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August Friedrich Ferdinand von Kotzebue was a man of mystery. A career diplomat, adventurer, and possibly also a spy, he wrote over 200 plays, most of which were enjoyed by audiences but not by critics. He was not only a prolific playwright, but also created these works with the speed and dependable ingenuity of a Georges Simenon, a Stephen King, or a successful television series writer.

Kotzebue was born in Weimar on May 3, 1761. While a teenager there, he met Goethe, twelve years his senior. He studied law at the Universities of Jena and Duisburg, then, in 1780, practiced law in Weimar. He began his diplomatic career in 1783 when his connections secured for him the first of many positions in Russia. Thereafter he travelled widely through central and eastern Europe, sometimes involuntarily, as he was sometimes the victim of exile and intrigue.

Mainly because of his outspokenness, Kotzebue made political and cultural enemies easily. The German nationalists hated him because they thought he was a Russian spy. The student liberals hated him because he was a conservative. The radicals hated him because he opposed free institutions. The romantics hated him because his sensibilities were generally classical. The anti-Semites hated him because he did not hate the Jews. He seemed to thrive on controversy. Yet, in literary, social, and aristocratic circles he was popular, and apparently well liked, though not by Goethe.

Kotzebue's back-and-forth life between Russia and the various German states, plus his tendency to rankle his political enemies, convinced many of these enemies that he was involved in espionage or even treason. German universities were hotbeds of this anti-Kotzebue feeling. The strongly nationalistic Young Germany movement was supported by the Burschenschaften, the Turnvereine, Teutonia, and other fraternities and student societies. In October 1817, at the Wartburg Festival, as part of their protest for freedom of the press, freedom of assembly, and freedom of speech, students publicly burned books which they considered conservative, reactionary, anti-German, or anti-democratic. Among these titles was Kotzebue's Geschichte des Deutschen Reichs (History of the German Nation). In Mannheim on March 23, 1819, Karl Ludwig Sand, a student radical and a prominent member of the Burschenschaft at the University of Erlangen, stabbed Kotzebue then attempted suicide. Kotzebue died from his wounds. Sand was tried, convicted, and executed - beheaded with a sword - in Mannheim on May 20, 1820.

The powers-that-be instantly saw an opportunity to crack down on the various student societies that had long been thorns in their side. Directly as the result of Kotzebue's assassination, Prince Klemens von Metternich imposed harsh, intimidating, and repressive censorship throughout the German-speaking world, the Carlsbad Decrees, which suppressed political dissent in general and the student societies in particular. The ministers of Prussian Kings Friedrich Wilhelm III and especially Friedrich Wilhelm IV enforced these laws vigorously from September 1819 until the revolutionary uprisings of 1848 forced the government to repeal them.
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Franz Joseph Gall (1758-1828), the Austrian anatomist who invented phrenology in the late 1790s and popularized it as a travelling lecturer in the first decade of the 1800s, was a friend of Kotzebue, sometimes his physician, and sometimes even an overnight guest at Kotzebue's home. They met in 1798 when Kotzebue lived briefly in Vienna. A glimpse of their relationship can be seen in The Most Remarkable Year in the Life of Augustus von Kotzebue, Containing an Account of his Exile into Siberia, and of the Other Extraordinary Events which Happened to him in Russia, Written by Himself, translated by Benjamin Beresford (London: Richard Phillips, 1802), pp. 179, 256. This rather fanciful autobiography tells us more about Kotzebue's character (implicitly) than about any facts of his life (explicitly).

Phrenology - in German Schädellehre ("skull theory"), Gehirnorganenlehre ("brain organs theory") or Kranioskopie ("cranium seeing"), and in French craniologie ("cranium science") - is the belief that the peculiar bumps, ridges, shapes, contours, and relative sizes of these features on each human skull are infallible indicators of each individual's particular character and personality, and thus can serve as a reliable guide for both our own conduct and our relationships with others. Phrenologists collected, studied, and compared thousands of skulls. They made schematic maps of the surface of the skull, or plaster casts with all the appropriate areas marked, so as to facilitate visual or - preferably - tactile examinations of living heads. Phrenology's adherents considered it a practical science; its detractors called it a pseudoscience, chicanery, or worse.

