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Now, hand on heart, what do you think 
of when you hear the term »romantic«? 
Sunsets, idyllic landscapes, candlelit 
dinners? You are probably not alone in 
this, and yet you are far from the es-
sence of the Romantic era. Because this 
period does not reveal itself only in its 
lyrical, mystifying or melancholic view 
of the world. On the contrary, the litera-
ture and art of Romanticism have made 
us aware of our imagination, opened up 
space for thought and refl ection, and in 
this way enabled completely new forms 
of artistic expression. 

This year is the 250th anniversary of the 
birth of German romantic poet and phi-
losopher Novalis, who studied in Jena, 
among other places. To mark this event, 
the current issue of LICHTGEDANK-
EN is turning its attention to this era. 
Romanticism shaped modernity and in 
Germany, it all began at the University 
of Jena (p. 10), where researchers are 
currently engaged in a wide variety of 
projects on this topic (p. 18 ff.). In in-
terviews and articles, we examine Ro-
manticism in literature (p. 14 ff.) and the 
visual arts (p. 22 ff.), and trace its con-
tinued effects on today’s politics (p. 30) 
and society (p. 32). 

Like the people from the early Romantic 
period, we too are currently facing huge 
challenges. Whereas at the beginning of 
the 19th century, these were the radi-
cal changes resulting from the French 
Revolution, which affected the whole of 
Europe, today it is the climate crisis or 
the ongoing coronavirus pandemic that 
demand new political and social cours-
es of action and structures. During this 
process, we have to endure uncertain-
ties and recognize that empirical knowl-
edge takes time to grow, while at fi rst it 
often appears contradictory. Neverthe-

The human superpower

less, we have to make decisions—even 
if we do not yet know every detail of 
the possible consequences. In this issue 
of LICHTGEDANKEN, you can read a 
commentary on the fact that such »non-
knowledge« is not necessarily a fl aw, 
but can even be an advantage in many 
areas of life (p. 61). Researchers at our 
university also provide information on 
how they share both knowledge and 
non-knowledge with the general pub-
lic, and explain why we need science 
communication—also and especially in 
view of doubts and scepticism regard-
ing science (p. 40 ff.). 

Doubts and uncertainties are self-evi-
dently part of science. The pandemic 
shows that this also applies to social 
interaction: we are those affected and 
those who observe, researchers and re-
search subjects at the same time. To be 
aware of this ambivalence and to keep 
changing perspectives, to consider both 
the individual and the whole, and to do 
this not always only seriously, but also 
playfully or with a touch of irony—all 
this is what Romanticism teaches us. 
Let us make use of its legacy! In dealing 
with the challenges of our time, let us 
trust scientifi cally proven methods and 
empirical data as well as our imagina-
tion—the unique human superpower! 

I wish you a stimulating read and wel-
come any feedback, suggestions or criti-
cism. You can contact me and the edito-
rial team at: presse@uni-jena.de.

Dr Ute Schönfelder, Editor 
Section Communications and Marketing, 
Friedrich Schiller University Jena
Photo: Anne Günther

Jena, January 2022
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10 THE DAWN OF THE MODERN AGE
  The roots of Romanticism in Germany can be found in Jena.  

14 WHAT WE CANNOT KNOW, WE IMAGINE
 Literature expert Stefan Matuschek explains the principle of Romanticism in an interview. 
 
18 ROMANTICISM AROUND THE WORLD
 Three young researchers present their projects on the »Romantic Model«. 
     
23 THE NEW FREEDOM OF VISION
 On the traces of Romanticism in the visual arts of Europe. 
 
26 ROMANTICISM FAVOURS »AS WELL AS« APPROACH OVER »EITHER OR«
 A painting by Caspar David Friedrich provides a Romantic approach to crisis management. 
  
28 »FRIEDRICH HAD QUITE A SENSE OF HUMOUR«
 Art historian Johannes Grave examines the writings of Caspar David Friedrich.
 
30 THE WORLD MUST BE ROMANTICIZED
 Literature expert Sandra Kerschbaumer on Romantic motifs in politics. 

32 THE EXTRAORDINARY IN THE ORDINARY
 An invitation to view the urban environment with different eyes. 
 
34 »WE HAVE TO KNOW AND RECOGNIZE OUR OWN HISTORY OF THOUGHT«
 The director of Schiller's Garden House on the importance of Romantic places of remembrance. 
  
36 »A REAL HEAVEN OF KNOWLEDGE ON EARTH«
 Romantic scientist Johann Wilhelm Ritter discovered UV radiation in Jena.
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New science campus 
The State of Thuringia and the University of Jena have agreed to build new premises for biomedical research 
and teaching on the former hospital grounds on Bachstraße. 

The plot of land on Bachstraße will continue to be used for uni-
versity purposes in the future. This was recently announced by 
Thuringia’s Minister of Science, Wolfgang Tiefensee (pictured 
left), the Lord Mayor of Jena, Dr Thomas Nitzsche (right) and 
University President, Prof. Dr Walter Rosenthal. 
An inner-city science campus is planned, with a special focus 
on biomedical departments such as Pharmacy, Nutritional Sci-
ences, Pharmacology and Physiology. The aim is to establish a 
closer link between urban and academic life. 
Bachstraße is located in the immediate vicinity of Jena city 
centre. The street is lined with large buildings from different 
eras that shape the cityscape. The plot is 39,000 square metres 
in size. Most of the land is owned by the State of Thuringia, 
while other areas belong to the University Hospital and a 
small amount is the property of the Ernst Abbe Foundation.
The state is planning to fi nance the construction work through 
the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). PM

PHOTO: JENS MEYER

»Jena Declaration« signed

International network has urged for a change in stra-
tegy to achieve UN Sustainable Development Goals.

When the United Nations adopted the 2030 Agenda six years 
ago, the member states committed themselves to creating a 
more sustainable world. They set themselves a total of 17 indi-
vidual goals such as »no poverty«, »quality education«, »good 

health and well-being« and 
»responsible consumption 
and production«. However, 
they seem to be a long way off 
achieving their goals. 
That’s why a network of re-
nowned institutions is now 
calling for a clear change of 
strategy. On the initiative of 
Prof. Dr Benno Werlen (pic-
tured left) from the UNESCO 
Chair on Global Understand-
ing for Sustainability at the 
University of Jena, over 30 
institutions have signed the 
»Jena Declaration«, in which 
they defi ne a new cultural 
approach to achieving the 
Sustainable Development 
Goals.  PM

PHOTO: JAN-PETER KASPER

»JenaVersum« founded

More than 20 partners from science, business and 
the local community have come together.

When »JenaVersum e. V.« 
was founded on 18 No-
vember 2021, this marked 
the start of a new chapter 
in Jena’s cooperation his-
tory. The new network 
aims to promote research 
collaboration on site, to 
raise Jena’s profi le as a 
science and business lo-
cation around the world, 
and to strengthen inter-
actions with society. In 
addition to the University of Jena, the »JenaVersum« brings 
together the University of Applied Sciences Jena, the Univer-
sity Hospital, non-university research institutions and foun-
dations, partners from the city and research-related compa-
nies. 
»As a university with traditionally close ties to the city and 
all local partners in the fi eld of research, we’re very much 
interested in maintaining this network and expanding our 
fruitful cooperation,« says Prof. Dr Walter Rosenthal, who 
is both the President of the University of Jena and Chair-
man of the »JenaVersum« association.  PM

Founding charter with the 
signatures of all actors in the new 

network »JenaVersum«. 

PHOTO: JENS MEYERPHOTO: JENS MEYER
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Research Training Group on artifi cial intelligence

The Carl Zeiss Foundation is funding computer scientists with a total of 4.9 million euros over the next six years 
as part of an initiative called »Scientifi c Breakthroughs in Artifi cial Intelligence«.

The new »Interactive Inference« Re-
search Training Group will be launched 
in April 2022 to examine probabilistic 
models and draw conclusions from 
them using data. The aim is to improve 
the reliability of artifi cial intelligence, 
which is now used in many areas of 
society such as medicine, business and 
science. The focus will be on the devel-
opment of algorithms that have verifi -
able guarantees and make effective use 

of the properties of modern computer 
hardware. »Our aim is to develop al-
gorithms that make it possible to draw 
conclusions from large volumes of 
data and for complex models,« ex-
plains Prof. Dr Joachim Giesen, one 
of the spokespersons for the Research 
Training Group. »We’re combining ex-
act algorithms that can ensure the best 
decision based on the state of the data 
and the possibilities of a model, as 

well as approximating algorithms that 
scale better to large volumes of data 
and complex models.«
This topic will be addressed from dif-
ferent perspectives by two groups, 
each with seven doctoral candidates. 
The team members come from the 
fi elds of machine learning, artifi cial in-
telligence, advanced computing, logic, 
visualization, bioinformatics and the-
oretical biology. sh

HRK vice-president

Prof. Dr Walter Rosenthal in charge 
of research

The German Rectors’ Conference 
(HRK) elected its vice-presidents in 
November 2021. As one of ten mem-
bers of the Executive Board, Prof. Dr 
Walter Rosenthal (President of the Uni-
versity of Jena; pictured above) is now 
responsible for research, academic ca-
reer paths and transfer. 
Rosenthal wants to further improve the 
conditions for researchers in Germany, 
from basic research to production, in 
order to offer German universities the 
best possible support on the interna-
tional stage. KBB

Humboldt Professorship 
Germany’s highest funded research award goes to the new Professor 
of Viral Ecology, Prof. Dr Bas E. Dutilh.

Prof. Dr Bas E. Dutilh (pictured below) 
is one of ten researchers throughout 
Germany to be awarded an Alexan-
der von Humboldt Professorship. The 
award includes up to fi ve million euros 
in prize money and is fi nanced by the 
Federal Ministry of Education and Re-
search (BMBF).
Dutilh specializes in modelling mi-
crobial balance and is investigating 

the role played by viruses within this 
system. His new Professorship of Vi-
ral Ecology at the University of Jena is 
part of the »Balance of the Microverse« 
cluster of excellence. 

Pioneer of virus discovery

Over the past ten years, Dutilh has es-
tablished himself as a pioneer in the 
fi eld of virus discovery with the help of 
metagenomics. Since 2018, he has been 
one of the most cited experts in this 
fi eld around the world, as confi rmed by 
his current ranking within the »Highly 
Cited Researchers«. Dutilh has recently 
been given an ERC Consolidator Grant, 
facilitating his move from Utrecht Uni-
versity in the Netherlands to Jena. He 
is looking forward to expanding the 
scope of his computer-aided research 
in a new research environment and 
developing high-throughput experi-
ments in a brand-new laboratory. As 
part of the Alexander von Humboldt 
Professorship, he will focus on com-
bining his work in the fi eld of virus 
discovery with his line of research on 
microbiome modelling. NB
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 View of the city centre of Jena—in the middle the »Jentower«. 
Right where the 159-metre-high tower stands today was the 
»nucleus« of early Romanticism in Jena at the end of the 18th 
century: the home of August Wilhelm and Caroline Schlegel, 
where Friedrich Schlegel and Caroline Veit also temporarily 
resided. The photo was taken from the »Jenzig« hill. · Photo: 
Jens Meyer
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F E A T U R E

The imagined reality

On the legacy of Romanticism in the modern world  
Does life have a meaning? And if so, what is it? Are we as individuals part of 
a greater whole? Some questions cannot be answered unequivocally, even 
with the most sophisticated scientifi c methods. But that does not stop us 
from searching for answers nevertheless. In doing so, we allow ourselves 
to be guided by our imagination: we create utopias, envision the future and 
imagine worlds and dimensions that go beyond those that can be measured 
and experienced. This form of conscious creation of meaning is an invention 
of Romanticism—the second innovative movement after the Enlightenment to 
set modernity on its way. Researchers at the University of Jena are studying 
the present-day traces of this era, in the very place where Romanticism had 
its origins in Germany. 

99
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What does romantic even mean? 

The term »romantic« was originally 
used to describe the characteristics of 
romance in a narrative, so it refers to a 
concept which is »like something out of 
a novel«. A similar term is used to de-
scribe a family of languages that evolved 
from Latin, such as French, Spanish and 
Italian. From the late Middle Ages to 
the 17th century, most novels (mostly 
tales of chivalry) were written in these 
»Romance languages«. Romantic poets 
were inspired by medieval topics and 
stories, often telling them in the form of 
fairy tales and myths. 

The dawn of a new era 

Romanticism followed the Age of En-
lightenment immediately after the 
French Revolution. In Germany, this 
new era began in Jena around the year 
1796. From 1805 onwards, the »High 
Romanticism« movement spread main-
ly from Heidelberg and Berlin. Berlin, 
Vienna and Munich became the centres 
of Late Romanticism from 1818. These 
were troubled times from a socio-politi-
cal perspective—after all, France wasn’t 
the only country that underwent a 
change from feudalism to bourgeois so-
ciety, bringing about new freedoms and 
civil rights. The Romanticists perceived 
this spirit of change in their work and 
developed their own air of academic 
self-confi dence. In its early days in Jena, 
Romanticism was a progressive, avant-
garde movement that brought about 

completely new forms of expression. 
The fact that Jena was the starting point 
for the Romantic movement in Ger-
many is thanks to its university, where 
Friedrich Schiller and Johann Gottlieb 
Fichte taught at the time. Johann Wolf-
gang Goethe was the minister responsi-
ble for the university and often stayed 
in the city. Schiller advised the 28-year-
old philologist and literary critic August 
Wilhelm Schlegel to move to Jena in 
1796. He was followed by his younger 
brother, Friedrich, who was a philoso-
pher, art critic and literary critic. August 
Wilhelm was appointed to the univer-
sity as an associate professor in 1798, 
in the same year as Friedrich Wilhelm 
Joseph Schelling. Thanks to its univer-
sity, Jena became the centre of intellec-
tual and cultural life in Germany—if 
it hadn’t been for this institution, the 
Romantic philosophers and writers cer-
tainly wouldn’t have been attracted to 
the city.

Shared house and workshop

The true centre of Early Romanticism in 
Jena was a house on the former street 
called Leutragasse, where August Wil-
helm and Caroline Schlegel lived from 
1796. Friedrich Schlegel also moved in 
later that year—before relocating to Ber-
lin in 1797. In 1799, he returned to the 
shared accommodation in Jena with his 
lover Dorothea Veit. The famous »Ro-
manticist Gathering« then took place 
in November 1799, attended by the 
four residents of the house along with 

Friedrich von Hardenberg (Novalis), 
Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling and 
Ludwig Tieck. They spent fi ve days en-
gaged in work and discussions as they 
read to one another, ate and drank to-
gether, combining an air of conviviality 
with a workshop-like atmosphere.
If you want to look for the original lo-
cation where the Romanticists lodged 
together, you will need a lot of imagina-
tion… After all, the house was located 
on the site of today’s Eichplatz—in the 
middle of a car park. The house was de-
stroyed at the end of the war in 1945—
and the Leutragasse was demolished a 
few years later along with the entire his-
torical city centre. However, the birth-
place of Romanticism in Jena can still be 
seen from the »Jentower«.
Jena’s Romanticists would probably see 
this architectural specimen as an hom-
age to their grandeur. Their thematic 
ideas were revolutionary: Friedrich 
Schlegel completely redefi ned literature 
with his »progressive universal poetry«. 
He described it as a proverbially »lim-
itless«, cross-genre form of art that is 
constantly evolving, fed solely by the 
author’s imagination and creativity and 
without the restrictive corset of the poet-
ry rules that had been widespread up to 
that point. Schlegel wanted to combine 
literature, philosophy and criticism. 
Early Romanticists were distinguished 
by their fragments that were mostly 
published in the journal »Athenaeum«, 
which acted as the mouthpiece of Early 
Romanticism in Jena from 1798 to 1800. 
The few sentences in these short texts 
refl ected the authors’ thoughts on phi-

The dawn of the modern age

B Y  U T E  S C H Ö N F E L D E R

Modernity has its roots in the Enlightenment and Romanticism. Germany’s romanticist 
roots are in Jena, where the leading academics would meet at the end of the 18th century 
to set new artistic standards and cultivate a lively intellectual conviviality. There is so 
much more to Romanticism than the glorifi cation of nature and emotional infatuation—
and that still rings true today.

F E AT U R E



losophy, art and social issues. They were 
mostly written in an ironic, controver-
sial and provocative manner—and quite 
deliberately in an »unfi nished« form. 
Friedrich Schleiermacher, a leading 
theologian of the Romantic era, once de-
scribed the fragments as »critical shav-
ings« that were intended to ignite inde-
pendent thought. Many fragments are 
playful and reveal the fun the authors 
must have had when writing them. 

Emancipation and conviviality

The early Romanticists in Jena also 
demonstrated their passion for ex-
perimentation and their joie de vivre 
in their lifestyle. The non-conformist 
shared house in Jena was a place of lib-
eral conviviality, where people would 
meet to take part in theatrical perfor-
mances, attend readings and discuss 
topics, inspired by the salons of Paris. 
The early Romanticists would wear 
the latest French fashion, catching the 
eye of many a passer-by in what used 
to be a small university town with 
around 4,500 inhabitants. Friedrich 
Schlegel and Dorothea Veit must have 

caused quite a stir with their »wild 
marriage«—and August Wilhelm and 
Caroline Schlegel were arguably in an 
open relationship by today’s standards.
The role of women in Romantic cir-
cles was truly remarkable—not only 
in terms of their social position. They 
were also intellectually emancipated, 
albeit within their own environment 
(women would have to wait another 
hundred years until they were allowed 
to study or even teach at university). 
Caroline Schlegel worked with her 
husband August Wilhelm Schlegel on 
translations of the works of Shake-
speare. Dorothea Veit wrote her own 
novel (»Florentin«), which was pub-
lished anonymously by her partner 
Friedrich Schlegel in 1801. The male 
Romanticists saw their wives as their 
equals—even if they caused a lot of so-
cial controversy. The early-Romantic 
ideal of a partnership was described 
by Friedrich Schlegel in his novel »Lu-
cinde« as a sensual, emotional and 
intellectual interaction between the 
characters Julius and Lucinde, creat-
ing a sharp contrast to the »marriage 
of convenience« that had been por-
trayed in previous eras.

Romantic places in 
modern-day Jena

Romantikerhaus

The literature museum that is now known 

as the »Romantikerhaus« is located in the 

former home of the philosopher Johann 

Gottlieb Fichte, who lived there from 1795 

to 1799 (Unterm Markt 12). Fichte was ap-

pointed to the University of Jena as a pro-

fessor in 1794 and became one of the pio-

neers of Romanticism. His lectures were 

held in his house. Today’s museum high-

lights the cultural and intellectual events 

that led to the emergence of Early Romanti-

cism in Jena and presents its protagonists. 

The museum is currently closed for renova-

tion work, but you can always explore the 

rooms as part of a virtual tour. 

Schiller’s Garden House 

The house with a garden that used to be 

located just outside the city was bought by 

Friedrich Schiller in 1797 and he spent the 

summer months there with his family until 

1799 (Schillergäßchen 2). The poet and uni-

versity professor created numerous works 

there, including the »Wallenstein« trilogy. 

He also welcomed numerous high-profi le 

guests such as Johann Wolfgang Goethe, 

Friedrich Schelling and Johann Gottlieb 

Fichte. The buildings now belong to the Uni-

versity of Jena, which uses them as a muse-

um and event venue. The »Research Centre 

for European Romanticism« has also been 

based there since 2010 (see p. 34).

Frommann’s estate

The building complex located at Fürsten-

graben 18 is the former home and pub-

lishing house of bookseller Karl Friedrich 

Ernst Frommann. This is another location 

that attracted a great number of prominent 

personalities around 1800 with house-

hold names such as Goethe, Schiller, the 

Schlegels, Fichte, Schelling and Hegel. It 

now belongs to the University of Jena and 

houses the Institute of German Literature 

as well as the Institute of Studies in Arts 

and Culture, which are the key institutions 

for Romanticism research.

