to the manner in which I obtained these sheets: yesterday morning early, as soon as I was up, they were brought to me. An extraordinary-looking man, with a long grey beard, and wearing an old black frock-coat with a botanical case hanging at his side, and slippers over his boots, in the damp, rainy weather, had just been inquiring for me, and left me these papers, saying he came from Berlin.

Adelbert von Chamisso.

Peter Schlemihl,

THE SHADOWLESS MAN.
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After a prosperous, but to me very wearisome, voyage, we came at last into port. Immediately on landing I got together my few effects; and, squeezing myself through the crowd, went into the nearest and humblest inn which first met my gaze. On asking for a room the waiter looked at me from head to foot, and conducted me to one. I asked for some cold water, and for the correct address of Mr. Thomas John, which was described as being “by the north gate, the first country-house to the right, a large new house of red and white marble, with many pillars.” This was enough. As the day was not yet far advanced, I untied my bundle, took out my newly-turned black coat, dressed myself in my best clothes, and, with my letter of recommendation, set out for the man who was to assist me in the attainment of my moderate wishes.

After proceeding up the north street, I reached the gate, and saw the marble columns glittering through the trees. Having wiped the dust from my shoes with my pocket-handkerchief and readjusted my cravat, I rang the bell—offering up at the same time a silent prayer. The door flew open, and the porter sent in my name. I had soon the honour to be invited into the park, where Mr. John was walking with a few friends. I recognised him at once by his corpulency and self-complacent air. He received me very well—just as a rich man receives a poor devil; and turning to me, took
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