Kotzebue showed an incipient interest in phrenology - or, more properly, craniologie or Schädellehre, since the word "phrenology" was not coined until about 1815 by Gall's partner, Johann Kaspar Spurzheim (1776-1832). Indeed, as early as March 3, 1799, in Vienna, he wrote a poem about it, called "Antwort," which he published in Christoph Martin Wieland's literary magazine, Der Neue Teutsche Merkur vom Jahre 1799, in response to the "Codicille" of the Prince de Ligne. The two poems were frequently reprinted together in the phrenological literature of the next few years. Here is Kotzebue's, in both the original and a prose translation:

Antwort

Das Bäumchen blüht, und reifen wird die Frucht.
Hinweg wer mit der Lampe
Des Diogen die Menschen sucht!
Heil unserm Salzmann! unserm Campe!
Es ist gelöst das schwierige Problem,
Bestimmung für den Mann im Knaben auszuspähen;
Und jede Fähigkeit wird man hinfort bequem
Mit Händen greifen und mit Augen sehen.
Kein Vater wird aus blinder Zärtlichkeit
Den dummen Sohn der Kanzel weyhen,
Dem die Natur ein besseres Gedeyhen
Als Schneidermeister prophezeit.
Heil jedem Ehemann! Zu Menschenhass und Reue
Wird mir hinfort kein Stoff, vertraut;
Der kluge Bräutigam sucht das Organ der Treue
Bey Zeiten an der schönen Braut.
So hat einst Delila, trotz seinen Wunderthaten
Den Simson in den Schlaf geküsst,
Beschoren seinen Kopf, und ihn erst dann verrathen
Als das Organ der Treue sie vermisst.
Da liegt der Grund, warum in unfern Tagen,
(Der fehlenden Organe sich bewusst)
Perücken unsre Schönen tragen,
Und lieber die entblösste Brust,
Als den entblössten Schädel wagen.
Heil dir, o Nachwelt! Ja, du wirst
Von Galls Genie die süssen Früchte erben;
Der Enkel darf nicht mehr, wie Du, o Fürst!
Durch Thaten erst Verdienste sich erwerben.
Bequemer, weit bequemer, streckt
Er nur den Kopf hinaus, die Haare sich zu lüpfen,
Und die Bewunderung, die das Genie erweckt,
Wird aus dem Herzen in die Finger schlüpfen.
O Ligne, dem die Musen einst im Purpurglanze
Organe stark und zart, gewebt,
Organe die Bellona mit dem Lorbeerkranze
Vergebens zu bedecken strebt;
Der auf des Kriegsgotts Löwen, wie auf Amors Tauben
Und auf Minervens Eul', Apollos Leyer stützt,
Der Freiheit Freunde konnten Dir nur rauben
Was man auch ohne Kopf besitzt.
Nein! weder stehlen noch vererben
Lässt sich Dein wahres Eigenthum!
Arm kannst Du werden, und der Fürst kann sterben,
Doch nicht sein Herz, sein Geist, sein Ruhm!
Mag immer Gall einst Deinen Kopf zerstückeln
Was dieser Kopf gedacht, bleibt ewig unzerstört!
Bey jedem Biedermann, der Deinen Namen hört,
Wird das Organ der Hochachtung sich schnell entwickeln.

Answer

The tree flowers, and the fruit will ripen. Away, whoever seeks people with the lamp of Diogenes! Hail, our [Christian Gotthilf] Salzmann! Our [Joachim Heinrich] Campe! The difficult problem is solved, for the man to spy destiny in the boy; and each skill you will henceforth conveniently grasp with your hands and see with your eyes.

No father, out of blind tenderness, will dedicate to the pulpit his stupid son, for whom nature prophesies better success as a master tailor.

Hail, every husband! Misanthropy and regret will have no substance for me henceforth. The smart bridegroom looks early for the organ of faithfulness in his beautiful bride. Thus once did Delilah, despite his miracles, kiss Samson to sleep, shave his head, then betray him, because she lacked the organ of faithfulness. That's the reason why, in our time (aware of their lack of organs), our beautiful ones wear wigs and would rather bare their breasts than venture to bare their skulls.