The original »Romantikerhaus« in the former Leutragasse. The rear building shown here was home to August 
Wilhelm Schlegel, Friedrich Schlegel, Caroline Schlegel and Dorothea Veit from 1799 to 1800. The building 
was then known as »Döderleinsches Haus«. It was destroyed in 1945. · Copyright: Städtische Museen Jena
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Just like his older brother August Wilhelm, Friedrich 
Schlegel grew up in Hannover and started studying 
in 1791, fi rst in Göttingen and then in Leipzig. His 
studies included law, philosophy, classical philology 
and history. In 1794, he moved to Dresden to work 
as a freelance writer. He joined his brother in Jena 
in 1796. In 1797, he met the theologian Friedrich 
Schleiermacher and the author Ludwig Tieck, as well 
as his future wife Dorothea Veit. With Novalis, whom 
he had known since his student days in Leipzig, he 

developed a Romantic art form known as »fragments« 
in the journal »Athenaeum«. He rose to prominence 
with his 116th Athenaeum fragment, in which Schlegel 
described the Romantic poetic agenda as »progressive 
universal poetry«. Schlegel habilitated at the University 
of Jena in 1800 and continued teaching there as a 
private lecturer. In 1801, he left Jena and moved back 
to Dresden with Ludwig Tieck.

As the daughter of a scholar from the University of 
Göttingen, Caroline was introduced to literature at an 
early age. In 1784, she was married to the doctor Franz 
Böhmer and moved with him to Clausthal in the Harz 
region. Her daughter Auguste was born in 1785. By 
1788, she had given birth to another daughter and a 
son, both of whom died as infants. Her husband also 
died in 1788. After moving to Mainz in 1792, Caroline 
witnessed the birth of the »Republic of Mainz«. She 
supported their revolutionary democratic ideas. In 
1793, she became pregnant with the baby of a French 

lieutenant. As the Prussian forces moved in on Mainz, 
Caroline attempted to fl ee the city but was captured and 
imprisoned for several months due to her alleged ties to 
the Jacobins. After being released from prison, she gave 
birth to her fourth child, a son. He also died before the age 
of two. She married August Wilhelm Schlegel in 1796 and 
moved with him to Jena, where she helped her husband 
to translate the works of Shakespeare as a central fi gure 
within the home shared by the Romantic pioneers at 
Leutragasse 5. In 1803 her marriage was divorced and 
Caroline married Friedrich Joseph Wilhelm Schelling.

PHOTO: ANNE GÜNTHER

After spending his formative years in Hannover, 
Schlegel began his studies in Göttingen in 1786, where 
he fi rst studied theology before switching his focus 
to classical philology. After completing his studies in 
1791, he moved to Amsterdam to work as a private tu-
tor and pursued literary studies. His essay on »Dante’s 
Inferno« garnered high praise from Schiller, who 
suggested that he come to Jena, which Schlegel did 
in 1796 shortly after his marriage to Caroline Böhmer. 
When in Jena, he worked on translations of the works 

of Shakespeare, publishing no fewer than 17 translated 
dramas between 1797 and 1810. From 1798 to 1800, 
he and his brother Friedrich published the journal 
called »Athenaeum«, the mouthpiece of Early Romanti-
cism. In 1798, he was appointed as an adjunct profes-
sor at the University of Jena, where he gave a series of 
lectures on topics such as »Philosophical Art Theory«. 
In 1801, he settled in Berlin as a private scholar. In 
1803 his marriage to Caroline was divorced.
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The pioneers of Early Romanticism in Jena

Caroline Schelling
( 1 7 6 3 – 1 8 0 9 )  NÉE M I C H A E L I S ,  W I D .  B Ö H M E R ,  D I V.  S C H L E G E L

Friedrich Schlegel
( 1 7 7 2 – 1 8 2 9 )

August Wilhelm Schlegel
( 1 7 6 7 – 1 8 4 5 )
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Georg Philipp Friedrich von Hardenberg was de-
scended from an ancient family of aristocrats. Born on 
the family estate in Oberwiederstedt in Mansfeld Land 
and raised in the municipality of Schlöben in Thuringia, 
Hardenberg moved to Jena in 1790, and then to Leipzig 
and Wittenberg to study law. He met Friedrich Schiller 
and Friedrich Schlegel during his time there. In 1795, 
he entered the Saxon civil service and got engaged 
to Sophie von Kühn, who was only 13 years old at 
the time. Her death in 1797 hit him hard. In 1797, 

Hardenberg began his studies at the University of Mining 
and Technology in Freiberg, where his disciplines included 
geognosy and metallurgy, chemistry and mathematics. 
His »Blütenstaub« fragments were published in the journal 
»Athenaeum« in 1798, which was the fi rst time he used 
the pseudonym »Novalis«. In 1799, he was appointed as a 
saltworks assessor in Weißenfels and wrote his fragmen-
tary novel »Heinrich von Ofterdingen«, which gave rise to 
the romantic motif of the »blue fl ower«. However, his work 
remained unfi nished. Novalis died in 1801 at the age of 28.

The daughter of the Jewish enlightener and 
philosopher Moses Mendelssohn grew up in the 
intellectual centre of Berlin. Her parents’ home was 
frequented by the likes of Friedrich Nicolai, Gotthold 
Ephraim Lessing and Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock. 
Dorothea married the banker Simon Veit in 1783 and 
gave birth to four sons, two of whom two survived. 
Her salon, which she ran with her friend (the writer 
Henriette Herz), was visited by the likes of Alexan-
der and Wilhelm von Humboldt, Ludwig Tieck and 

Friedrich Schleiermacher. That’s where Dorothea 
met Friedrich Schlegel in 1797 and the two became 
lovers—despite the fact he was nine years her junior. 
One year later, she left her husband and moved 
with Schlegel to Jena. She divorced in 1799. She 
converted to Protestantism in 1804 before turning 
to the Catholic faith with Friedrich Schlegel in 1808 
and marrying him. 

The son of a Berlin rope-maker developed a keen 
interest in theatre at an early age and wrote his 
fi rst dramas when he was only 15 years old. Tieck 
studied history, philology and literature in Halle, 
Göttingen and Erlangen. In 1794, he returned to 
Berlin and started working for the publisher and 
enlightener Friedrich Nicolai. In 1797, he published 
his »Folk Tales, edited by Peter Leberecht«, in 
which he depicted old stories and fairy tales and 
revealed his turn to Romanticism. In 1797, Tieck met 

Friedrich Schlegel, who led him to the group of early 
Romanticists in Jena. In autumn 1799, he moved to 
Jena with his family and took part in the legendary 
»Romanticism meeting« at the Schlegels’ house. 
His second collection of narrative and dramatic 
works was published in Jena under the title »Ro-
mantic Poems«. In 1801, Tieck left Jena and moved 
to Dresden with Friedrich Schlegel.

Born into a family of Swabian pastors, Schelling was 
granted special permission to join the Protestant 
Foundation within the University of Tübingen in 
1790 and studied theology, philosophy and philol-
ogy. At certain points during his studies, he shared 
a room with Friedrich Hölderlin and Georg Friedrich 
Wilhelm Hegel. In 1796, Schelling moved to the 
University of Leipzig, where he studied mathemat-
ics, science and medicine. In 1797, he presented his 
»ideas on the philosophy of nature«. Goethe was so 

impressed that he paved the way for Schelling to 
take on a professorship at the University of Jena, 
which happened in 1798. In Jena, he met the group 
of early Romanticists led by the Schlegel brothers 
and regularly visited their house at Leutragasse 5. 
This is where he met Caroline Schlegel, whom he 
married in 1803 following her divorce from August 
Wilhelm Schlegel. In the same year, Schelling ac-
cepted a position at the University of Würzburg.
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Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling
( 1 7 7 5 – 1 8 5 4 )

Friedrich von Hardenberg
( 1 7 7 2 – 1 8 0 1 )

Ludwig Tieck
( 1 7 7 3 – 1 8 5 3 )

Dorothea Schlegel
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Rubrik14

What we cannot know, we imagine.

I N T E R V I E W :  U T E  S C H Ö N F E L D E R

Literary scholar Prof. Stefan Matuschek heads the Research Training Group »The Romantic Model. Variati-
on–Scope–Relevance« (see p. 18). In the interview, he explains how Romanticism can save us from funda-
mentalism today, why Goethe and Schiller are not »classical authors« but »Romantics« and why Romanticism 
in Germany would have undergone a completely different development without the University of Jena.

What is the essence of Romanticism 
for you? 
This is made clear above all in the re-
lationship of Romanticism to the En-
lightenment. A still popular idea is that 
Romanticism is a kind of counter-move-
ment after the scientifi c, conceptual En-
lightenment, a kind of re-enchantment 
of the world. In a negative sense, it is 
then often seen as involving irrational-
ism or even, as Georg Lukács once said, 
the destruction of reason. I think that 
is quite wrong. Romanticism is a very 
valuable legacy for us! It offers us a 
modus for dealing with things that we 
cannot process at the level of our clear 
concepts and clear reason: is there a 
perspective beyond individual, physi-
cal death? Does life have a meaning? 
We cannot fi nd empirical answers to 
such questions, but they have very great 
signifi cance for human life. That is why 
we seek answers. And we fi nd answers 
through our imagination.

That is to say, we just make up the 
answers ourselves?
That is to say that we imagine things. 
We can imagine a life after death. We 
can imagine the world and our lives as 
a whole. However, that alone does not 
constitute the legacy of Romanticism. 
The legacy of Romanticism is its ability 
to show us the difference between what 
we can measure and what we can only 
imagine.
Romanticism in literature developed 
procedures that indicate this bound-
ary between what I can know precisely 
and what goes beyond that by means of 
the imagination. In its literature, it cel-
ebrates human life and the human per-
ception of the world as one that always 
has an imaginary surplus. And the great 
thing about Romantic literature is that it 

was the fi rst to mark such a thing stylis-
tically, with elements of irony, of subjec-
tivation. 
I like to explain this with the metaphor 
of two-in-one optical illusion pictures, 
in which you see fi rst one fi gure and 
then the other. Romanticism develops 
such two-in-one fi gures out of literary 
stylistics, with conceptions of whole-
ness and transcendence, and the hint 
that they are only imaginary concepts. 
One takes this seriously while knowing, 
nevertheless, that it is only an imaginary 
concept. Romantic literature is the fi rst 
to have achieved something like this 
stylistically. 

Do you have an example of this?
A very vivid example is the poem 
»Moonlit Night« by Joseph von Eichen-
dorff. The third verse reads: »Meine 
Seele spannte weit ihre Flügel aus, fl og 
durch die stillen Lande als fl öge sie nach 
Haus« (»And my whole soul outspread-
ing her wings abroad to roam, fl ew thro’ 
the sleeping land, as if fl ying home«). 
It’s all in the subjunctive »fl öge« in the 
last line! Everything is imagination. The 
author conveys a pleasurable experi-
ence of nature and a comfort beyond 
earthly life. He puts it in this simple yet 
easily imagined metaphor. I can literally 
see the soul before me as a little bird. 
The fact that it fl ies »home« is also an 
imaginary concept. It can be a Christian 
confession, but it doesn’t have to be. 
And that’s wonderful! The poem con-
veys this concept and at the same time 
the awareness that it is only an imagi-
nary concept.

What do you think is valuable about it 
beyond the study of literature?
This literature is an expression of mod-
ern transcendence. This innovation of 

Romanticism is a consequence of the 
Enlightenment. The Romantics think 
and formulate on the basis of the En-
lightenment. They were all enlightened 
people. But they knew about the impact 
of imagination on human life. After the 
innovations of the Enlightenment, we 
have in Romanticism the second im-
petus to innovation that helped to set 
modernity on its course just as much as 
the Enlightenment itself. The question 
of how to deal with something about 
which we have no certain knowledge is 
still highly relevant today. Because we 
don’t simply remain silent about these 
questions, but form imaginary concepts. 
And we can make ourselves aware that 
they are only imaginary concepts. If we 
understand Romanticism in this way, it 
is the most effective means against any 
form of fundamentalism.

Myths played an important role in the 
Romantic era. Do you see parallels in 
the present, as, after all, myths spread 
faster than ever today, for example in 
social media? 
Yes, there are defi nitely parallels. Above 
all, we can see what happens if we don’t 
accept the legacy of Romanticism! The 
essential thing about the Romantic new 
mythology was the awareness that a 
new mythology was being created—not 
a new science. The Romantics wanted to 
create new narratives that were at the 
cutting edge of contemporary knowl-
edge and yet could be understood by 
all. The problem we have with modern 
internet myths is that many people do 
not refl ect on them as myths. I think it is 
important in this context not to use the 
term conspiracy theory, but to speak of 
conspiracy myths instead. We have to 
realize that these are myths, not »theo-
ries« that provide possible explanations 
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of reality. If we succeed in doing this, 
we will have understood the legacy of 
Romanticism. Because then we will be 
aware of the imaginary as such. Then 
we will be refl ective Romantics.

Goethe and Schiller, the representa-
tives of »Weimar Classicism«, are con-
sidered Romantics in other European 
countries. Why is that? 
That is a great misunderstanding. There 
is no such thing as an era of »Classi-
cism«. »Classicism« is not an era, but 
instead the term »classic« describes in 
literature that which is considered ex-
emplary. In European literature, each 
example of a classic belongs to a com-
pletely different era. Italian classics are 
from the late Middle Ages and early 
Renaissance. English classics are a »one-
man show« called Shakespeare and date 
back to the Elizabethan Baroque. French 
classics are also Baroque, associated 
with the court theatre of Louis XIV in 
the late 17th century. And German clas-
sics just happen to appear in the tran-
sitional period between the Enlighten-
ment and Romanticism. And when we 
speak of the »classics«, we mean the 
writers who took part in these two eras 
that have shaped modernity.

So that means Goethe and Schiller, 
among others?
Exactly. Goethe and Schiller are Enlight-
enment writers and Goethe and Schil-
ler are also Romantics. And that is not 
a contradiction! On the one hand, they 
do not leave behind their Enlighten-
ment origins, but remain Enlightenment 
thinkers to the end. At the same time, 
they are very innovatively involved in 
the developments of Romanticism. The 
fi rst part of Goethe’s »Faust« is the mas-
terpiece of European Romanticism! 

Goethe and Schiller also had a close 
relationship with Jena. Why did Jena 
become the centre of the early Roman-
tic movement in Germany?
The University is a very substantial part 
of the history of the founding of Roman-
ticism. If Jena hadn’t had a university, 
it wouldn’t have happened here. And 
it wouldn’t have happened either if the 
University of Jena hadn’t been so poor 
around 1800. 

Why not? 
The university appointed young peo-
ple who were not yet established in 
their careers, because they were sim-

ply cheaper. And the good fortune was 
that these people achieved so much and 
that they were so productive, especially 
in their early years. The key person for 
the beginning of Romanticism is Au-
gust Wilhelm Schlegel. He came to the 
University of Jena in 1796, and was fol-
lowed by other important fi gures, such 
as his brother Friedrich and Friedrich 
Schelling in 1798. The fact that Jena 
was a small town at the time and that 
academic culture could therefore be so 
dominant also played a role. The early 
Romantics believed they were at the 
summit of society. That would not have 
been possible in a big city. Basically, 

Stefan Matuschek in front of the »Romantikerhaus« (see p. 11), the literature museum of the city of 
Jena in the former home of the philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte. In front of the building are busts of 
August Wilhelm and Friedrich Schlegel (l.) and Caroline Schlegel (r.), the central protagonists of Jena's 

early Romanticism. · Photo: Jens Meyer
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Romantics in the Thuringian State and University Library (ThULB): Johann Wolfgang Goethe (left) in a painting by Heinrich 
Christoph Kolbe (1771—1836) from 1822 and Stefan Matuschek reading. · Photo: Jens Meyer

then, one has to postulate that it was 
not Jena as a city that was the birthplace 
of Romanticism, but the University of 
Jena. It’s something special for a univer-
sity to write cultural history in such a 
way!

Is the Romantic movement, especially 
Jena’s early Romanticism, a genera-
tional movement?
Yes. Confl icts increasingly arose be-
tween the established generation of 
writers of the Enlightenment and the 
young generation of the emerging early 
Romantic movement. But the confl icts 
were not so much about content. What 
separated the young people from the 
established Enlightenment writers was 

their attitude to what is termed »com-
mon sense«. And that resulted from the 
infl uence of Kantian philosophy as rep-
resented by the Romantics. 

In what way?
At the time, Kant’s philosophy had a 
greater impact in Jena than in any other 
place. Kant may have given his lectures 
in Königsberg, but he caused far more 
of a stir with them in Jena than he did 
there. And Kant’s philosophy suggests 
that common sense alone is not enough, 
but that there is a breach in the attitude 
to reality, between scientifi c knowledge 
and human self-refl ection. Kant made 
a distinction, for example, between 
the concepts of »understanding« and 

»reason«: understanding uses secure 
knowledge obtained from empirical 
facts and reason uses the ideas that go 
beyond that. This distinction did away 
with the idea that one could use com-
mon sense to answer everything coher-
ently. The young Romantics took this 
on board and considered the estab-
lished Enlightenment thinkers to be out 
of step with the times. Therefore, the 
early Romantics are not breaking with 
the Enlightenment, but with the confi -
dence in common sense. 

In your opinion, what is the impor-
tance of research on Romanticism 
today and what questions are still 
open?

F E AT U R E



It’s still very important. For some dec-
ades now, it has formed a very broad 
track in literary studies. What is new 
is that Romanticism is currently being 
placed in European contexts. National 
literatures are not appropriate bounda-
ries. This also leads to a current open 
question in Romanticism research: is 
there a unity of Romanticism or is it 
made up of areas that differ too much? 
We are looking into this question in our 
Research Training Group (see p. 18). In 
this research, we are using the concept 
of the model. Therefore—to anticipate 
things somewhat—there is not one 
Romanticism and neither is there an 
infi nite number of Romanticisms, but 
instead, certain models have emerged. 
That is what we’re working on in the 
various interdisciplinary projects.

What fascinates you personally about 
this era?
I’m fascinated to see what an impact lit-
erary forms can have on life. That such 
research is not just a niche philological 
occupation, but that Romanticism can 
provide a better understanding of hu-
man reality. 

Do you have a favourite Romantic?
No. I’ve studied too many of them for 
too long and too intensively for that. 

And how about a reading tip for lay-
people to help them gain an under-
standing of Romanticism?
I would recommend E.T.A Hoffmann’s 
»The Sandman« or »The Golden Pot«. 
Hoffmann wrote in a very innovative 
and masterly fashion. He used the 
fantastic—incidentally also an inven-
tion of Romanticism—to depict prob-
lems of the human psyche and get to 
the heart of those problems like no 
one else had done before him. He can 
be considered the most important au-
thor in Germany around 1800! And he 
combines high-quality literature with 
entertainment. That would be a good 
introduction to Romanticism. 

The misunderstood era
In his current book, »Der gedichtete Himmel« (»Poetic heaven«), literary scholar 
Stefan Matuschek dispels misconceptions and clichés about Romanticism. His 
message is that as an impetus to innovation, Romanticism was second only to 
the Enlightenment in helping to set modernity on its way.

The sea or a sunset, a mountain backdrop or a 

candlelit dinner—when something is particularly 

beautiful, particularly emotive and charged with 

positive expectation, it will almost always elicit 

exclamations of: »How romantic!« Hardly any 

other period in literary history has immortalized 

itself in everyday language with as many clichés 

as Romanticism. And there is hardly any other 

period about which so many misconceptions still 

prevail today. 

»For example, there is still the idea of the ›dark 

abysses of the German soul‹ and that these have 

something to do with Ro-

manticism,« says Prof. Ste-

fan Matuschek. The cliché 

of the irrational, romantic 

German soul persists and is 

said to stem from the shock 

of the post-war period, in 

light of the extent of the 

National Socialists’ crimes. 

»The atrocities of the Nazis 

were so huge that it was dif-

fi cult to explain them only 

on the basis of a govern-

ment’s actions over a few 

years, which is why German 

history was examined in 

search of a breeding ground 

for these events.«

The Nazi’s crimes as the 

fi nal consequence of the romantic nationaliza-

tion of the Germans? This myth, often repeated 

to this day, is just as untenable as the claim that 

Romanticism was a counter-movement to the 

earlier Enlightenment, says Matuschek. The Jena-

based expert on Romanticism attempts to dispel 

such misconceptions in his book »Der gedichtete 

Himmel. Eine Geschichte der Romantik« (»Poetic 

heaven. A history of Romanticism«). This volume 

of almost 400 pages is explicitly aimed at a non-

specialist audience and takes a new, contempo-

rary look at the era that has been so misunder-

stood up to now.

It quickly becomes clear from reading the book 

that Romanticism is a European phenomenon 

and that Germans are by no means particularly 

›romantically inclined‹. »In addition, the differenti-

ations in European Romanticism do not necessar-

ily run along national borders, but are instead de-

termined by social milieus and periods of history,« 

says Matuschek. Whereas in Germany, Jena’s 

Early Romanticism (see p. 12) as an academic 

avant-garde argued about Kantian philosophy 

with the established Enlightenment philoso-

phers, in France and Italy, Romantic authors 

countered the established academic high cul-

ture with folk narratives. »So, when we speak 

of Romanticism, we may mean quite different 

European developments,« adds Matuschek. 

What is common to all Romantic literature, 

says Matuschek, is that it answers questions 

that the Enlightenment left unanswered or 

brought into the world 

in the fi rst place. Ques-

tions on subjects such 

as the meaning of life or 

what perspective there is 

after death are of central 

importance to modern 

humans, but there can be 

no empirically verifi able 

answers to them. Instead 

of diverging into a fateful 

irrationalism, the legacy 

of Romanticism is to of-

fer humans a method for 

using their imagination to 

answer these questions 

and to build »imaginary 

castles in the air«, and, in 

doing so, to realize—in an 

enlightened way—that they are just castles in 

the air. Instead of being a counter-movement 

to the Enlightenment, Matuschek’s message is 

that Romanticism is a progressive movement 

that shapes modern consciousness with its 

own independent creation of meaning just as 

much as the Enlightenment itself. 

Matuschek’s book shows how Romanticism 

not only breaks new ground in literature, but 

also infl uences the visual arts, music, science 

and politics. Above all, however, it is a vivid 

foray through the varied literature of Romanti-

cism: from Novalis’s »Blue Flower«, through the 

»Romantic classics« Goethe and Schiller, from 

the world-weary literature of Chateaubriand 

and Lord Byron, through the »fragments« of Je-

na’s early Romanticism, to the fantastic tales of 

E.T.A. Hoffmann, the fairy tales of the Brothers 

Grimm and the Gothic Romanticism of works 

such as Mary Shelley’s »Frankenstein«. US

ISBN 978 3 406 76693 0
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Annika Bartsch: 
The great longing

Dr Annika Bartsch (pictured right) ex-
plains the starting point of Romantic 
thought: »Romantics are driven by the 
longing for a supreme principle which 
underpins everything—but which is out 
of human reach. It is beyond our com-
prehension and perception. We are left 
with the feeling of a void, an existential 
lack. This sets in motion the permanent 
search of the Romantics«. As part of her 
doctoral thesis, she investigated the way 
in which this is addressed and expand-
ed in contemporary German literature. 
»Even today’s authors repeatedly refer 
to the ideas that emerged 200 years ago, 
often in relation to social upheavals,« 
says the literary scholar. »This reference 
to the Romanticism model has been 
booming again, especially since the start 
of the 21st century«. Society is becoming 
more diverse. Areas such as culture, me-
dia and science each have their own set 
of values for the individual. The strong 
particularization and fragmentation of 
society, compounded by an emphasis 
on individual freedoms, is raising more 
questions than answers. 
In this state of disorientation, in which 
parallels can be drawn to the situation 
around 1800, when earlier explanatory 
models were supplanted, inter alia, by 
the Enlightenment, Romanticism may 
offer a way out. Because then we do not 
have to permanently make decisions as 
individuals—such as in our career paths 
or in the supermarket—but experience 
fulfi lling moments of unity in our insa-
tiable search for a supreme principle. 
For example, we can experience this in 

nature when bathing in the woods or 
simply watching the sunset. 
This model is encapsulated by one of 
the most widely read books in Germa-
ny in recent decades: »Why We Took 
the Car« by Wolfgang Herrndorf. In 
addition to works by Felicitas Hoppe, 
Helmut Krausser and Hans-Ulrich Tre-
ichel, Annika Bartsch analysed Herrn-
dorf’s coming-of-age novel, published 
in 2010, as part of her doctoral thesis, 
where she presented how much the nar-
rative is imbued with Romantic ideas. 
»Two boys embark on a journey into 
the unknown and are confronted with 
the mystery of growing up—there are 
clear Romantic references there,« sum-

marizes the doctor of German studies, 
who wrote an essay on the book enti-
tled »Zwei ›Taugenichtse‹ im geklauten 
Lada« (»Two ›Good-for-Nothings‹ in a 
Stolen Lada«), with the title referring to 
Joseph von Eichendorff. The structure 
of such a journey has always created an 
environment in which, not least, natural 
phenomena such as the spectacle of a 
starry sky allow us to experience a deep 
longing for the supreme principle. 
This longing for the Absolute continues 
to be expressed in contemporary litera-
ture through the use of literary means 
that were employed by Romantic writ-
ers around 1800. If, for example, a clear 
statement is refused through the use 
of irony, thus juxtaposing an assertion 
and retraction, a state of limbo is cre-
ated. »When the two heroes in ›Why 
We Took the Car‹ gaze at ›the stars with 
their incomprehensible infi nity‹ and 
wonder whether there is something up 
above, the choice of words in the text 
—and the emotions experienced by the 
young boys—creates the impression of 
a greater meaning. However, the scene 
is ironically broken off because their 
ponderings about this certain some-
thing actually arise from their fanciful 
imagination of insects on other planets. 
In other words, an absolute principle is 
neither explicitly accepted nor refuted—
instead, the text reinforces the sphere of 
possibilities, the feeling of emotion ex-
perienced by the boys at that moment,« 
says Bartsch. »Felicitas Hoppe even 
makes this state of limbo the leitmotiv 
of her novel ›Paradiese, Übersee‹«.

Romanticism around the world

B Y  S E B A S T I A N  H O L L S T E I N

In the »Romantic Model. Variation—Scope—Relevance« Research Training Group (see p. 19), young resear-
chers are proving that the ideas which emerged over 200 years ago are still very much alive today. They are 
bundling romantic elements to create models and analysing how these are being employed and expanded 
today. The Research Training Group has created an interdisciplinary platform for a broad range of projects 
that show how Romanticism is a fairly timeless and limitless topic—here are three examples.

PHOTO: JENS MEYER

F E AT U R E



Rubrik 19

10 | LICHTGEDANKEN

The Research Training Group has been funded by the German Research Foundation since 2015. The 

current second funding period will last until 2024. Fourteen doctoral students are currently working in 

the Research Training Group—the third cohort to take part in the study programme. Researchers from 

the fi elds of literature, linguistics, music and art studies, history, theology, computational linguistics 

and sociology are participating in the research group and, together with partners from Jena, Germany 

and all over the world, they are investigating Romanticism as an epoch-spanning European and non-Eu-

ropean phenomenon. In doing so, they use models that reduce historical Romanticism to its essential 

characteristics and content. In this way, the researchers are trying to identify the patterns of Romanti-

cism in the modern age—even where they are not obvious at fi rst: in current politics, the perception of 

nature in urban spaces or the management of the climate crisis.

to refl ect upon their relation to nature 
as soon as the continent was discovered. 
»Landscapes and vastness became a 
source of refl ection for the budding na-
tional consciousness and the explora-
tion of one’s self,« says Luisa Turczyn-
ski (pictured right), who is dealing with 
nature writing as part of her doctorate.
»This intense preoccupation of nature, 
partly infl uenced by the writings of Je-
na’s early Romantic Friedrich Wilhelm 
Joseph Schelling (see p. 13), gave rise to 
new philosophical and literary move-
ments such as transcendentalism, which 
is still a prominent school of thought to-
day«. Its exponents, arguably the most 
famous being Henry David Thoreau 
with his work »Walden«, propagated a 
lifestyle at one with nature and an indi-
vidual experience of religion in which 
nature plays a central role. 
Since the late 1970s, literary scholars 
have increasingly questioned the vari-
ous Romantic depictions of the rela-
tionship between people and nature. 
After initially being celebrated with 
great enthusiasm, Romanticism was 
later received in a rather differentiated 
way. »As highlighted by some expo-
nents of ecocriticism, Romantic nature 
writing often idealizes nature as an 
untouched wilderness in which peo-
ple have no place and are rather dis-
connected from it,« says Turczynski. 
»That’s why they are trying to fi nd out 
what literature can do today to allow 
us to interact more responsibly with 
nature, especially in the shadows of 
the climate crisis«.

»Writers are not necessarily aware of the 
fact that they are using Romantic ideas 
and means in their works. Romanticism 
is a model that is so deeply rooted in 
contemporary culture that we can all 
unwittingly draw on such ideas—even 
if we do not call this romantic,« says 
Annika Bartsch. »Herrndorf’s texts can 
be described as Romantic, even though 
the historical movement is not explicitly 
named or referenced in his works. Hel-
mut Krausser, on the other hand, makes 
a Romanticism researcher the hero in his 
novel ›Thanatos‹,« explains Annika Bar-
tsch. »However, the different forms of 
representation show that Romanticism, 
as a way of understanding oneself and 
the world, is interesting for the individ-
ual to deal with experiences of particu-
larity on the one hand and the longing 
for a greater meaning on the other—200 
years ago as it is today«.

Luisa Turczynski: 
Experiencing nature in the 
Anthropocene

The literary genre of »nature writing« is 
also highly contemporary. This is where 
people embark on an expedition, hike in 
a forest or track animals and then write 
about their experience. The description 
of completely subjective interactions 
with »green environments« is a liter-
ary tradition that is particularly rooted 
in the English-speaking world. The 
supposedly untouched wilderness of 
North America inspired many authors 

PHOTO: JENS MEYER
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Vega’s novel »Send My Roots Rain«, for 
example, the author portrays wilder-
ness somewhat romantically as a place 
in which to ultimately explore oneself, 
experience transcendence and discover 
spiritual awakening. However, it is pre-
cisely that experience of nature that 
empowers her female protagonist to 
acknowledge her homosexuality and 
rebel against the prevailing patriarchal 
order.

Pascal Ongossi Assamba: 
Romanticism and colonialism

Refl ections on seemingly untouched 
nature—albeit on a different conti-
nent—similarly feature in another re-
search project. Original refuge from 
civilization, a transcendent idyll and 
an enchanted natural kingdom with 
an eerie fascination… Romanticists 
saw all of this in the forest, a place that 
encapsulated their longing. And this 
is also what German explorers and 
colonizers felt in the tropical forests 

PHOTO: JENS MEYER

F E AT U R E

As part of her doctoral thesis, the spe-
cialist in North American culture and 
literature is exploring this critical, 
changing view of continuously used 
Romantic modes—with a special fo-
cus on an explicitly female perspective 
on the topic. »Feminist interpretations 
have criticized the fact that canonized 
nature writing, rooted in Romanticism, 
is a male-dominated genre in which an 
author stands up to nature and exploits 
it as a spiritual realm for transcenden-
tal experiences or self-affi rmation,« ex-
plains the literary scholar. »In contrast, 
female writers are often assigned a dif-
ferent, essentially ›female‹ way of expe-
riencing and depicting nature, which is 
supposedly based on a more empathetic 
identifi cation with it«.
For Luisa Turczynski, however, this in-
terpretation restricts access to an eco-
logical conception of literature. That’s 
why she wants to move away from this 
binary, gender-based dualism in her 
work. To do this, she is condensing the 
commonalities of the juxtaposed self-
nature concepts to create a model that 
focuses on the continuity of Romantic 
thoughts and depictions. Based on nov-
els written by the female authors Ibis 
Gómez-Vega, Barbara Kingsolver and 
Abi Andrews, she is then analysing the 
extent to which these thoughts and de-
pictions can be found in contemporary 
literature. She has come to the follow-
ing (tentative) conclusion: »Women do 
not necessarily write differently about 
nature because they are women,« says 
Turczynski. »Rather, their depictions 
of nature change according to the his-
torical context. For example, female 
authors use experiences of nature as a 
means of expressing female emancipa-
tion narratives and sometimes employ 
Romantic—supposedly male—ele-
ments in their writing«. In Ibis Gómez-

of Africa. They were inspired by the 
unspoilt nature of the landscapes they 
encountered for example in the terri-
tory of present-day Cameroon. Their 
affi nity with the ideas of Romanticism 
is refl ected by the descriptions of na-
ture found in their writings. Since 2018, 
Pascal Ongossi Assamba (pictured left) 
has been studying these aspects and 
various other elements to explore the 
connections between German Roman-
ticism, colonialism and the national 
consciousness of Cameroon.
»The idea of coming to Africa and 
building a colonial empire was strongly 
infl uenced by the spirit of nationalism 
that had emerged during the Roman-
tic era through the wars of liberation 
against Napoleon,« explains the re-
searcher from Cameroon. This nation-
alism, which can be traced back to the 
writings of Romanticist masterminds 
such as Johann Gott lieb Fichte, drove 
the Germans to colonize Cameroon in 
1884. »They intended to establish Cam-
eroon in Germany’s image as a strong 
country in the middle of the continent. 
Although ›establish‹ isn’t really the 
right word—they invented Cameroon 
as the concept of a nation,« says Ongo-
ssi Assamba. »Driven by the Romantic 
concept of unity, they mapped out a 
territory, indiscriminately bundled to-
gether different ethnicities into a peo-
ple, installed a government and cobbled 
together the construct of a national spir-
it through Christian missionary work«.
The sentimentality with which they 
shaped life in the colony was deeply 
connected with Romantic ideas. On 
the one hand, they inspired the writ-
ings of Germans in Africa, such as 
those composed by former governors, 
who praised the simplicity of life while 
criticizing the westernization of the so-
called indigenous peoples. On the other 
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Often described as a landscape of 
romantic longing: the »mystical« 

forest. · Photo: Jens Meyer 

hand, native authors present romantic 
descriptions in their works and men-
tion historical facts from the era of Ger-
man Romanticism, such as Jean Ikellé-
Matiba in his novel »Cette Afrique-là!« 
(1963), which was then translated into 
German as »Adler und Lilie« (1966), 
in which the protagonist portrays his 
experiences in a colonial school. This 
work has a special place in Ongossi 
Assamba’s work, as it offers an insight 
into how the natives were taught the 
Romantic relationship to nature, self-
consciousness, German history and the 
Romantic ideology, and how they per-
ceived that ideology.
The Cameroonians’ struggle for inde-
pendence from their French and Brit-
ish colonial masters, who had taken 
power after the First World War, was 
partly fuelled by the nationalism that 
had previously been established by the 
Germans. »Today, the Cameroonians 
identify more with the invented state 
than with the different ethnic groups to 
which they belong,« explains the spe-
cialist in German studies. 
In addition to German colonialism, 
Pascal Ongossi Assamba is also inves-
tigating a completely different move-
ment that brought Romantic thought 
to Cameroon. »Négritude, a literary 
and political movement that advocated 
the cultural self-assertion of the Afri-
can population, was pervaded by Ro-
mantic ideas,« says the literary scholar. 
One of its pioneering exponents, the 
poet and later President of Senegal 
Léopold Sédar Senghor, was strongly 
infl uenced by Leo Frobenius. The Ger-
man ethnologist identifi ed striking 
similarities between the Germans and 
sub-Saharan Africans in their rather 
sentimental view of the world. He saw 
their close connection to forests as an 
indication of this.
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What can we learn from Romanticism to tackle current 
challenges such as the climate crisis? 

Grave: That’s a diffi cult question, so my answer here is a lot shorter than 

it could be… Perhaps Romanticism will help us gain a better understand-

ing of our ambivalent attitude towards nature. We are part of nature and 

dependent on it, but, at the same time, we are also able to refl ectively 

distance ourselves from it. We are potential »victims« of nature, as we 

are exposed to its forces, but we are also »perpetrators«, as we transform 

nature and sometimes make irreversible interventions. In our discussions 

on the climate crisis, we may be paying too much attention to one of 

these aspects to the detriment of others.

What role do images play in people’s interaction 
with reality today?

Grave: The fl ood of images with which we live and communicate may 

numb our senses in some way, but they also have a major impact on our 

perception of the world and our discussions. What is presented by an 

22

image often seems immediately plain to see—but that is by no means the 

case. This makes it all the more important that we learn how to deal with 

images critically, i.e. that we work on our »image literacy«. Then we will not 

only understand the problems and dangers of an all too naïve view of im-

ages—we will also develop a clearer impression of their potential. After all, 

images can do so much more than depict something—they can become 

real instruments of thought if you know how to use them.

How do you think today’s images will be viewed in 200 years’ 
time? What will people infer about us from our images?

Grave: We can’t really anticipate that because it is diffi cult to predict which 

images will actually be handed down and which (computer-aided) meth-

ods will be used to view images. However, it seems quite possible that 

many of our images today will be perceived as symptoms of problems that 

we are perhaps not yet able to see with such clarity. For example, where 

we currently see Instagram photos of people set against a landscape and 

feel like they have a special interest in being close to nature, we might 

perceive this as a disconnection from nature in the future.

T H R E E  Q U E S T I O N S  T O

Prof. Dr Johannes Grave 
Art historian and Romantic art expert
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Is there such thing as »European Roman-
ticism« in the visual arts? Or were there 
actually several independent Romantic 
movements across Europe? What do 
artists such as Caspar David Friedrich, 
William Turner, Eugène Delacroix and 
Francesco Hayez have in common?
»The question of a pan-European per-
spective on Romanticism has long been 
debated in literary studies,« says Prof. 
Dr Johannes Grave, »but this is far less 
obvious in the fi eld of visual arts«. The 
professor of early modern art history 
refers to one single exhibition entitled 
»The Romantic Movement«, which was 
shown in London in 1959. This exhibi-
tion, along with a few other sporadic 
publications, have been unable to pro-
vide an adequate answer as to whether 
there was such thing as »European Ro-
manticism«. That is why Grave and his 
team of researchers have set themselves 
the challenge of developing a European 
perspective in the framework of a pro-
ject called »European Romanticism or 
Romanticisms in Europe?«. 

The fi rst rays of the 
modern age

Romantic artists travelled all over Eu-
rope. William Turner, a Romantic artist 

from England, walked along the Rhine 
and portrayed the river in many of his 
works. Most painters spent periods in 
Italy—that was almost a staple of the 
artist’s diet at the time. There were even 
connections and interactions beyond the 
realms of art—Johann Wolfgang Goethe 
knew and treasured the »Faust« litho-
graphs created by Eugène Delacroix. 
»But regardless of whether the artists 
knew one another, they must have faced 
similar changes and challenges that may 
have prompted similar attempts at fi nd-
ing solutions,« suspects Grave. 
»The French Revolution was certainly 
a binding and decisive event«. This is 
the fi rst time it became clear that the 
centuries-old monarchical order could 
be supplanted by another form of soci-
ety. After being shaped by princely rule 
and the Church in previous eras, society 
entered a period of dynamic transfor-
mation. »A further change in the ways 
people thought at the time can be ob-
served in the fi eld of philosophy, which 
was given a whole new foundation, es-
pecially inspired by Kant. 
What these historical and intellectual 
upheavals have in common is the fact 
that they changed people’s perception 
of time. The contemporaries around 
1800 experienced their future as more 
open than before. It now seemed as 

though people could shape their lives 
to a much greater extent, but they also 
faced greater uncertainties«. Many art-
ists experienced this upheaval togeth-
er—regardless of the countries in which 
they lived. These new experiences seem 
to be refl ected in pictures from the Ro-
mantic period. The artists no longer only 
attempted to convey a certain message, 
but challenged viewers to complete the 
work of art with their own perception.