Hail to you, O Posterity! Yes, you will inherit the sweet fruits of Gall's genius. O Prince [de Ligne], your grandson cannot be greater than you are, and merit will accrue to your family through his deeds. Comfortably, far more comfortably, he just stretches his head out to lift off his hair, and the admiration, which the genius arouses, will glide from his heart into his fingers.

Oh, Ligne, for whom the Muses once in purple splendor wove organs strong and delicate, organs that Bellona vainly sought to cover with the laurel wreath; you who supports Apollo's lyre on the lion of the war god, as on Cupid's dove, and on Minerva's owl, the friends of freedom could rob you only of what someone with no head possesses.

No! Your true property can be neither stolen nor bequeathed. Poor you can become, and the prince can die, but not his heart, his spirit, his fame! Just let Gall dissect your head, then what this head has thought will remain eternally undestroyed! The organ of esteem will develop quickly in every worthy man who hears your name.
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The Organs of the Brain is quite representative of the style of farce which was abundantly popular in western Europe in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the type epitomized in the Figaro plays of Pierre Beaumarchais, the comic operas of Gioacchino Rossini, and the sentimental plays of Elizabeth Inchbald. It has all the usual elements of such theatre: cross-dressing, deceit, clown figures, a bombastic lord, sneaky servants, clever women, stupid men, threats of violence, emotional blackmail, police involvement, and complicated polygons - not just triangles - of love. All in all, these formulaic elements give us the impression of prefiguring the Jeeves and Wooster stories of P.G. Wodehouse.

The two central figures in the play are Lord Spinalcord, an unheeding pseudo-intellectual who bases all his decisions on his examinations of other people's skulls, and Caroline von Brightstar, a brilliant young woman who glides through difficulties and controls situations with a Prospero-like grace, and who is secretly married to Spinalcord's son, Edward. Spinalcord's intimate familiarity with the hidden talents that he claims to discern within local skulls has led him to choose an ugly hunchback to be Edward's wife, because he believes that her skull shows extraordinary musical talent, even though she cannot play or sing a note. His fanatical devotion to phrenology has also led him to reject his daughter Emily's intended husband, Ferdinand von Bombshell, who is an entirely worthy suitor, though with somewhat of a hot temper. Thus relations are strained between Spinalcord and both of his children. Into this fray Caroline enters, disguised as a man, initiating an elaborate plot to gain Spinalcord's consent for her marriage. Spinalcord is suspicious of her disguise, but, upon feeling her skull, he decides on that basis alone that she must be male. He is so enamored of her skull and so convinced of her masculinity that he engages her to Emily, without Emily's knowledge or approval. When Ferdinand discovers that Spinalcord has betrothed Caroline to Emily, he challenges Caroline to a duel, an absurd development which Caroline and Edward quickly turn to their advantage. Spinalcord's fanaticism eventually proves his undoing; but this is, after all, a comedy, and, with not even the exception of a stock villain who appears as a minor character, "everyone lives happily ever after."

Kotzebue's attitude toward phrenology is ambiguous. On the one hand, he was a friend of Gall; on the other hand, The Organs of the Brain mercilessly ridicules Gall's system. Would Gall have allowed their friendship to survive this satire? Apparently yes, perhaps because Kotzebue was well-known to satirize everything and anything. In any event, there seems to be no evidence that Gall took this theatrical attack personally. Gall's biographer, former student, and close friend Jean Antoine Laurent Fossati (1786-1874) reported in Nouvelle Biographie Générale 19 (1857), col. 276, that Gall saw the play in Berlin and laughed right along with the rest of the audience, even though the lampoons were cruel.