The time of perception

So, it would seem that the focus of many 
Romantic artists was not to communi-
cate a certain thought, but to stimulate 
personal refl ection in the eye of the be-
holder. »A considerable number of art-
ists around 1800 created images that 
demand a lot of time and do not elicit 
a clearly defi nable conclusion when 
viewed. Romanticists seem to have rec-
ognized the special potential of images 
to stimulate refl ection and used this in 
a targeted manner,« says Grave. In his 
opinion, Romantic painters tried to keep 
the viewer’s attention for as long as pos-
sible. »The more time had to be spent 
looking at a picture, the stronger the 
impression that the picture held power 
over the viewer«. The painters would 

Prof. Dr Johannes Grave at the university’s collection 
of paintings. · Photo: Jens Meyer

The new freedom of vision

B Y  I R E N A  W A L I N D A

The Romantic era came at a time of upheaval and change in which artists across Europe 
were confronted with social transformations that inspired their work. What similarities 
and differences can be identifi ed in their pictures? This question is being investigated by 
art historians at the University of Jena—the place where Romanticism began.

F E AT U R E
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Art historian Prof. Dr Johannes Grave in the 
»Park an der Ilm« in Weimar. The park is 
designed in the style of an English landscape 
garden, offering its visitors evocative encoun-
ters with nature. · Photo: Jens Meyer

F E AT U R E

use different visual strategies for this. 
The research group is currently explor-
ing these strategies based on case stud-
ies on individual artists. 

Landscapes and the 
freedom of vision

The choice of pictorial genre may have 
played an important role. »As a picto-
rial genre, landscapes were more im-
portant in the Romantic period than 
in other eras,« says Grave. According 
to him, this was no coincidence. Grave 
posits that landscape art enables a new 
freedom of vision, because it is based 
on fewer narrative elements. Romantic 
pictures were not necessarily intended 
to »achieve an objective or provide the 
viewer with a message to take home, 
but rather to facilitate an aesthetic ex-
perience which, in and of itself, can be 
perceived as meaningful—not because 
it offers special insights, but because it 
unfolds on a personal level in the eye of 
the beholder«. This hypothesis is sub-
stantiated by the writings of artists such 
as Philipp Otto Runge and Caspar Da-
vid Friedrich.
A similar demand for a new aesthetic 
experience can be found in the English 
landscape gardens, whose form and 
style were shaped in the 18th century. 
»For example, anyone who visits the 
Ilmpark in Weimar does not usually 
have a specifi c objective in mind, but 
simply wanders through the park and 

enjoys the moods evoked by their visit,« 
explains Grave.

English landscape gardens and the 
freedom of movement

The gardens were specifi cally designed 
to create a new freedom of movement. 
The routes are not very predictable, the 
views are evocative and surprising, the 
fl ora seems »more natural« and the park 
landscape is picturesque. Romantic art-
ists were able to pick up on such experi-
ences: While landscape gardens offered 
a new freedom of movement, pictures 
from the Romantic period opened up a 
new freedom of vision.
Grave and his team are exploring these 
hypotheses here in Jena—at the place 
where Romanticism in literature origi-
nated. The university, which has a Eu-
ropean Romanticism Research Centre, 
is the perfect place for scholars to come 
together and exchange ideas on Roman-
ticism. The development of a pan-Eu-
ropean perspective on various aspects 
of the Romantic era is ultimately being 
facilitated by the cooperation between 
members of the research group, the Re-
search Training Group »The Romantic 
Model. Variation—Scope—Relevance« 
and the »Practices of Comparing« collab-
orative research centre at the University 
of Bielefeld, in which the Institute for Art 
and Cultural Studies in Jena is involved. 
Their fi rst attempt will be an internation-
al conference in autumn 2022.
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A man in an old-fashioned-looking dark 
green frock coat stands on a brown rock 
formation. He is leaning on a walking 
stick and looking down on mountains 
shrouded in fog. What I see in the pic-
ture does not exist in reality, Prof. Dr Jo-
hannes Grave explains to me as we talk 
about the painting »Wanderer above the 
Sea of Fog« by Caspar David Friedrich. 
This, precisely, is one of the messages of 
Romanticism, as I come to understand 
better in the course of our conversation. 
The questions from this artistic period 
that art historian Grave is grappling 
with are particularly relevant to us to-
day, at a time when we are changing na-
ture to an unimagined extent.

Composed imagery instead of a 
reproduction of reality 

Caspar David Friedrich painted his 
»Wanderer« around 1817. The entire 
painting is composed. »The two darkly 
protruding mountain slopes on the right 
and the left meet exactly in the centre of 
the picture, where the person is stand-
ing looking at the landscape,« describes 
Grave. A rock formation on the right of 
the landscape recalls the shape of the 
wanderer’s head. »There was clearly 
an organizing hand at work in this 
seemingly untouched natural scene.« 
In other words: Friedrich made use of 
precise studies of nature, but he simply 
made up their composition. And what 
is more: »Friedrich clearly emphasized 
this imagery, that is to say, the difference 
from reality,« says Grave. Okay, I say to 
myself. A picture of a landscape is not a 
landscape. And what is realistic about a 
painted landscape anyway?
The conversation with Grave about this 
painting, which is more than 200 years 

old, sparks questions about the relation-
ship between humans and nature that 
are still valid in the present day. After 
all, we’re changing our environment to 
such an extent that the current epoch of 
our planet is called the Anthropocene—
the Human Age. How we deal with this 
is one of the most important questions 
of our time. 
»On the one hand, humans are part of 
nature, but at the same time they can 
refl ect nature and see themselves as its 
counterpart,« Grave explains. »Roman-
ticism is perhaps the fi rst movement to 
consistently scrutinize this relation-
ship.«
At the same time, he warns against 
viewing the Romantics from this con-
temporary perspective merely as early 
environmentalists. »Novalis, one of the 
leading Romantic poets, worked in the 
mining industry. And at that time, hard-
ly anyone thought that people could 
interfere with nature as much as we 
do today. What the Romantics did was 
to refl ect on the ambivalent relation-
ship between humans and nature. They 
asked questions such as: what does it 
mean that on the one hand we are un-
questionably part of nature, but on the 
other hand our ›spirit‹—to use a term 
from around 1800—can be understood 
as being the opposite of nature? How 
should we think about the unity—and 
at the same time the difference—be-
tween nature and spirit, and what are 
the consequences of this for our deal-
ings with nature?«
Such questions continue to move us to-
day. »In dealing with the climate crisis, 
for example, there is a type of solution 
that I would call technological and in-
strumental,« says Grave. »In this ap-
proach, the human being is seen as a 
mastermind, the sovereign homo faber 

who actively changes his environment 
according to his own ideas and who 
only has to make certain technical ad-
justments in order to do so. However, 
the image of Goethe’s ›Sorcerer’s Ap-
prentice‹, who sets in motion a process 
that he can ultimately no longer control, 
would perhaps be more appropriate. 
Romanticism refl ects our position in na-
ture and the great extent to which eve-
rything is intertwined. It moves away 
from limiting itself to single, empirically 
provable causalities to acknowledge vir-
tually infi nite interactions.«

Dual perspective—observing 
the observer

I notice that when I look at the »Wan-
derer above the Sea of Fog«, I actually 
see not so much the landscape, but the 
person who is standing in front of it and 
is at the same time part of it. »That is the 
aim of the picture,« says Grave. »The 
painting is often interpreted in such a 
way that we are supposed to identify 
with the observer and experience na-
ture as an occasion for sublime experi-
ences. But that misses the real point of 
the painting.«
While I want to look at the landscape 
in the painting, I realize that the person 
depicted is not only blocking my view 
—ultimately, that person is what I’m 
looking at. Now it is clear to me that 
the deliberately composed lines in the 
painting are meant to direct my gaze to 
that very person. »I become the observer 
of the observer,« is how Grave describes 
my experience.
The ruggedness of the landscape re-
minds me of images of open-cast lignite 
mines and people standing in them or 
on the edge of the pit to draw atten-

Romanticism favours 
»as well as« approach over »either or« 

B Y  M A R C O  K Ö R N E R

Caspar David Friedrich is one of the most important painters of German Romanticism. What can his wild, 
mist-shrouded landscapes and the people in them tell us today? Our author gained an impression of this in 
an interview with art historian and Friedrich expert Johannes Grave.

F E AT U R E
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The painting »Wanderer over the Sea of Fog«, to which the photo on the cover of this magazine also refers, 
painted around 1817 by Caspar David Friedrich. · Copyright: bpk / Hamburger Kunsthalle / Elke Walford

tion to the harmful consequences of 
coal mining for the environment and 
the climate. These pits are man-made, 
but not designed according to aesthetic 
criteria. Grave agrees with me on one 
point: »An open-cast lignite mine has 
something excessive in its dimensions; 
it shares that with nature, insofar as na-
ture appears sublime, because it is not 
attuned to us in size and dimensions. 
And experiences of the sublime such as 
these greatly fascinated contemporaries 
around 1800, especially the Romantics.«
Grave makes it clear that the compari-
son with open-cast mining is neverthe-
less misleading: »The images created by 

climate activists in open-cast mines fol-
low a completely different logic, namely 
the laws of political communication. In 
that case, it is about an emphatic signal; 
an unambiguous message is conveyed. 
Romanticism instead emphasizes ambi-
guities, multiple meanings.«
In his estimation, the ability of the Ro-
mantics to deal with ambiguities also 
enables them to take a critical look at 
an unrealistic naivety, which he sus-
pects exists at least in parts of the cli-
mate justice movement. »There some-
times seems to be an ideal expressed 
there that we should only intervene in 
nature as little as possible. But we are 

now in the Anthropocene. And there is 
also no going ›back to nature‹, because 
the traces we have left up to now can-
not be erased and nature as such is 
constantly changing.«

Alternatives to the here and now—
Romanticism creates new scope for 
refl ection

Romanticism therefore does not mean 
idealizing nature in its supposedly pris-
tine state, but rather dealing with our 
relationship to it, says Grave. »This is 
also true of our relationship to the past. 
Romanticism can be understood as the 
fi rst modernist movement to refl ect crit-
ically on its own new era in a very fun-
damental sense. If Romanticism looks 
back to the pre-modern era, it is not in 
order to search naively for an ideal state 
there. It is more that in this way, it can 
think of alternatives to the present—in 
the knowledge of what went before. In 
this way, it opens up new scope for re-
fl ection.«
At a time when many decisions for 
managing the crisis are ostensibly with-
out alternatives or alternatives seem to 
be mutually exclusive, Grave considers 
a critical view in the spirit of Romanti-
cism worth considering: »Instead of 
›either or‹, it would favour ›as well as‹. 
This is precisely why the medium of 
the picture lent itself to this, because a 
painting of a landscape is always both 
landscape and painted canvas.« 
To a certain extent, Romanticism can 
enable us to train ourselves in two are-
as: our own tolerance of ambiguity and 
our willingness to reassess those other-
wise tacitly assumed preconditions 
that have always directed our gaze and 
our thinking.  
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»Friedrich had quite a sense of humour«

I N T E R V I E W :  I R E N A  W A L I N D A

Caspar David Friedrich (1774–1840) enjoyed tremendous success during his lifetime but went out of 
fashion in his later years. His works were only rediscovered in the 20th century. A new project launched 
by Prof. Dr Johannes Grave is looking to publish a comprehensive, critical and commented edition of 
Friedrich’s writings.

Mr Grave, what is your project 
all about?
It is about all the texts and writings 
in which Caspar David Friedrich ex-
pressed himself. Most of the writings 
are already known and have been 
printed, but many of them do not meet 
academic editorial standards—with 
the exception of the majority of his let-
ters. 
Take, for example, the manuscript with 
the somewhat cumbersome title »Com-
ments on a Collection of Paintings by 
Mostly Living or Recently Deceased 
Artists«, in which Friedrich comments 
on numerous pictures painted by his 
contemporaries. Here the painter be-
comes an art critic, which is obviously 
exciting. Although researchers have 
long known that many of the paintings 
discussed must have been created by 
his contemporaries from Dresden, sev-
eral others are yet to be clearly identi-
fi ed, because Friedrich anonymizes 
the artists instead of naming them. We 
hope to make some progress here. It is 
also worth pointing out that the manu-
script has been printed several times, 
but it has never been correctly edited 
from an academic perspective. The or-
thography has been standardized, the 
order of the paragraphs is questionable, 
and certain words and phrases have 
even been omitted in places. Above all, 
there is no in-depth commentary that 
explains individual terms, points out 
relationships and tentatively identifi es 
as many of the people and works men-
tioned as possible. 

What do you and your team want to 
do differently?
For this manuscript and other texts such 
as his short writings, poems, prayers, 
diary entries and letters, we are follow-
ing strict, uniform and academically 
correct standards to develop an edition 
that faithfully reproduces Friedrich’s 
remarks—with all the apparent inad-
equacies in spelling and punctuation 
and with detailed comments. Our aim is 
to emphasize the value of these textual 
sources and provide a new basis for re-
search. 

Why is an edition so important for 
current research?
These writings could be important 
when it comes to researching the 
painter’s works. For example, many 
Friedrich scholars believe the painter 
wasn’t particularly well educated—
more naïve than intellectual. Many as-

sume that he was simply able to express 
himself differently in his paintings. But 
if we take a closer look at his writings, 
we can discover a thoroughly complex, 
sophisticated and even intertextual use 
of language. The texts can help us gain 
a better understanding of Friedrich’s 
paintings and the artist himself. 

Can you give an example?
The inadequate examination of Frie-
drich’s texts has led to false assumptions 
and conclusions. For example, Friedrich 
has been degraded as coarse and crude 
for using the term »in Verschiss gekom-
men«, an expression that alludes to the 
German word for »shit« and essentially 
means »out of fashion«. However, such 
expressions are also found in Goethe’s 
writing. So, it isn’t as scandalous as it 
might sound at fi rst. Here is another 
example: Some art historians have seen 
Friedrich’s spelling mistakes and incor-
rect punctuation as an indication of his 
poor education. But I challenge you to 
fi nd someone who got that consistently 
right around 1800. You will be looking 
for a long time.

Where are the letters and writings 
kept and/or shown?
The manuscript »Comments on a Col-
lection of Paintings« is currently housed 
in the Kupferstich-Kabinett (Collection 
of Prints, Drawings and Photographs) 
in Dresden. All sorts of smaller texts 
have been sourced from Caspar David 
Friedrich’s estate. A substantial part of 
the manuscripts now belongs to the Sax-

F E AT U R E

Caspar David Friedrich in his »Comments on a 
Collection of Paintings by Mostly Living or Recently 

Deceased Artists« (mainly around 1830).

Whose work could this ani-
mal painting be? The dog is 

splendidly painted, as if by XXX, 
but the fellow who is leading 

the dog looks as if the dog has 
painted him.
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Prof. Grave is carrying out his editorial project 

entitled »The Writings of Caspar David 

Friedrich and His Dresden Contemporaries« 

with the proceeds from the Gottfried Wilhelm 

Leibniz Prize, which he won in 2000. He is co-

operating with the Kupferstich-Kabinett as part 

of the Staatliche Kunstsammlungen (State Art 

Collections) in Dresden. Prof. Grave is working 

on the project alongside Dr Petra Kuhlmann-

Hodick and PD Dr Johannes Rößler.

on State and University Library in Dres-
den. The letters can be found in many 
different places. Many of them have 
been bought by the Pomeranian State 
Museum in Greifswald, most of which 
are letters addressed to his family. Frie-
drich was originally from Greifswald, 
and he often wrote to his brothers. But 
as is the case with letters, they are often 
found in the recipients’ estates. 

Do the letters addressed to his family 
tell us something about what Caspar 
David Friedrich was like as a person?
Yes, of course. For example, one letter 
from 1808 clearly shows how much Frie-
drich disliked the French, who occupied 
Saxony under Napoleon at the start of 
the 19th century. In the letter, he asks his 
brother, who was staying in Lyon at the 
time, not to write to him again until he 
had crossed the border. Friedrich makes 
it quite clear that he doesn’t want to re-
ceive any letters from France. 
In another letter, he implies that he is 
afraid his letters are being opened and 
read by the authorities. That is plausi-

ble and not without its dangers, espe-
cially as Friedrich occasionally took a 
stance on political issues. In fact, one of 
Friedrich’s letters even became the sub-
ject of an interrogation involving Ernst 
Moritz Arndt in 1821.
Some of Friedrich’s pieces of writing 
that are most interesting for research 
include the letters and enclosures in 
which he discusses his own paintings 
such as »The Cross in the Mountains« 
(one of his fi rst major works) or the fa-
mous »Monk by the Sea« and its coun-
terpart »The Abbey in the Oakwood«.
In another, he offers a slightly humor-
ous description of his new life as a hus-
band after marrying later in life. »Ever 
since the I became We,« he wrote to his 
relatives in Greifswald in January 1818, 
»a good deal has changed«. Now, when 
hammering a nail in place, he had to 
make sure he didn’t position it too 
high up, so that his wife could reach it. 
So, Friedrich wasn’t just the stern and 
grumpy painter that he is sometimes 
made out to be. He had quite a sense 
of humour.

View of the manuscript »Comments 
on a Collection of Paintings by Mostly 

Living or Recently Deceased Artists« by 
Caspar David Friedrich © Kupferstich-

Kabinett, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen 
Dresden · Photo: Andreas Diesend
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The world must be romanticized

Ms Kerschbaumer, is it a deceptive 
impression or is Romanticism cur-
rently experiencing a boom?
You can certainly get that impression. 
The term Romanticism is at least often 
used by people to position themselves, 
to identify themselves or to set them-
selves apart. 

What exactly is understood by Ro-
manticism in relation to politics?
This varies greatly and is also contra-
dictory. It ranges from the accusation 
of being inward-looking and escapist, 
through an emphasis on ironic disen-
gagement, to the connection with na-
tionalism; very different ideas and ap-
propriations are made evident. 

Let us fi rst clarify what Romanticism 
requires of politics.
With a view to historical Romanticism 
and its writings, I advocate looking 
less at positions held by individual au-

thors and more at a unifying Romantic 
way of thinking, which is expressed 
very well in a text fragment by the poet 
Friedrich von Hardenberg (Novalis). 
He called for the world to be »roman-
ticized«. This is an essential point in 
Romantic thinking: not to limit our-
selves to what we can experience in the 
visible world of the senses, but to seek 
the connection with something under-
lying it that is infi nite, mystical, myste-
rious, absolute. However, what is very 
appealing in the private sphere and in 
art can become quite dangerous in the 
political sphere. 

In what way? 
Because such an aspiration can quickly 
result in a feeling of insuffi ciency. In his 
political texts, such as »Faith and love 
or the King and the Queen« or »Chris-
tianity or Europe«, Novalis transferred 
the principle of romanticizing to poli-
tics: love or a new faith should unite 

people within a 
state to create a 
community and 
give meaning to 
their coexistence. 
A constitution or 
cold democratic 
institutions can-
not compete with 
that. Love! Shared 
beliefs! Meaning! 
Such demands re-
sulted in an exces-
sively sharp focus 
on the supposed 
defi ciencies of the 
bourgeois soci-
ety that was just 

emerging at the time, which could only 
balance individual interests and had no 
desire to create a community. 
Today, we can observe scepticism to-
wards the democratic legal order in 
many places.

Does this mean that early Romanti-
cism supports today’s populists and 
contrarian thinkers, such as the pro-
testers against COVID measures?
One has to concede that early Roman-
ticism in particular was under great 
tension and caught between contradic-
tions: through the processes of secular-
ization, the slow transformation of the 
class order into a functionally differen-
tiated social structure, and the French 
Revolution, a world that had previous-
ly appeared to be fi rmly established 
lost its central points of reference and 
deprived many people of a self-evident 
sense of direction. This explains the 
impulse of Romanticism to reassemble 
that which was falling apart, the desire 
for a meaningful order. This impulse 
can also be discerned in today’s politi-
cal relationships. There is, for example, 
a sociological study by the University 
of Basel that emphasizes Romanti-
cism-related aspects of the world of 
the »Querdenker«—the contrarian 
thinkers—where the desire for (quasi-
religious or medical) holistic ways of 
thinking is combined with a contempt 
for liberal-democratic institutions. 
In my view, however, this contrasts 
with the fact that the Romantic ap-
proach is not limited to the desire for 
a kind of »wholeness«, however this is 
understood. It was clear to the Roman-
tics that the breakdown of old beliefs 

Romanticism appears to be enjoying a boom during the coronavirus pandemic. People 
are going on forest walks, sharing nature photos on social media and fi nding fulfi lment 
in baking banana bread. But romantic motifs are not only appearing in private life; they 
are also emerging in society and politics: many people are unsettled and long for an 
all-embracing community in which they feel connected. Literary scholar and Romanti-
cism expert Dr Sandra Kerschbaumer explains what this has to do with Romanticism and 
how that era, which dates back more than 200 years, continues to have an effect in our 
modern society.

I N T E R V I E W :  U T E  S C H Ö N F E L D E R

The world must be romanticized. This is how one 
rediscovers the original meaning. [...] The lower 

self is identifi ed with the better self in this opera-
tion. [...] By giving the commonplace an elevated 
meaning, the ordinary a mysterious appearance, 

the known the dignity of the unknown, the fi nite an 
infi nite appearance, I romanticize it.

Friedrich von Hardenberg (Novalis), Fragment (1798) 
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and structures not only unsettled peo-
ple, but also enabled them to develop 
a new, to use reason and imagination, 
to gain freedom and to engage in aes-
thetic experimentation. 
The philosophers of that time, above all 
Immanuel Kant and Johann Gottlieb 
Fichte, had suddenly placed the subject 
centre stage, and for the Romantics, 
too, the self forms a focal point of their 
thinking. They tried to connect things 
that differed. Novalis does express his 
longing for a world—including a po-
litical world—supported by meaning. 
But he presents this in a poetic form 
and not as a political programme. And 
the fragment of text quoted presents 
romanticizing as an activity of the self. 
In a sense, it is the self itself that fi rst 
creates the connections that it longs 
for. Novalis formulates an idea that one 
can use to orient oneself and makes it 
clear that the path to fulfi lment is in-
fi nitely long. These self-refl ective mo-
ments characterize early Romanticism 
and anyone who wants to do justice 
to the movement must always include 
this aspect. 

In addition to the attribution of 
Romantic principles, there are also 
people who explicitly claim Roman-
ticism for themselves. For example, 
the Thuringian AfD party leader and 
right-wing extremist, Björn Höcke.
Correct, although Höcke fails to recog-
nize specifi cally the subjective, often 
ironic aspect. He emphasizes in a one-
sided way the longing for being taken 
into a community and closely links 
this with the concept of the »people«, 
which for him has a brutally exclusion-

ary character. In his 2018 volume of 
talks »Nie zweimal in denselben Fluss« 
(Never twice in the same river), he de-
scribes his notion of a »romantic deep 
clairvoyance of the Germans«, which 
is supposed to consist in understand-
ing the »things behind the things« 
and therefore in looking down on the 
low points of everyday political prac-
tice. Malice against parliamentarism, 
criticism of capitalism and disdain for 
democratic institutions are all ampli-
fi ed by Höcke into talk of the »rubble 
heaps of modernity«. He formulates 
a highly problematic idea for getting 
rid of these, namely that what matters 
is not constitution and procedure, but 
substance. Höcke writes: »It is not the 
external forms—which are subject to 
ongoing natural change—but the in-
ner substances from which the genius 
of the people draws its strength and 
which must be preserved.« What are 
these substances supposed to be? Who 
controls the genius? And who protects 
the citizens who do not believe in it? It 
must be noted that the desire for great 
and unifying ideas in politics are defi -
nitely promoted by a traditional strand 
of romantic thought. 

How could this be avoided?
By realizing that excessive demands 
on the political system can be exploit-
ed by enemies of democracy. That it is 
not about quasi-religious salvation, but 
about legal safeguards and democratic 
procedures. 

Why is it that romantic longings and 
ways of thinking are so entangled 
today? 

Modernity is characterized by so-
cial developments to which histori-
cal Romanticism reacted at the time 
and which continue to this day. If we 
consider the period around 1800, the 
transitional »Sattelzeit« or threshold 
period between the early modern age 
and the late modern age, we can see 
phenomena such as the restructuring 
of the social system. We see different 
sub-sectors of society forming, which 
follow their own brands of logic: the 
natural sciences, politics, religion, art. 
And they all compete with each other 
by offering different norms, value sys-
tems and orientations. The individual 
is increasingly unbound and free to 
choose, and is suddenly faced with the 
task of fi nding his or her own place 
and achieving certainty about his or 
her identity. 
This was new in the 1800s, but these 
are processes that continue to this day. 
We, too, are facing processes of recon-
struction and self-interrogation; truths 
that were previously believed to be cer-
tain are disappearing. We have to fi nd 
ourselves as individuals and, for all 
our freedoms, we sense a certain con-
tingency. Because we no longer have a 
fi xed identity determined by birth or 
the place where we grew up or by our 
religious affi liation. We have to deal 
with this uncertainty or fl uidity of our 
own lives, and we can do this by seek-
ing points of reference outside our own 
lives—or beyond supposedly estab-
lished truths. This was the case at the 
time of Romanticism and it still holds 
true today. 

31

PD Dr Sandra Kerschbaumer is research 
coordinator of the Research Training Group 

»The Romantic Model« (see p. 18 ff). 
Photo: Jens Meyer
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We take the same routes every day, 
such as when we go to work or the 
supermarket. It may seem like a pipe 
dream for us to encounter romance on 
our daily routes—right in the middle 
of a concrete jungle. Isn’t Romanticism 
about daydreaming and glorifying 
the vastness of nature? For Novalis, 
however, the essence of Romanticism 
is »fi nding the extraordinary in the 
ordinary«. 

This is the view taken by »urban bird-
ers«. While city and country were seen 
as polar opposites in Novalis’ day, 
the lines are now blurred. Nature has 
found its way into the city. And in 
this sense, »urban birding« is about 
perceiving nature in the city, explains 
Caroline Rosenthal. 
However, we have to consider the 
much bigger picture to better under-
stand this relationship to Romanti-

The extraordinary in the ordinary

B Y  V I V I E N  B U S S E

Nowadays, many people associate Romanticism with rose-tinted glasses, sentimental nonsense and red 
rose petals. However, some of the romantic elements used by Novalis and his contemporaries can also be 
found beyond such clichés in the modern cityscape. One form of modern romanticization is »urban bir-
ding«, a type of birdwatching that originated in the English-speaking world. Prof. Dr Caroline Rosenthal, a 
specialist in North American literature and culture, explains how contemporary »urban birding« is related to 
Romanticism. 

32
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cism. »People always tend to appreciate 
what is being lost and disappearing«, 
she says. The bird population is in de-
cline: As birds are being increasingly 
driven out of their natural habitats due 
to agricultural practices and the use 
of pesticides, they are adapting to the 
urban environment and fi nding more 
opportunities to live there. 

»Urban birding«—nature is bursting 
onto the urban scene

And this is where »urban birding« 
comes in. Nature is suddenly emerg-
ing in urban environments and the 
contours between the city, countryside, 
people and nature are disappearing. 
Arguably the best-known example, ac-

cording to Rosenthal, are the pairs of 
falcons that are breeding in the middle 
of New York. As a result, even stock-
brokers are becoming avid birders and 
watching the falcons in their lunch 
breaks.
This is a Romantic phenomenon—peo-
ple are now discovering the extraordi-
nary in their ordinary environment. 
It should also be pointed out that Ro-
manticists viewed birds as a symbol 
of wildness, a concept synonymous 
with their inherent freedom, as they 
do not surrender to the will of people 
in a man-made urban environment, ex-
plains Rosenthal.
»Urban birding« is also on the rise in 
Germany. It is not about being able to 
differentiate between different species 
or lurking with a pair of binoculars. It 

is about reinterpreting our own living 
space as a habitat for a wide range of 
organisms. 

The re-enchantment of nature 

»Our urban space is being romanti-
cized because the intrinsic value of 
natural habitats is suddenly being 
brought into the city«, says Rosenthal. 
This is a form of »re-enchantment«, as 
nature is perceived differently in ur-
ban environments. »And everyone can 
consciously perceive this re-enchant-
ment«, she states. On the way to uni-
versity or work, we can suddenly see 
the fl owers by the side of the road or 
the colourful display of the autumn 
leaves with a new set of eyes.  

Nature, in the middle of the urban environment: 
a magpie, observed in Paradiespark in Jena.
Photo: Doreen Kirsche

F E AT U R E

American studies professor Dr. Caroline 
Rosenthal is not a »birder« herself. However, as part of the seminar 

on »Literary Ornithology«, she discussed with students their experi-
ences with »urban birding«. · Photo: Jens Meyer 
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Why are places like Schiller’s Garden 
House in Jena so important for gain-
ing a better understanding of Roman-
ticism?
Schiller was driven by a fervent belief 
in the humanizing and social function 
of art. His programme of »aesthetic 
education« was an essential source of 
inspiration for the Romantic agenda. 
The early Romanticists tried to re-
fl ect on the modern world and heal its 
wounds. With critical reference to their 
own times, their thoughts and actions 
were geared towards (re)establishing 
the bonds that connected people with 
themselves, with others and with na-
ture. Every individual was supposed to 
be a whole person and realize their own 
unique individuality. The Romanticists 
advocated for a society built upon the 
pillars of love and cooperation which 
was not to be torn apart by division, 
egoism and competition. 
In places like Schiller’s Garden House 
in Jena, we learn how to move between 
eras and not be tied too strictly to the 
present day. We wonder how Schiller 
might have lived here with his family, 
how he might have structured his eve-
ryday life and work, how he might have 
shaped his surroundings. We read the 
letters that he wrote and received, we 
look at his calendar and Goethe’s diary 
and discover what he thought and wrote 

here during the summer months from 
1797 to 1799. The atmosphere of a place 
with such tangible layers of history 
engenders a very special productivity. 
The fact that you can visit such histori-
cal places is one of Jena’s advantages as 
a place of study—they provide a space 
for refl ection, interaction and dialogue, 
and inspire lively and creative conver-
sations. A number of doctoral thesis 
projects have even been conceived over 
there (pointing at the bench in front of 
a small tower known as »Schillers Gar-
tenzinne« or »Schiller’s Merlon«).

You co-founded a central institution, 
the »European Romanticism Research 
Centre«, in 2010. What is the idea 
behind that? 
By founding the research centre, we 
were able to continue the work of the 
collaborative research centre known as 
»Weimar-Jena. Culture Around 1800« 
on a smaller scale and consolidate Ro-
manticism research in Jena. Our aim 
was to further internationalize the 
research, with particular attention to 
European exchange relationships and 
interconnections. We also wanted to 
introduce a more interdisciplinary ap-
proach and move away from hasty es-
sentializations of the subject, i.e. from 
the construction of »essential Romantic 
identities«. After all, there have been 

confl icting interpretations of the differ-
ent manifestations of Romantic thought 
and Romantic representation through-
out the past 200 years of engaging this 
subject. Historicizing, not essentializ-
ing, is one of our main ideas.
At the research centre, we look, in ac-
cordance with research impulses by Re-
inhart Koselleck, at the period from 1750 
to 1850 as a time of upheavals and tran-
sitions that led to the emergence of the 
»modern age«. With regard to the Ro-
mantic movements in Europe, we inves-
tigate constellations in art, philosophy, 
literature, science, religion and society. 
In doing so, we hope to gain a better un-
derstanding of the history of problems 
that underpin the modern age.

What connections do you make with 
the present? Why is it important 
to continue studying Romanticism 
today?
I am personally interested in histori-
cal and cultural confl icts and their 
transgenerational contexts in the pro-
cess that is modern age. Such a confl ict, 
for example, is expressed in the radi-
cal criticism that philosopher Georg 
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel addressed to 
the Romanticists, especially Friedrich 
Schlegel: He viewed Schlegel as the rep-
resentative of a modern mentality that 
misunderstood the freedom of the sub-

»We have to know and recognize 
our own history of thought«

The spirit of 1800 can still be felt in many parts of the university. Tourists from around the world follow the 
trail of earlier days. Visitors from Germany and abroad come to Jena to discover the living and working 
environment of Romantic personalities. One of the people they often come across during their visit is Dr 
Helmut Hühn. As head of Schiller’s Garden House and the Goethe memorial (which is currently being trans-
formed into a »laboratory«), and as a co-founder and head of the »European Romanticism Research Centre«, 
he is involved in researching and communicating ideas from around 1800. In this interview, he explains why 
Schiller’s Garden House is also a Romantic place, what we can still learn from previous confl icts and how he 
manages to convey the ideas of great intellectuals like Schiller and Goethe. 

I N T E R V I E W :  S E B A S T I A N  H O L L S T E I N

F E AT U R E
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ject achieved over centuries of struggle, 
distorting this freedom as arbitrariness 
and thus losing the ability to mediate 
with other subjects. Hegel criticized the 
ironic Romantic subject as one that sees 
itself as the sole and exclusive decision-
making authority for truth, law and 
duty, and thus undermines the world 
of legal obligations and moral commit-
ments.
Even though Hegel misrepresented 
Schlegel’s views, there was a real social 
and epistemological confl ict—one that 
can also be observed today. I don’t want 
to back that up with examples from the 
pandemic, but the problem, i.e. the arbi-
trary use of one’s own freedom, seems 
obvious. We, too, are asking how sub-
jective particularity can be overcome, 
and how intersubjectivity can be lived 
responsibly. Modern societies face the 
challenge of justifying themselves on 
reasonable grounds. In the medium of 
communication with others, subjects 
search for procedures to legitimize 
their orders and their practices. We 
need a common public in which con-
fl icting views can be formed on the 
same relevant issues. Schlegel and He-
gel experimented with different ways 
of legitimizing objectivity. But to give 
you a straight answer, we are not study-
ing Romanticism because we are Ro-
manticists ourselves or because we con-

fuse their world with our own; without 
an understanding of the problems and 
confl icts that existed around 1800, we 
would not be able to grasp how we be-
came the »post-Romantic subjects« we 
are today. We have to know and recog-
nize our own history of consciousness 
and thought in order to face the chal-
lenges of the present.

How do you manage to communicate 
Romanticism and its ideas in Jena?
First of all, the keys to all good teaching 
are in-depth research, careful attention 
to one’s own present and its unresolved 
problems, as well as genuinely open 
and engaging conversations. It is obvi-
ous that we aspire to address the great 
period of our university around 1800 in 
its various facets and in its signifi cance 
with special competence in teaching 
and research—in philosophical terms, 
that is the late Enlightenment, early 
Kantianism, early Romanticism and 
early Idealism; in literary and artistic 
terms, it is Classicism and Romanti-
cism. This should be our ambition. In 
addition, there is an interdisciplinary 
cultural transfer that we are able to 
achieve, especially in special places like 
the Garden House. It is an internation-
ally renowned literary place that at-
tracts visitors from around the world, 
whom we are delighted to welcome 

year after year. We think beyond the 
present day here.

How do you convey content when 
attractions such as the Garden House 
have to remain closed for a long time?
The ongoing pandemic is a long-term 
disaster that has highlighted the irre-
placeableness of personal encounters. 
As part of the Hölderlin Year in 2020, 
we had invited poets to readings and 
planned an international conference 
with translators of Hölderlin’s poems. 
When our plans were thwarted by the 
pandemic, we had to transform the pro-
ject. This resulted in a podcast in which 
people of all ages—including students, 
researchers and poets—discuss Hölder-
lin’s work (»Was Hölderlin mir bedeu-
tet« or »What Hölderlin Means To Me«). 
The participants each read a text by 
Hölderlin, which then provides an op-
portunity for them to express their own 
questions and thoughts. The project has 
been received with open arms. 
We are now thinking about launching 
another podcast—this time focusing on 
Schiller. As we look back in the 21st cen-
tury, what does the university (still) 
have to do with its namesake? What 
connects our faculties and current re-
search in various subjects with Schiller? 
This, we will try to explore during 
small »expeditions«. 

Dr Helmut Hühn in the Ernst Abbe veranda of Schiller's Garden House in Jena.· Photo: Jens Meyer
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»On 22 February, 12:30 pm, horn silver 
placed in the colour spectrum…«. This 
is the simple diary entry from the winter 
of 1801 in which Johann Wilhelm Ritter 
recorded an experiment that would lead 
to a scientifi c sensation. Experimenting 
in a darkened room, the young research-
er refracted the light of the midday sun 
in a prism and directed the colour spec-
trum onto a sheet of white paper that 
was coated with a layer of silver chlo-
ride. The salt reacted with the light and 
turned particularly dark close to the vio-
let end of the spectrum—where no col-
oured light could actually be seen. This 
is how Ritter—in Jena—fi rst proved the 
existence of ultraviolet radiation, which 
is invisible to the human eye. His exper-
iment was inspired by the astronomer 
Wilhelm Herschel, who had discovered 
infrared radiation one year earlier in a 
similar way, the only difference being 
that he had measured the temperature 
instead of observing a chemical reac-
tion.
Johann Wilhelm Ritter, like hardly any 
other person, embodied the close unity 
that existed between the natural sci-
ences and humanities around 1800. 
His research was driven by the search 
for an all-unifying principle. Jena’s Ro-
manticists admired his ingenuity and 
insatiable thirst for discovery. He had 
a particularly close friendship with No-
valis, who was quoted as saying: »Rit-
ter is a knight and we are mere squires«. 
Clemens Brentano once described him 
as the »greatest man of our time«. Even 
great minds like Goethe paid the young 

researcher respect. The prince of poets 
wrote the following in a letter to Schiller: 
»It was just yesterday that I welcomed 
Ritter to my abode; he is a phenomenon 
to behold, a real heaven of knowledge 
on earth«. Ritter’s air of genius may 
have been reinforced by his living con-
ditions. Novalis wrote about their fi rst 
encounter in 1799: »At the time he was 
living in utter seclusion in a remote al-
ley, consumed by a scantily furnished 
room, which he often did not escape 
for four weeks; ultimately because he 
knew of no reason why he should leave 
and, incidentally, for whom it would be 
worth the trouble.«

Fascinated by
»animal electricity«

Born in the historical region of Silesia in 
1776, Ritter enrolled at the University 
of Jena in April 1796 to study natural 
sciences. Having trained as a pharma-
cist’s apprentice and journeyman for 
fi ve years, he instantly plunged into the 
seething cosmos of science at the »Alma 
Mater Jenensis«, developing an obses-
sion for experimenting and quickly mak-
ing a name for himself. As early as 1797, 
Alexander von Humboldt asked him to 
proofread his latest work and »record 
his shortcomings and overly one-sided 
arguments«. Humboldt’s work—like 
Ritter’s own fi rst book (»Evidence that 
the Process of Life in the Animal King-
dom is Infl uenced by Constant Galva-
nism«), published in 1798—dealt with 

a question that electrifi ed a large audi-
ence, even beyond the scientifi c com-
munity: Why do frogs’ legs twitch when 
they are between two metals?
This phenomenon had been accidental-
ly observed in 1789 by the Italian doc-
tor Luigi Galvani, who tried to explain 
it by postulating an »animal electricity« 
which could also be found, for example, 
in electric eels. The idea of a seemingly 
mysterious force in the body of living 
beings fell on fertile ground among the 
Romanticists, as refl ected by the novel 
»Frankenstein« by the English writer 
Mary Shelley. However, this approach 
was criticized by Galvani’s compatriot 
Alessandro Volta, who attributed the 
electricity to metallic contact. Ritter, 
who had been experimenting in the 
contentious fi eld of »galvanism« since 
the beginning of 1797, contradicted 
them by combining both ideas: He sug-
gested that the voltage differences that 
generate the electric current were due 
to chemical reactions between the metal 
and the electrolyte (i.e. the frog’s legs). 
His investigations make him one of the 
founding fathers of electrochemistry. 