Spinalcord is an avid collector of skulls - and this avidity is key to Kotzebue's plot. Spinalcord is particularly interested in the skulls of celebrated or notorious people, including Robespierre, Joan of Arc, Voltaire, and Leonidas, among many others. This aspect of the play is not so far removed from real life as we may at first suspect. In that first decade of the nineteenth century, the skulls of Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Schiller, and other recently deceased notables were not immune from postmortem scrutiny by Gall and his partisans. Indeed, Gall's own anatomical and pathological cabinet, with hundreds of skulls, life masks, and death masks, soon became famous and inspired a continental European fad for collecting skulls, especially exotic ones. Gall's collection even included Kant, not his skull, but his death mask. This skull-collecting fad, so easy to ridicule, is one of the main targets of Kotzebue's satire in this play.

Spinalcord's beliefs about what creates human character and causes human actions may remind us of the twenty-first-century debate over genetic predisposition vs. genetic determination. Some have urged that DNA is a blueprint for a person's entire life, and is an absolute or inexorable determinant of everything a person will ever be, do, or suffer; but in fact the DNA structure, the genome, shows only propensities or tendencies toward certain outcomes. There is no absolute cause/effect relationship between one's DNA and one's character or personality, although there is some influence. Genes do not express 100%. They only indicate various probabilities that certain physiological events may someday occur. Yet, despite the clear findings of science, the controversy continues.

This debate between determinist, materialist, or fatalist reductionism and humanistic sensitivity was already old in Gall's and Kotzebue's time. Surely it goes back at least to Plato's Phaedo, 97b-99c, where Socrates begins to challenge the apparent physicalism of Anaxagoras, the reduction of human action to configurations of sinews and bones. In 1807, G.W.F. Hegel wrote in the Phenomenology of Spirit, specifically against Gall, that we cannot hope to understand animate or living spirit on the basis of its inanimate and essentially dead bones, even though these bones were once themselves animate and living. We need not believe in free will in order to reject determinism. To reject determinism all we have to do is to believe that even the most accurately observed and scrupulously interpreted physical phenomena can indicate only possible or contingent future consequences, not absolute certainties or necessary future consequences.

Some thinkers deny the real entity status of the mind, reduce mind to brain, reduce consciousness to physiology, reduce mental illness to cellular pathology, reduce initiative action to behavior, claim that all behavior is voluntary, or (like Thomas Szasz) refuse to recognize that there is any such thing as mental illness because there is no corresponding physical lesion - as there typically is with disease. Yet many of these same thinkers (again like Szasz) believe in free will. Such thinkers are incoherent and inconsistent insofar as they cannot - however they may try - entirely reduce free will or voluntary action to purely cellular physiology, molecular interaction, or any other physical causes. The initiative action of the mind is what makes any action voluntary or makes the expression of free will possible. In other words, the concept of either free will or voluntary action entails the real existence of the conscious mind, distinct from the merely physical brain.

Kotzebue's play is about the folly of reducing anything as complex as human nature, human relationships, or human individuality to something as relatively simple as brains or bones. Gall's opponents in his own time, notably Hegel, made similar points, just as philosophers and psychologists in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries continue to do against behaviorists, material reductionists, physicalists, real-world determinists, causal determinists, genetic determinists, atomists, naive realists, aversion therapists, dialectical materialists, logical positivists, epiphenomenalists, neuroplasticifiers, and anyone else who prefers to see each and every aspect of humanity as ultimately an aspect of the merely physical.

Die Organe des Gehirns was translated into English once before, by Henry Capadose in 1838. The present translation is made on the basis of comparing three texts: Neue Schauspiele: Die Organe des Gehirns, Blinde Liebe, Carolus Magnus (Leipzig: Paul Gotthelf Kummer, 1806); Neueste deutsche Schaubühne (Augsburg: [Bolling], 1807); and Die Organe des Gehirns: Ein Lustspiel in drey Akten (Wien: J.B. Wallishausser, 1807). The intaglio below is the frontispiece of the Leipzig edition.
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A Farce in Three Acts

Dramatis Personae

Lord Spinalcord
Edward, his son
Emily, his daughter
Caroline von Brightstar
Ferdinand von Bombshell
Peter Goodsheep, Edward's servant
Ravencat
Walter
Some sheriff's deputies

The scene is a room in Lord Spinalcord's home in Germany. The time is 1806.
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