Ritter’s charging pile as the
forerunner of today’s batteries

Inspired by Volta, Ritter followed up 
with further experiments with electric-
ity in 1802. He made a stack of copper 
plates and cardboard soaked in hydro-
chloric acid and conducted a voltage 
into the experimental set-up using a 

»A real heaven of knowledge on earth«

B Y  S E B A S T I A N  H O L L S T E I N

While the poets of the Romantic era were busy exchanging ideas and opening up new intellectual spaces in 
their salons in Jena, the young researcher Johann Wilhelm Ritter was obsessing over the big questions of 
the time in his experiments. In doing so, he discovered UV radiation, laid the foundations for electrochemistry 
and invented the forerunner of today’s batteries 220 years ago.
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»voltaic pile«. He found that the mate-
rial stored the charge, released the ener-
gy and could then be recharged. That’s 
why Ritter’s »charging pile« is seen as 
the forerunner of today’s batteries.

A celebrated scientist
with a miserable existence

For all the success Ritter enjoyed in sci-
ence, his living conditions were simply 
disastrous. His obsessive experimenting 
affected his health: He hardly slept, had 
a weakness for alcohol and didn’t shy 
away from experimenting on his own 
body during his research into galvanism. 
He even applied a voltage to his own 
eyes to observe the effects on his senses. 
To add to his misery, he was dogged by 
fi nancial worries throughout his life. He 
ended his studies in 1798 and declared 
himself a private scholar. He was a wel-
come guest at the Thuringian courts 
between Gotha and Weimar, but he had 
no regular income. He was refused a 
lecturing position at the University of 
Jena, despite his appointment being 
demanded by students, because he had 
no academic degree to his name. That’s 
why, in 1805, Ritter moved with his wife 
and child from the university town in 
the Saale valley to Munich, where the 
Bavarian Academy of Sciences and 
Humanities had offered him a perma-
nent position. However, the change of 
scenery hardly changed his way of life. 
Emaciated and heavily in debt, he died 
on 23 January 1810 at the age of 33. 

Replica of a »dry charging pile« 
designed by Johann Wilhelm Ritter from 

the Ernst-Haeckel-Haus collection.
 Photo: Jens Meyer



Wissenschaftsfoto

Fischlarve hilft bei der Alternsforschung 

An einem Fluoreszenzmikroskop werden Gehirnstrukturen einer 
Zebrafi schlarve untersucht: Ein Forschungsteam der Universität 
Jena, des Universitätsklinikums und des Leibniz-Instituts für Al-
ternsforschung – Fritz -Lipmann-Institut (FLI) untersucht im Pro-
jekt IMPULS, welche Faktoren die komplexen Alternsprozesse 
des Menschen beeinfl ussen (S. 7).

Asteroid dust landed in Jena 

Here, Prof. Dr Falko Langenhorst (r.) and Dr Dennis Harries ex-
amine rock samples of only a few micrometres in size from the 
asteroid »Ryugu« with an electron microscope. The researchers 
hope to gain new insights into the formation of our solar system. 
The Japanese space probe Hayabusa-2 collected the extraterres-
trial material from the celestial body in 2019 and sent it to Earth in 
a sample capsule.
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Why do we need science communication?

Exchanging research results has become a standard practice for today’s scientists. Discussing their work with 
fellow specialists ensures the quality of their own research and helps to generate new ideas. Researchers from 
our university report here why they also communicate their fi ndings to the general public and how their ideas are 
received.

S U R V E Y :  V I V I E N  B U S S E

My subject is economic policy, a branch of social science relevant for 
everyone and always linked to the expectation of normative conclusions. 
Many observers develop a clear opinion—often unchecked by facts and 
logic. Therefore, I frequently have to debunk myths about economists 
especially when I talk to colleagues from other scientifi c fi elds!

That’s where science communication plays a central role. I try to present 
the results of my research and other people’s work in a way the general 
public can understand, so that people can form their own opinion. This 
will only work if my arguments are based on evidence and if I avoid un-
necessary jargon and defend my views without belittling others.

The vehicles for this communication are columns (»Freytags-Frage«), 
blog posts, guest articles in daily newspapers, interviews, lectures and—
very importantly—public debates. What I enjoy most is convincing 
sceptics of rational positions.

There’s no science without communication. Within the scientifi c com-
munity it’s a basic requirement for every discourse. For the outside 

world, it’s the driving force behind the social, technological and politi-
cal development of society. 

By combining my university activities with my work for the Buchenwald 
Memorial, I act as a liaison between science and the public. The me-
morial presents research results to the general public in many ways: 

through publications, exhibitions, group mentoring, historical-political 
initiatives in the public sphere, educational materials and social media. 
Each medium has specifi c requirements for the transfer of knowledge 

to particular target groups. 

The challenge is to convey content in a way that people can under-
stand without reducing its complexity to such an extent that refl ective 

historical awareness is replaced by one-dimensional images of history.

Andreas Freytag 
P R O F E S S O R  O F 

E C O N O M I C  P O L I C Y

Jens-Christian 
Wagner 
P R O F E S S O R  O F  H I S T O R Y 
I N  T H E  M E D I A  A N D 
I N  T H E  P U B L I C  S P H E R E
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Science communication is a small but important part of my work. Present-
ing my research results to the general public enables me to take part in the 
democratic processes of decision making. The coronavirus pandemic has 
created a particular demand for scientifi c information within society. The 
restrictions of fundamental rights to curb the spread of the virus raise vari-
ous legal issues. 

Whenever I decide to make my research available to the general public, I 
publish my work on scientifi c blogs that are also read by journalists. In case 
of topical issues this often leads to press enquiries that allow me to reach 
an even broader audience. There are, however, certain pitfalls when working 
with journalists: Statements can be shortened or paraphrased in such a 
way that they become scientifi cally incorrect. That’s why I try to communi-
cate particularly clearly when dealing with the press. I use short sentences 
and refrain from using technical terms to avoid misunderstandings.

Science communication is an important aspect of my work. As I research major 
earthquakes, I’m benefi ted by the fact that many people are interested in my topic. 

Everyone knows the devastating effects of earthquakes. People often expect 
science to eventually solve the »earthquake problem«. In such cases, I have to 

explain that this expectation is wrong. We’re trying to gain a greater understanding 
of seismic activity, but society is responsible for implementing measures based 

on our fi ndings.

That’s why I back up my work with a blog (paleoseismicity.org) and Twitter pages 
(@ch_gruetze; @paleoseismicity). I also write press releases, give interviews and 

talk to schoolchildren. The response is almost always positive. However, it is often 
diffi cult to explain the limits of our knowledge and uncertainties in a way that eve-

ryone can understand. And we’re often accused of wasting the taxpayer’s money 
when we don’t know anything for sure anyway.

The ongoing pandemic proves that ensuring successful science 
communication is just as important as generating scientifi c results. What use 
are the newly developed vaccinations if they’re not accepted? What use are the 
fi ndings on aerosol transmission if they’re not implemented?

Over the past two years, I’ve been able and obliged to learn a lot about 
science communication. There’s an unresolved but crucial question in my 
eyes: Science thrives on »trial and error« and the permanent discourse 
it generates. Society is overwhelmed by this discourse and the standard 
scientifi c differentiation between an effect size and the strength of evidence—
especially when far-reaching political decisions are justifi ed with reference 
to science. When it comes to communicating our results, the journalistic 
aspect is a decisive factor that determines the success and failure of science 
communication. That’s why I would like to see a code for scientists and 
journalists—similar to the one that applies to good scientifi c practice.

Exchange of views

Annika Klafki 
J U N I O R  P R O F E S S O R 

O F  P U B L I C  L A W

Christoph Grützner 
P O S T D O C  I N  T H E  S T R U C T U R A L 
G E O L O G Y  R E S E A R C H  G R O U P

Mathias W. Pletz 
P R O F E S S O R  F O R  I N F E C T I O U S 

D I S E A S E S
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It’s easy to inspire people with public lectures on astronomy, especially 
when you have topics such as historical observations of supernovae 
or Halley’s comet and research on exoplanets or neutron stars. How-
ever, we shouldn’t just present our »nice and exciting« fi ndings. We 
also have to communicate all our diffi culties, our (intentional) simpli-
fi cations and our uncertainties—all our restrictions and preliminary 
fi ndings. This can be a sobering experience for everyone interested 
(e.g. when it becomes clear that not every so-called »exoplanet« fulfi lls 
the scholarly defi nition of a planet—let alone is a »second Earth«). 

The history of science, which is full of mistakes and half-truths, should 
encourage us to engage in an open and courageous discourse—in the 
community and beyond. And much of today’s common knowledge was 
originally a minority view.

If you’d asked me a few months ago, I would’ve had much more posi-
tive and enthusiastic things to say about science communication. I 
would’ve talked about how, apart from press releases and email news-
letters, we can address recipients more intimately in formats such as 
science slams, pub quizzes, Twitter debates, YouTube videos and even 
TikTok dances—presented personally and directly by researchers who 
know how to inspire their audience. 

However, I’ve become more critical during the ongoing coronavirus 
pandemic due to the recent use of scientifi c knowledge. Results are be-
ing politicized far too often and scientists who dare to talk publicly are 
being met with hostility. This shows there is a particular lack of safe 
environments for science communication, especially when it comes to 
relevant issues and target groups.

First of all, scientists have to communicate with one another to actually 
understand something about their subject—and that’s diffi cult enough as 
it is. But it’s a good way for me to convey topics and problems, including 
the attractiveness of my specialist subject. Every single science has be-

come so complex that it’s often easier to communicate with people from 
your own discipline than with the outside world—and that’s a great danger. 

If we only understand ourselves, we’ve lost sight of the essentials. 

That’s why I consider science communication, fi rst and foremost, to be a 
means of self-criticism. And then I’m sometimes surprised to sense that 

someone else also fi nds my subject interesting. Theologians arguably feel 
this the most when they’re preaching, but our university also promotes 

this feeling during specialist discussions beyond the bounds of theology. 
And that’s one of the »soft« factors that make it plausible for theology to 

be practised at the university.

Ralph Neuhäuser 
P R O F E S S O R 

O F  A S T R O P H Y S I C S

Karl-Wilhelm Niebuhr 
P R O F E S S O R  O F 
T H E O L O G Y  /  N E W  T E S T A M E N T 

Johannes
Kretzschmar 

R E S E A R C H A S S I S TA NT AT T H E 
I N S T IT U T E O F A P P L I E D P H Y S I C S
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Science communication is not a one-way street. It is not just about trans-
mitting fi ndings to society as effectively as possible. As scientists, com-
municating with the general public also teaches us something for our own 
research. In the social sciences, the reciprocal nature of communication is 
particularly evident. The quality of research depends directly on how well 
researchers are able to understand, bundle and structure social discourses. 
At the same time, research only develops its relevance in social discourse.

Social media are becoming increasingly interesting for science communica-
tion. They allow scientists, policy-makers and the general public to share 
and discuss scientifi c fi ndings. On Twitter I can point directly to a recent 
study or engage in a political discourse for which certain scientifi c fi ndings 
are relevant. 

This form of science communication is proactive, open and tailored to 
the attention logic of our mediatized society. Of course there are obvious 
obstacles for science communication in this area: A lack of time resources, 
politically motivated criticism of science, and the dynamics of outrage are 
often in confl ict with a rational discourse. Nevertheless, I assume that so-
cial media will play a central role in the future of science communication.

Science communication is very important to me. It’s not always easy and 
often takes extra effort—and doesn’t always work out as planned. Never-
theless, communicating and discussing scientifi c fi ndings with the pub-
lic—and promoting the general acceptance and visibility of science—are 

important objectives of my historical work.

In recent years, I’ve tried out a variety of multimedia formats for this 
purpose, including public lectures, radio and newspaper interviews, panel 
debates, the organization of public fi lm series with accompanying scien-

tifi c lectures and the initiation of two online projects: a bilingual web portal 
called »History of Emotions—Insights into Research« and a blog called 
»Feeling News« that deals with the social impact of the COVID-19 pan-

demic. There is also a website for my latest monograph, where many of the 
fi lms discussed in my book can be accessed. 

How is the response? On the whole, it could be bigger. However, I’m learn-
ing lots of new things and I’ll never stop trying!

Exchange of views

Anja Laukötter
P R O F E S S O R  O F 
C U LT U R A L  H I S T O R Y

Tobias Rothmund 
P R O F E S S O R  O F 

C O M M U N I C A T I O N  A N D 
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Rubrik44

Concentration and a steady hand are 
some of Gina Grond’s essential tools. 
She’s wearing nitrile gloves, an FFP3 
mask and peering through a large mag-
nifying glass inserted in the middle of 
a round lamp. The restorer uses a fi ne 
brush to carefully spread glue under a 
layer of paint, then she takes a heated 
spatula and returns loose fl akes of paint 
to their original position. 

Reportage

Gina Grond is working on a wooden 
work of art that is roughly the size of 
a newborn baby. The artwork is a mar-
riage of new life and death, as high-
lighted by the title on her specifi cation 
sheet: »Putto mit Totenschädel« (»Putto 
with Skull«). The carving was part of the 
epitaph for Ortolph Fomann the Elder, 
who was a professor in Jena and served 
as the rector of the university four times 

Resurrecting a professor

Ortolph Fomann the Younger died in 1640 and was buried in the church at the »Collegium Jenense«. Now, almost 
400 years later, an interdisciplinary team is working on virtually resurrecting the man who taught history, poetry 
and law in Jena. The experts involved in the large-scale project are literally examining the bare bones of the pro-
fessor and his contemporaries to reconstruct their everyday lives at the early modern university. Here they offer 
insights into their workshops. 

B Y  S T E P H A N  L A U D I E N

between 1595 and 1626. Fomann was 
buried in the university church (»Koll-
egienkirche«) on 23 May 1634; the richly 
embellished epitaph, of which only 
fragments have been preserved to this 
day, once reminded posterity of his life 
and work. 
Gina Grond’s desk is housed in a work-
shop in the depository of the Art Collec-
tion at the Friedrich Schiller University 

44

The »Collegium Jenense« is where the University 
of Jena was founded. It is the burial place of 

Ortolph Fomann the Younger and at least 1,500 
other people. · Photo: Jan-Peter Kasper
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Jena: a modest room with white walls 
and a white ceiling. »It helps us make 
out different colours,« says Gina Grond. 
The restorer speaks with respect about 
the work of art in front of her: »There is 
its age on the one hand, and the fragil-
ity of the material on the other.« The aim 
of her work is to preserve and conserve 
the piece. The materials have to be used 
as reversibly as possible and they have 
to come close to the originals. As the 
binding agent contained in the primer 
and paint has deteriorated signifi cantly 
over the centuries, Gina Grond is us-
ing a type of glue obtained from a stur-
geon’s air bladder to refortify the primer 
and layer of paint. This low-stress glue 
is well suited to such fi ne work. Once 
the primer and paint have been refor-
tifi ed, further technological investiga-
tions will be carried out and the surface 
of the work will be cleaned. As an im-
portant aspect of her restoration work, 
Gina Grond keeps a detailed record 
for every item, where she meticulously 
documents the prerestored condition, 
each stage of her work and the materi-
als used. This will provide future restor-
ers with valuable information for their 
work. »We’re all part of a chain. We’re 
not the fi rst to work on the piece—and 
we certainly won’t be the last,« says 
Gina Grond. 

Around 500 burial sites found 
on the Kollegienhof grounds

The Kollegienhof project (see box on p. 
47) is being coordinated by Dr Enrico 
Paust. The 35-year-old archaeologist is 
the curator of the Prehistory and Early 
History Collection at the University of 
Jena and he manages the professors’ 
graves in the Kollegienkirche. The col-
lection includes numerous fi nds from 
the Kollegienkirche and the monastery 
grounds (»Kollegienhof«). The fi rst ex-
cavation inside the church took place in 
1936, explains Enrico Paust. After the 
Kollegienkirche had been destroyed by 
bombs at the end of the Second World 
War, the site was cleared and further 
excavations have since followed, most 
recently in 2019. »Over 500 burial sites 
were found on the grounds, and over 
1,500 people were buried there,« says 
Enrico Paust, who led the most recent 

excavation. Most of the graves belonged 
to noble students, professors and their 
families. Numerous burial objects were 
also recovered, including valuable items 
of clothing such as coats, shoes and 
wigs. 
Enrico Paust’s offi ce in Löbdergraben is 
just next door to the workshop in which 
restorer Ivonne Przemuß is examining 
the burial objects, the items that were 
given to the deceased on their journey 
to the afterlife. 
Some of the items on her desk include 
a brush that was presumably used 
for shaving, washing or powdering, 
a wooden comb and a wreath-shaped 
object made of fi ne, spirally wound 
wire. »It’s a burial crown,« says Ivonne 
Przemuß. Such crowns were originally 
placed on the heads of those who died 
unmarried in the modern age, so mainly 
boys and girls who died before com-
ing of age. The crown symbolized their 
marriage with death. For the restorer, 
it means a great deal of work! If pos-
sible, the metal surface is cleaned with 
a brush, scalpel and tweezers. Ivonne 
Przemuß works with a microscope—
the fragile pieces demand a high level 
of concentration. As most of the objects 
are made from a mixture of materials 
(metals and organic matter), they have 
to be well documented and fi led, and 
each material has to be identifi ed. The 
burial objects feature a seemingly end-
less range of crafted elements, including 
gold-coated silver wire and silver-coat-
ed copper wire that was shaped into 
beautiful fl owers and leaves, or even 
real fl owers and glass beads. The aim is 
to precisely document the pieces and, if 
possible, to conserve them, says Ivonne 
Przemuß. 
One of the most striking items on her 
desk is a metal object that looks like an 
oversized piece of jewellery. This curi-
ous fi nd, known as a »fonticulus disc«, 
is mounted on a leather strap. Ivonne 
Przemuß explains that it was attached 
to parts of the body such as the upper 
arm. It was found in the grave belong-
ing to Johann Arnold Friderici, a physi-
cian who died in 1672 and had been the 
rector of the university two years pre-
viously. »An incision was made in the 
body and an object was usually inserted 
to keep the wound open. The wound 
was then covered with such a disc and 

bad fl uids were caught by the compress 
underneath, which has also been recov-
ered«. This patently paradoxical proce-
dure can be explained by the medieval 
doctrine of four humours, according to 
which there were four bodily fl uids that 
had to remain in constant equilibrium. 
If this equilibrium was ever disturbed, 
bad fl uids had to be removed from the 
body in procedures such as bloodlet-
ting. The fonticulus disc discovered in 
Friderici’s grave shows that the physi-
cian was by no means a poor man—the 
ancient medical device is made of silver. 
Indeed, poverty shouldn’t have been an 
issue for professors in the early mod-
ern period. »The magnifi cent garments 
recovered from the graves show that 
the professors were buried in munici-
pal costumes,« states Kim Siebenhüner, 
Professor of Early Modern History. She 
points out that their clothing was a sta-
tus symbol. However, the only material 
to survive is of animal origin, such as 
the elaborately embroidered doublet 
made of precious silk that was found 
in Friderici’s grave. She explains that 
historians could help to interpret and 
classify those fi nds. »One such question 
is how the deceased moved from this 
world to the next,« says Kim Sieben-
hüner. The professors could have easily 
been buried in their cap and gown. The 
Kollegienhof project is also shedding 
light on further fi nds, such as the cruci-
fi xes recovered from the grounds of the 
former students’ hostel. What purpose 
might they have served at a Protestant 
university? Were they perhaps a sign 
of the continuity of old orthodox prac-
tices? Or are they artefacts from the Do-
minican monastery that used to occupy 
the grounds?

Valuable garments 
are preserved

But let’s get back to Professor Friderici’s 
doublet. The valuable garment is being 
processed by Friederike Leibe. The tex-
tile restorer works for the State Offi ce for 
Monument Preservation and Archaeol-
ogy of Saxony-Anhalt in Halle (Saale). 
Her weapon of choice is a micro suction 
device, a pump to which three labora-
tory glasses are connected. »The textiles 
recovered from the graves are covered 

Reportage
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The forensic expert restructures the dead man’s face (above) piece by piece: The facial features are modelled 
with layers of plasticine (centre). The resulting sculpture (below) shows Ortolph Fomann the Younger.

 · Photos: Ivonne Przemuß (above), Constanze Niess (centre and below) 

with mould, insect remains and other 
dirt,« says Friederike Leibe. The aim of 
her work is to clean and unfold the gar-
ments to prepare them for scientifi c pro-
cessing. Another aspect of her work re-
volves around long-term preservation. 
In this regard, the doublet is in surpris-
ingly good condition—other fi nds con-
sist of fabric snippets the size of postage 
stamps and many disintegrate as soon 
as they are picked up. The doublet was 
a highly fashionable item of clothing 
at the time, says Friederike Leibe. The 
silk probably came from Italy or France 
and may have been traded at the fair in 
Leipzig. The restorer has spent a whole 
43 days working on the doublet—and 
her investigations are far from over. For 
example, the silk velvet may have been 
dyed with a strong brown dyestuff, but 
this will have to be confi rmed by further 
detailed analysis. The doublet’s strik-
ing selvedges may indicate the area in 
which the velvet was made. The long 
list of questions raised by the profes-
sor’s doublet are far from answered.

The skulls are given 
their old face again

Let’s head over to the Institute of Foren-
sic Medicine at the Goethe University 
Hospital in Frankfurt am Main, where 
Dr Constanze Niess remodels the faces 
of the deceased. Facial reconstruction is 
required whenever human remains are 
found and the investigating authorities 
are unable to identify the person. The 
human skull serves as the basis. »Just 
like human faces, the proportions of the 
skull vary considerably from person to 
person,« says Constanze Niess. 
In order to reconstruct the face that once 
belonged to a skull, Constanze Niess 
fi rst inserts glass eyes into the eye sock-
ets and then remodels the face layer by 
layer. She does this using an oil-based 
modelling clay known as »plasticine«. 
The advantage of this material is that is 
doesn’t dry out or tear, but this makes 
it rather sensitive. The soft tissue is be-
tween 0.5 and 1.5 cm thick, but pinpoint 
accuracy isn’t absolutely essential, says 
Constanze Niess. »It’s mainly about 

modelling the person’s characteristic 
features,« explains the forensic special-
ist. When pictures of the reconstruction 
are subsequently released to the public, 
there is a chance that somebody will rec-
ognize the dead person, such as former 
colleagues, classmates or neighbours. 
This method was developed by Mikhail 
Gerasimov (1907–1970), a Russian an-
thropologist and sculptor who recon-
structed the facial features of historical 
personalities such as Ivan the Terrible 
and Friedrich Schiller. His method has 
since been refi ned by forensic scientists 
in the USA and there are now around 
100 facial reconstruction experts around 
the world. Constanze Niess has already 
reconstructed the countenance of nu-
merous historical personalities, most 
recently the face of Ortolph Fomann the 
Younger. The professor of history and 
poetry died in Jena on 6 June 1640 and 
was buried in the Kollegienkirche. His 
face was not modelled on the original 
skull; instead, Dr Alexander Stößel from 
the Max Planck Institute for the Science 
of Human History created a 3D model 
of the skull that had previously been ob-
tained using a CT scan. His colleagues, 
Dr Alexander Herbig and Dr Wolfgang 
Haak, provided information on the 
professor’s health, eye colour and hair 
colour, which they had obtained from 
DNA samples from one of his teeth. If 
DNA from the Yersinia pestis bacterium 
is found in a sample, for instance, it is al-
most certain that the person concerned 
died as a result of the plague. 
Constanze Niess describes her work 
on Ortolph Fomann as a »great chal-
lenge«. After all, she only had a model 
of the skull to work with. The model 
was missing parts from the side of the 
face and the entire neurocranium. But 
she is pleased to have been able to give 
the professor his face back. Her recon-
struction resembles the portrait of Fo-
mann during his tenure as a professor at 
the »Salana« university. She is quick to 
point out that his nose is narrower in the 
portrait. However, this may well be due 
to the painter’s artistic freedom. 
This is where the written sources on 
Jena’s university history of the 16th and 
17th centuries come into play, which are 
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Information about the project

In 2018, an interdisciplinary team of experts launched a project entitled »Jena’s Early University 

History based on the Collegium Jenense Grounds with a Special Focus on the Rectors’ Graves«. 

The aim is to present the unique ensemble around the former monastery grounds (»Kollegien-

hof«) in all its facets and to make it accessible to visitors—in both an analogue and digital set-

ting. The project was initiated by Prof. Dr Joachim Bauer, who spent many years in charge of the 

University Archives, and his successor PD Dr Stefan Gerber. In addition to the three applicants 

(the University Archives, the Chair of the Archaeology of Prehistory to the Early Middle Ages 

with Prof. Dr Peter Ettel and the Chair of Early Modern History with Prof. Dr Kim Siebenhüner), 

the project brings together other university partners such as the Institute of Art History and the 

University Hospital. Some of the non-university partners include the Max Planck Institute for 

the Science of Human History, the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology, and the 

State Offi ce of Monument Preservation and Archaeology of Saxony-Anhalt. The project is largely 

fi nanced by the Ernst Abbe Foundation in Jena. The project marks a continuation of the research 

into the history of the University of Jena in the early modern period, which was intensifi ed in 1998 

in the run-up to the 450th anniversary of the »Hohe Schule«, which opened in 1548. 
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Gina Grond is pictured here with a sculpture called »Putto mit Totenschädel« (»Putto with Skull«). The restorer is preserving parts 
of the epitaph for Ortolph Fomann the Elder. Like his son, Ortolph Fomann the Younger, he was a professor at the University of Jena 

(between 1595 and 1626) and was buried in the Kollegienhof. · Photo: Jens Meyer

kept in the University Archives. They 
document the academic and scientifi c 
work of Fomann and other professors in 
the early modern period, who are now 
brought to life through facial reconstruc-
tion and portraits. Further information 
is provided by the records archived at 
the Thuringian State and University Li-
brary. This combination of basic archi-
val sources and archaeological fi ndings, 
scientifi c and medical examinations, 
restorations and presentations is exact-
ly what this special project offers, says 
PD Dr Stefan Gerber, who is in charge 
of the University Archives. The project 
was initiated by his predecessor, Prof. 
Dr Joachim Bauer, who led the research 
into the »Collegium Jenense« for many 
years.
Ortolph Fomann the Younger now has 
a face again. But we are far from fi nd-
ing answers to all the questions we have 
for the professor and his contemporar-
ies buried on the Kollegienhof grounds. 
As the project continues, more exciting 
fi ndings are waiting on the horizon. A 
documentary series on the project is 

being produced for the regional broad-
caster, MDR, with funding from the 
Thuringian State Chancellery. The fi rst 
part will soon be available on the web-

site made for the Kollegienhof project. 
One thing is certain: When the project is 
over, the bones will be returned to their 
original resting place.
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What signals are being re-
ceived by his pencil? What 
inspiration fuels his work? 
Where does he get his 
ideas from? Dirk von Pe-
tersdorff does not live in a 
poet’s cave, detached from 
a world that he merely ex-
plores in rhyme. The man 
is very much involved 
in life as a university professor and father. Of all things, 
Dirk von Petersdorff teaches German literature, a subject in 
which he too could become the object of academic interest. 
After all, the 55-year-old, who has been teaching at the Frie-
drich Schiller University Jena since 2008, is one of the most 
famous German poets. He even won the Kleist Prize in 1998 
for his works »Wie es weitergeht« and »Zeitlösung«. Dirk 
von Petersdorff endures the confl ictive nature of his situa-
tion. »I don’t teach contemporary poetry, though, because 
I’m simply not neutral on that topic,« he says. But he’s much 
less apprehensive in his creative writing course, where his 
initial scepticism has since given way to fruitful synergies: 
»The courses are designed to help students work on their 
linguistic sensitivity—and sometimes they help me too!«

Joint lectureship with Hans Magnus Enzensberger

Dirk von Petersdorff published his fi rst volume of poetry 
at the age of 26. »Wie es weitergeht« was published in 1992, 
but he discovered an interest in poetry well before that. Dirk 
von Petersdorff, who grew up in Kiel, cites his mother’s pas-
sion for poetry as his fi rst source of inspiration. His work 
with poetry went down a new path when one of his teach-
ers introduced him to Ingeborg Bachmann, Bertolt Brecht 
and Hans Magnus Enzensberger. »I didn’t understand some 
of the poems at fi rst, such as those written by Bachmann,« 
says Dirk von Petersdorff. But that’s exactly what awoke his 
curiosity. He would later meet Hans Magnus Enzensberger 
in person and even shared the Tübingen poetics lecture-

ship with him in 2013. 
Dirk von Petersdorff 
describes his poetry 
as being »close to life«. 
He is currently writing 
about family, children 
growing up, growing 
old, loving and dying. 
For him, it’s always 
about trying to capture 

special moments and memories, and keeping them alive 
through poetry. The trick is to translate one’s own experi-
ences into exemplary situations: »I try not to gloss over my 
experiences of pain and suffering, but rather to transform 
them in such a way that my writing can be a source of com-
fort«. He draws inspiration from various sources, especially 
conversations, pictures, songs and observations. »I have lots 
of wild pieces of paper and a large notebook full of obser-
vations and ideas. Some of them are used, while others are 
discarded«. 

The mind roams free in the morning hours

Peace and quiet are essential ingredients for his work, says 
Dirk von Petersdorff. When everyone else has left the house 
in the morning, he sits down at the living room table with a 
sharp pencil and an eraser. In the morning, his head is free 
and his thoughts can wander. This fl ow of thoughts is best 
captured with a pencil; once the words have coagulated and 
solidifi ed, they are printed on paper and fi ne-tuned. 
When is something deemed successful? Dirk von Peters-
dorff lets his fi nished pieces settle and detaches himself 
from them. He also fi nds it helpful to »read out loud, quiet-
ly«, which Dirk von Petersdorff also advises the students to 
do in his creative writing course. Although he takes a criti-
cal view of his own work, the texts are fi rst read by his wife 
and three to four friends. The fi rst offi cial critic is currently 
Martin Hielscher, the editor at the Beck publishing house: 
»I appreciate every critical piece of advice!« But the same 

Finding comfort and joy in poetry
 

Dirk von Petersdorff is a poet. Prof. Dr Dirk von Petersdorff is a university teacher. In addition 
to his seminars and lectures in German Literature, he also offers courses in creative writing. 
How does he balance his own artistic work and university life? This is the portrait of a multi-
faceted man. 

B Y  S T E P H A N  L A U D I E N

Portrait

But the white clouds, those shaggy creatures, 
reach into the blue, like mighty paws
at the window to a new homeland,

my silver pencil is receiving signals.

Excerpt from »Short Biography« by Dirk von Petersdorff
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cannot be said for negative reviews, which »really hurt«. 
Dirk von Petersdorff started his academic career at Kiel Uni-
versity. As the son of two pedagogues, he himself completed 
his teacher training in German and History before obtaining 
his doctorate in 1995 with a thesis on »Mystery Speech. On 
the Self-Image of Romantic Intellectuals«. In retrospect, he 
thinks it was an »unbelievable, very nice coincidence« that 
he wrote about Novalis and Jena Romanticism in his thesis. 
His next stop was Saarland University, where he spent time 
as an assistant. He taught in Saarbrücken for twelve years, 
and that is where his children were born. His fi rst were 
twins, a boy and a girl, who have just fi nished high school, 
and then he had a second son. Dirk von Petersdorff has now 
been teaching in Jena for many years and is still fascinated 
by Romanticism: »this new form of writing, this expanded 
view aimed at the infi nite«. He believes the new, highly dy-
namic and emotive language refl ects people in motion. 
Dirk von Petersdorff isn’t keen to list role models for his 
own work. He would rather talk about his infl uences, such 
as the Polish poet Adam Zagajewski, whom he almost met 
before the coronavirus foiled his plans and Zagajewski 
passed away in March this year. Dirk von Petersdorff also 
fi nds inspiration in music. For example, he listens to Toco-
tronic and Element of Crime. »I don’t see any dividing line 

between poetry and song«. The best example is Bob Dylan, 
the singing poet.

The poet is driven by his more modest works

What remains of Dirk von Petersdorff’s poetry? The poet 
seems relaxed. It’s no secret that volumes of poetry are never 
going to top the best-seller lists. The print runs are still rath-
er modest. However, Dirk von Petersdorff does have a suc-
cessful booklet that was published in 2017: »Wie schreibe ich 
ein Gedicht? Kreatives Schreiben: Lyrik« [»How Do I Write 
a Poem? Creative Writing: Poetry«]. This is where he mar-
ries his two careers in poetry and university education. The 
poet says: »I think it’s good that you can fi nd editions featur-
ing a poet’s most successful works«. There must be quite a 
few editions on Goethe, but Gottfried Benn only picked out 
»three to fi ve« of his own poems. For his part, Dirk von Pe-
tersdorff likes to sift through his poems and tends to quarrel 
with his less successful texts instead of taking delight in his 
successful ones. However, this does not lead to frustration; 
it drives him to keep receiving signals. This work ethic is 
refl ected by the title of his latest volume of poetry: »Unsere 
Spiele enden nicht« [»Our Games Don’t End«]. 
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Poet and university teacher, Dirk von Petersdorff, in the garden of Frommann’s estate (see p. 11), where the 
university’s Institute of German Literature is based. · Photo: Jens Meyer
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How microbes invade hospital rooms
 

A research team from Jena and Berlin led by Prof. Dr 
Hortense Slevogt studied for more than half a year how 
bacteria colonize rooms in a new hospital building. On 
the door handle, in the sink and on the fl oor, the germs 
carried into the room by people develop a characteris-
tic spectrum of species. Among them are also patho-
gens, but their quantity remains relatively constant. In 
the study published in the journal »Microbiome« (DOI: 
10.1186/s40168-021-01109-7), the authors also examined 
the bacteria present for gene sequences that mediate re-
sistance to antibiotics. While there were only a few posi-
tive fi ndings on door handles and in sinks, the resistance 
genes found on the fl oor increased over time. Further 
studies must show the reasons for this and how resist-
ance genes are transmitted. vdG

Bacterial toxin blinds algae 
 

Researchers at the University of Jena have discovered a 
bacterial toxin that destroys the colour pigments in the 
eyespot of the single-cell green algae Chlamydomonas re-
inhardtii. Together with another toxic substance, the bac-
teria of the species Pseudomonas protegens not only disori-
entate and immobilize the green algae, but also condemn 
them to a certain death. The research team detected the 
toxin called »protegencin« with the help of Raman spec-
troscopy and natural product research. They published 
their study results in the scientifi c journal »PNAS« (DOI: 
10.1073/pnas.2107695118). The researchers led by Prof. 
Dr Maria Mittag and doctoral candidate Vivien Hotter 
(photo) found that the green algal culture loses its colour 
almost completely overnight in the presence of the bacte-
ria (pictured right). At the same time, the toxin dissolves 
the cell membrane of the algae. US

Lithium metal batteries improved

The energy density of traditional lithium-ion batteries is 
approaching a saturation point, but lithium-metal batter-
ies can provide much more energy per unit weight. How-
ever, their widespread use is currently hindered by the 
formation of lithium dendrites—small, needle-like struc-
tures, similar to stalagmites in a dripstone cave, that grow 
over the lithium metal anode. Jena scientists led by Prof. 
Dr Andrey Turchanin, together with colleagues from 
Boston and Detroit, have now succeeded in preventing 
dendrite formation and thus at least doubling the life-
time of a lithium metal battery. The researchers reported 
on their method in the renowned journal »Advanced En-
ergy Materials«. (DOI: 10.1002/aenm.202100666).  sh

Contagious conspiracy myths

Psychology Master’s student Julian Kauk (photo) inves-
tigated how conspiracy myths about COVID-19 spread 
in social networks and published his research results in 
the scientifi c journal »PLOS ONE« (DOI: 10.1371/journal.
pone.0256179). Using an epidemiological model for cal-
culating the course of infectious diseases, he was able to 
show that the same mathematical models can describe 
biological and psychological »courses of infection«. Fact-
checking has proven to be an effective means of contain-
ing the myth infection. However, this countermeasure 
loses its power the more widespread the theory has al-
ready become. Less successful, but effective regardless of 
time, is the removal of fake news. viv
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Effi cient frequency doubling

With methods of nonlinear optics, it is possible to dou-
ble the frequency of a light beam. This makes it possible, 
for example, to generate laser beams with wavelengths 
(light colours) that are not available with conventional la-
ser sources. In addition, signifi cant applications lie in the 
fi eld of photonic data transmission and quantum com-
munication. In order to exploit the potential of this tech-
nology, the modulation of the laser must be as fast and 
effi cient as possible. Jena physicists and chemists led by 
Prof. Giancarlo Soavi (photo) have developed a particu-
larly effective method for this together with colleagues 
from the Politecnico di Milano. They reported on their 
success in the scientifi c journal »Nature Photonics« (DOI: 
10.1038/s41566-021-00859-y).  sh

Small molecules with a dual function  

How small RNA and protein molecules regulate the 
metabolism of cholera bacteria (photo) and the produc-
tion of cholera toxin is reported by a research team led 
by Prof. Dr Kai Papenfort in the »EMBO Journal« (DOI: 
10.15252/embj.2021108542). The researchers show that a 
single RNA molecule, called Vibrio cholerae dual RNA and 
protein (vcdRP), intervenes at two distinct levels in the 
metabolism of the cholera pathogen and thus controls its 
harmful effect. On the one hand, it inhibits the produc-
tion of the cholera toxin. Secondly, this small ribonucleic 
acid itself takes on the role of genetic information and 
encodes the blueprint for a small regulatory protein. This 
protein in turn activates a central metabolic pathway that 
converts dietary carbon into energy and biosynthetic 
building blocks such as amino acids. US

AI detects new natural substances

More than a third of all medicines available today are 
based on active substances from nature. Such molecules 
occur in numerous plants, bacteria and fungi. However, 
making them usable as medicines is time-consuming, 
costly and labour-intensive. A team of bioinformaticians 
led by Prof. Dr Sebastian Böcker has now developed a 
method that enables much faster and easier identifi ca-
tion of small active substance molecules. The method 
presented by the researchers in the journal »Nature Bio-
technology« uses machine learning methods to deter-
mine the structure of the molecules contained in spec-
trometric data obtained during the analysis of biological 
extracts—and does so in a very short time (DOI: 10.1038/
s41587-021-01045-9). The researchers expect that thou-
sands of molecular structures can be clarifi ed in this 
way in the coming years. US

Microbes united against the enemy 

The symbiosis with bacteria protects the fungus Mor-
tierella verticillata against its predator—a nematode. 
The international research team led by Prof. Dr Chris-
tian Hertweck found out about this microbial commu-
nity of purpose by analysing natural substances. They 
discovered a toxin in the fungus that is also produced 
in a very similar form by a bacterium. This made the 
team wonder, because it seemed very unlikely to them 
that organisms as different as fungi and bacteria would 
produce such similar natural substances. The research-
ers published the solution to this riddle in the scientifi c 
journal »PNAS« (10.1073/pnas.2110669118): bacteria live 
in the fungal hyphae and produce the toxin that keeps 
the nematode away.  Monika Kirsch

PHOTO: ANNE GÜNTHER PHOTO: MAREN ERTINGSHAUSEN
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There are naturally occurring microor-
ganisms that produce hydrogen, using 
special enzymes called hydrogenases. 
»What is special about hydrogenases 
is that they generate hydrogen catalyti-
cally. Unlike electrolysis, which is usu-
ally carried out industrially using an 
expensive platinum catalyst, the micro-
organisms use organometallic iron com-
pounds,« explains Prof. Dr Wolfgang 
Weigand from the Institute of Inorganic 
and Analytical Chemistry at the Univer-
sity of Jena in Germany. »As an energy 
source, hydrogen is naturally of great 
interest. That’s why we want to under-
stand exactly how this catalytic process 
takes place,« he adds.
In the past, numerous compounds have 
already been produced worldwide that 
are chemically modelled on the natu-
rally occurring hydrogenases. In coop-
eration with the university of Milan, 
Weigand and his team in Jena have now 
produced a compound that has yielded 
entirely new insights into the catalysis 
process. The group published the results 
and the proposed reaction pathway in 
the renowned journal »ACS Catalysis«.
»As in nature, our model is based on a 
molecule that contains two iron atoms. 
Compared with the natural form, how-
ever, we changed the chemical envi-
ronment of the iron in a specifi c way. To 
be precise, an amine was replaced by a 
phosphine oxide with similar chemical 
properties. We therefore brought the 

element phosphorus into play,« reports 
Weigand. 

Detailed insight into electrocatalytic 
hydrogen production

This enabled Weigand and his team to 
better understand the process of hydro-
gen formation. Water forms positively 
charged protons and negatively charged 
hydroxide ions through autodissocia-
tion. »Our goal was to understand how 
these protons form hydrogen. However, 
the proton donor in our experiments 
was not water, but an acid,« Weigand 
says. »We observed that the proton of 
the acid is transferred to the phosphine 
oxide of our compound followed by a 
proton release to one of the iron atoms. 
A similar process would also be found 
in the natural variant of the molecule,« 
he adds. In order to balance the proton’s 
positive charge and ultimately produce 
hydrogen, negatively charged electrons 
were introduced in the form of electric 
current. With the help of cyclic voltam-
metry and simulation software devel-
oped at the University of Jena, the indi-
vidual steps in which these protons were 
fi nally reduced to free hydrogen were 
examined. »During the experiment, we 
could actually see how the hydrogen 
gas rose from the solution in small bub-
bles,« notes Weigand. »The experimen-
tal measurement data from the cyclic 

voltammetry and the simulation results 
were then used by the research team in 
Milan for quantum chemical calcula-
tions,« adds Weigand. »This enabled us 
to propose a plausible mechanism for 
how the entire reaction proceeds chemi-
cally to produce the hydrogen—and this 
for each individual step of the reaction. 
This has never been done before with 
this level of accuracy.« 

The goal: hydrogen through solar 
energy

Building on these fi ndings, Weigand 
and his team now want to develop new 
compounds that can not only produce 

Inspired by nature

The way in which a compound inspired by nature produces hydrogen has 
now been described in detail for the fi rst time by an international research 
team from the University of Jena and the University of Milan-Bicocca. 
These fi ndings are the foundation for the energy-effi cient production of 
hydrogen as a sustainable energy source.

B Y  M A R C O  K Ö R N E R
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Original publication: 

Proton Shuttle Mediated by (SCH2)2P=O 

Moiety in [FeFe]-Hydrogenase Mimics: Elec-

trochemical and DFT Studies, ACS Catalysis 

(2021), DOI: 10.1021/acscatal.0c05563

hydrogen in an energy-effi cient way, 
but also use sustainable energy sources 
to do so. 
The goal of the Transregio Collabora-
tive Research Centre 234 »CataLight«, 
of which this research is a part, is the 
production of hydrogen by splitting wa-

ter with the use of sunlight. »With the 
knowledge gained from our research, 
we are now working on designing and 
investigating new catalysts based on 
the hydrogenases, which are ultimately 
activated using light energy,« Weigand 
says.
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Dr Laith Almazahreh is investigating the 
mechanism of electrocatalytic hydrogen 

formation with a biomimetic model complex 
of [FeFe] hydrogenase. The electrochemi-
cal cell contains a solution of the catalyst 

used to produce hydrogen. In nature, there 
are microorganisms that produce hydrogen 

enzymatically with the help of the [FeFe] 
hydrogenases. ‧ Photo: Jens Meyer
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Recognizing and remembering faces has 
been essential to the survival of human 
beings ever since the emergence of our 
species. As babies, we already recognize 
familiar individuals and get to know 
more people throughout our lives. Rec-
ognizing our kin, knowing who means 
us well and who does not—these skills 
help us in our personal relationships 
and strengthen the social fabric, today 
as in the past. An adult will have got to 
know an average of 5,000 faces and will 
be able to distinguish them from un-
known individuals.
»In spite of intensive research, we still 

know little about how the neuronal rep-
resentations develop in the brain when 
someone becomes familiar to us,« says 
Prof. Gyula Kovács. To understand these 
processes better, the neuroscientists 
Prof. Kovács and Dr. Géza Gergely and 
their team conducted EEG experiments. 
For this purpose, they divided partici-
pants into three groups. One group was 
shown photographs of celebrities un-
known to the participants. The second 
group watched a television programme 
with actors they did not know. The third 
group talked in person to two members 
of the lab. The researchers recorded the 

brain activity of the participants while 
they were looking at the photos of celeb-
rities, watching the actors on television 
or interacting with the lab members.

It takes us less than half a second 
to know whether or not we recognize 
a face

The EEG studies published in the »Jour-
nal of Neuroscience« provided impor-
tant clues as to how representations in 
the brain change when we get to know 
a face. After only about 400 millisec-

Face to face

The human brain remembers faces better after a personal meeting than by 
looking at photos or videos, according to fi ndings by neuroscientists 
at Friedrich Schiller University Jena. As their EEG data show, the familiarity 
of a face is anchored measurably stronger in the brain of the observer if 
the face is seen in person. 

B Y  U T E  S C H Ö N F E L D E R

Neuroscientist and head of the study Prof. Dr Gyula 
Kovács. ‧ Photo: Jens Meyer
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onds—less than half a second—there is 
measurable brain activity over the right 
temporal cortex, a sign that faces are 
perceived as »familiar«. 
However, the extent of familiarity (the 
amplitude of the signal) depended 
on the way in which the participants 
learned the faces. It could be seen par-
ticularly strongly after personal con-
tacts, weaker following the television 
programme, and not measurable after 
participants had looked at photos. 

Familiarity through personal encounter

»When we see a person’s face, we often 

know immediately whether or not we 
have seen it before,« says Prof. Kovács, 
explaining the results. »Our experi-
ments show that this feeling of familiar-
ity is imprinted in an especially strong 
and lasting fashion after personal en-
counters.« So if we really want to get 
to know each other, we have to meet in 
person. 

Behind the model of a human brain, PhD 
student Charlotta Eick wears a cap fi tted 
with electrodes to demonstrate the EEG 

experimental setup. ‧ Photo: Jens Meyer
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Glasses are an indispensable part of 
everyday life. One of the most impor-
tant reasons for this is that glass objects 
can be manufactured almost universally 
and inexpensively in a wide variety 
of shapes and sizes using their corre-
sponding melts. Processing in the (vis-
cous) liquid phase offers a versatility 
that can hardly be achieved with other 
materials. However, this presupposes 
that the material from which the glass is 
made in terms of its chemical composi-
tion can be melted at all.
Metal-organic framework com-
pounds—in short MOFs—have at-
tracted a great deal of interest in recent 
years. Due to their special properties, 

Melting the unmeltable

Chemists at the University of Jena have developed a way of melting normally unmeltable me-
tal-organic framework compounds—so-called MOFs. This allows the melt-based production of 
glass components for applications in energy and environmental technology. 

B Y  S E B A S T I A N  H O L L S T E I N

they are considered to have great po-
tential for future applications in energy 
and environmental technology, but also 
as sensor components and in the bio and 
life sciences. For example, MOFs can 
be used as starting materials for fi lter 
membranes for separating gases in tech-
nical combustion processes or for water 
treatment. The basis for the multitude 
of possible applications is above all one 
outstanding property of MOFs: their 
high and largely controllable porosity. 
MOF substances consist of inorganic 
particles that are connected by organic 
molecules to form a network of pores. 
As MOFs are predominantly in powder 
form, a primary challenge of the fi eld 

is to produce bulk components. This is 
where glasses come into play. 

Trade-off between properties and 
processability 

But apart from a few exceptions, the po-
rosity, of all things, prevents the materi-
als from being meltable and, thus, pro-
cessable into components of the desired 
shape. Chemists from the Friedrich 
Schiller University and the University of 
Cambridge have now found a solution 
to this problem. They report on their 
research results in the journal »Nature 
Communications«. 
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In order to produce components for in-
dustrial applications from MOFs, they 
can be processed into hybrid glasses, 
for example. To do this, however, you 
have to melt them down—a process 
that is not straightforward in this spe-
cifi c case. 
So far, only a handful of candidates of 
this class of substances have actually 
been demonstrated to be meltable. »In 
most known MOF materials, the high 
porosity is one of the reasons that—upon 
heating—they thermally decompose be-
fore reaching their melting point, that 
is, they burn,« explains Vahid Nozari, 
doctoral student at the Laboratory of 
Glass Science of the University of Jena. 
It is precisely the property that makes 
these materials so interesting that also 
prevents them from being processed us-
ing the glass route. 

Identifying ideal combinations of ionic 
liquids, MOF matrices and melting 
conditions

So how do you make a non-meltable 
material meltable in order to shape and 
process it in its liquid state? The team 
led by Jena professor Lothar Wondrac-
zek has now found an answer to this 

question. »We fi lled the pores with an 
ionic liquid that stabilizes the inner sur-
face in such a way that the substance can 
fi nally melt before it even decomposes,« 
explains Wondraczek. The researchers 
were able to show how normally non-
meltable substances from the MOF fam-
ily of zeolitic imidazolate frameworks 
(ZIFs) can actually be converted into a 
liquid state and, fi nally, a glass. »In fu-
ture, the desired component, such as a 
membrane or disc, could be formed in 
this way. Residues of the employed ion-
ic liquid can then be washed out after 
shaping.«
The key to future applications are the 
interactions taking place between the 
ionic liquid and the MOF material. 
These determine the reversibility of the 
process, i.e., the possibility of washing 
out the auxiliary liquid after the melting 
process. 
If the reactions are not adapted, either 
the pore surface is not adequately stabi-
lized or there is an irreversible chemical 
bond between the MOF and parts of the 
ionic liquid. Therefore, ideal combina-
tions of liquids, matrix materials and 
melting conditions must be identifi ed 
with regard to the desired application, 
so that large-volume objects would be-
come possible.

PhD student Vahid Nozari uses a microscope to exam-
ine the new synthetic glass, which consists of a non-
fusible metal-organic framework (MOF) compound. ‧ 
Photo: Jens Meyer

Sample of a metal-organic framework (MOF) com-
pound in glass form. Such components are suitable 
as starting material for fi lter membranes that remove 
carbon dioxide and other hazardous gases during 
production processes. ‧ Photo: Jens Meyer
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The ostrich egg in the PET scanner

A nuclear medicine and chemistry research team is developing new radiodiagnostic tools for 
imaging in liver diseases using positron emission tomography (PET) and computed tomogra-
phy (CT). The testing system is extremely unusual.

In the beginning, there was the egg—
but no, this story is not quite so simple. 
It has at least two starting points. The 
egg—more precisely, the ostrich egg—
only comes into the picture later. 
First of all, the story is about patients 
with liver diseases. In order to examine 
a patient’s liver, we need high-resolution 
imaging techniques. The most common-
ly used technique is three-dimensional 
imaging in MRI (magnetic resonance 
imaging). Whenever an MRI scan is not 
possible, for example if a patient has a 
pacemaker or cannot tolerate contrast 
media because of kidney disease, the 
only option is scintigraphy, in which 
the liver and bile ducts are depicted by 
means of radiolabelled drugs. However, 

with the radiolabelled substances cur-
rently available, the optical resolution 
of the images leaves much to be desired. 
»Above all, exact three-dimensional 
representation, which is important for 
assessing organ function or for planning 
liver surgery, is lacking,« explains Prof. 
Martin Freesmeyer, head of the Clinic 
of Nuclear Medicine at Jena University 
Hospital. 

Searching for a new contrast agent

Help is found in an imaging technique 
that produces high-resolution three-
dimensional images: positron emission 
tomography, or PET for short. In com-

bination with a computed tomography 
scanner (CT), this method provides 
exact anatomical resolution and nowa-
days, the examination is carried out 
with a hybrid PET/CT scanner. Simi-
lar to the contrast agent in radiology, 
biomarkers coupled with radioactive 
isotopes (tracers) are used to detect dis-
eases of different kinds. However, no 
suitable tracers have been established 
for PET/CT examinations of liver func-
tion yet. »The existing liver tracers are 
not specifi c enough and are extremely 
diffi cult to produce and handle,« says 
Prof. Freesmeyer. »Therefore, we need-
ed a better radiodiagnostic tool for liver 
PET/CT.« Together with the research 
group of Prof. Wolfgang Weigand from 

B Y  U T A  V O N  D E R  G Ö N N A
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the university’s Institute of Inorganic 
and Analytical Chemistry, the research 
team designed the chemical structure 
of several liver tracers, then synthesized 
and chemically characterized them. 

Guiding radioactive markers 
precisely to the liver

The research team chose the radio-
nuclide gallium-68 as the radioactive 
marker because of its relative ease of 
use. It can be easily obtained on-site 
and has a short half-life, which limits 
the radiation exposure of the tissue. 
However, the radionuclide alone does 
not fi nd its way into the liver. It needs 
to be enveloped by specifi c binding 
molecules (»ligands«) that can guide 
it accurately into the liver. Fat-soluble 
substances are potential ligands be-
cause of their metabolism and excre-
tion via liver cells. A template for the 
ligand’s structure was found in an es-
tablished contrast agent for the liver, 

which is routinely used as a non-radio-
active substance in MRI examinations. 
»We equipped the ligands with ad-
ditional functional groups, so that 
the gallium ion is suffi ciently fi rmly 
bound and the substance remains sta-
ble under physiological conditions—
i.e., in the blood,« says Dr Julia Greiser, 
describing the procedure. Greiser, a 
chemist, carried out these syntheses as 
part of her thesis and is now doing re-
search in the Radiopharmacy Depart-
ment of the Clinic for Nuclear Medi-
cine. Like a tailor making alterations, 
Julia Greiser adjusted the ligands until 
promising candidates for the liver trac-
er were created. 
There was also some luck involved: »The 
synthesis runs according to a complete-
ly new type of reaction and without 
elaborate reaction conditions, so that 
good production yields were achieved,« 
says Julia Greiser. The substance group 
and its synthesis have been patented by 
Prof. Freesmeyer and Dr Greiser. 

New tracer undergoes testing and 
inspection procedures

However, before the new PET/CT trac-
er can be used in the clinic, it has to pass 
a number of tests and examinations. 
First, the tracer is tested to establish 
whether it is actually liver-specifi c and 
thus accumulates in the liver tissue after 
intravenous injection. Up to now, this 
has mostly been tested in classic animal 
experiments using rodents. 
Apart from ethical aspects, this also 
has the disadvantage that expensive re-
search equipment is required, specifi cal-
ly small-animal PET/CT systems. These 
require high investments and expen-
sive premises, and also entail consid-
erable expenditure on space and staff. 
The research team therefore looked for 
a solution using the existing imaging 
systems at the Clinic for Nuclear Medi-
cine. Here, many patient examinations 
are performed daily on a PET/CT sys-
tem that is signifi cantly larger than the 
small-animal PET/CT. »In addition, it is 
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Image top: The newly developed method enables detailed three-dimensional views inside the ostrich egg. 
Left: the egg in normal CT, right with PET. ‧ Image: Martin Freesmeyer 

Photo left: Prof. Martin Freesmeyer examines an ostrich egg in the PET/CT scanner. ‧ Photo: Anna Schroll
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Dr Thomas Winkens (r.) and medical physicist 
Christian Kühnel prepare an incubated ostrich 
egg. Part of the egg shell is removed, so that 
the radiolabelled tracer substance can be 
injected via a cannula. ‧ Photo: Anna Schroll

important to us to carry out animal ex-
periments only to the extent really nec-
essary and to replace them with alterna-
tives wherever possible,« emphasizes 
Prof. Freesmeyer.

Alternative to classic 
animal experiments

And this is where the other starting 
point comes into this research story. 
For decades, incubated hen’s eggs have 
been established in vaccine research, for 
example, and this is not regarded as a 
classic animal experiment. Therefore, 
the scientists transferred the concept of 
using incubated eggs to imaging and 
chose the largest eggs available—those 
of the ostrich. An ostrich egg measures 
about 15 centimetres in diameter and 
is large enough for the clinical PET/CT 
scanner. However, the research team 
was entering completely new territory 
when it tackled imaging using the in-

cubated ostrich egg. »After the egg has 
spent 25 days in the incubator, we mark 
the vitelline vessels which are made vis-
ible by candling through the egg shell. 
Shortly before the PET/CT examina-
tion, after an incubation period of 34 to 
37 days, we carefully remove a section 
of the calcifi ed part of the eggshell with-
out damaging the underlying chorion-
allantois membrane with its vessels. We 
then inject the radiotracer using very 
thin cannulas, like those used in neona-
tology,« says nuclear medicine special-
ist Dr Thomas Winkens, describing the 
methodology. 
The scientists have already obtained im-
pressive images of the bird embryo in 
this way, as well as proof that the new 
radiotracer is highly specifi c to the liver. 
As part of a project funded by the Ger-
man Research Foundation, the team will 
further develop the ostrich egg model in 
the coming years and establish it as an 
alternative to classic animal testing. 

Preparations for 
patient applications

Toxicity tests are currently still being 
carried out in order for the new liver 
tracer to be used in actual patient care 
at some point. These tests should not 
be a problem, as the quantities of mo-
lecular radiotracers used are so small 
that they are in the »subpharmaco-
logical« range, meaning that no harm-
ful effect is to be expected, says Prof. 
Freesmeyer. 
The highest possible purity and preci-
sion are required in producing the trac-
ers, for which the radioisotope is only 
generated shortly before the examina-
tion and then reacted with the ligands. 
»We are currently working on imple-
menting the quality guidelines of drug 
production for the synthesis of the li-
gands,« explains Julia Greiser. The team 
is thus meeting important requirements 
in order to be able to use and test the 
new tracers on patients soon. 



Rubrik 61

10 | LICHTGEDANKEN

Don’t mind the knowledge gap

We do it all the time in our daily lives. But at least since the start of the 
coronavirus pandemic, it has also become clear to complex societies that 
we often have to make decisions quickly, even if we do not yet know all the 
facts needed to assess the possible consequences. However, decisions 
based on non-knowledge are not bad decisions per se, and not knowing is 
not fundamentally a fl aw, but rather a completely normal aspect of daily 
life that is sometimes even worthy of protection, according to sociologist 
Prof. Matthias Groß.

»Knowledge is power« is a well-known 
saying. This does not always have to 
be true, but at least knowledge is seen 
as an expression of wisdom, diligence, 
education and progress. In contrast, 
non-knowledge, that is to say a lack of 
facts and certainty, is considered a short-
coming—a sign of laziness, stupidity or 
ignorance. 

Knowledge and ignorance are on an 
equal footing

Sociologically speaking, things look 
quite different. Knowledge and igno-
rance are on par with each other. Both 
can be used as a resource for action, cul-
turally constructed and used for both 
negative and positive ends. Ignorance 
can protect, as is shown by the right not 
to know in medicine. Here, the individ-
ual should be protected from receiving 
information that does not appear useful 
in order to have a good life. This could 
refer to the personal risk of contracting 
a certain disease for which there is no 
cure or even relief. But it might also be 
information that could harm self-deter-
mination, for example when facts such 
as sexual orientation are known about a 
person who wants to keep the informa-
tion private. 
However, ignorance can also be an ex-
pression of irresponsible behaviour, 
such as actively excluding information 
because it contradicts one’s own world 
view. Which of these interpretations one 
chooses depends on one’s own econom-

ic interests, social expectations, political 
attitudes or cultural preferences. 
Different forms of ignorance can be dis-
tinguished. On the one hand, ignorance 
can be consciously constructed and in-
formation actively withheld, for exam-
ple to spread doubt, as was done by the 
tobacco industry in the 1950s regarding 
the risk of developing cancer through 
smoking. 
On the other hand, ignorance—or »non-
knowledge«—can also arise acciden-
tally or unavoidably: new knowledge 
reveals further, previously unrecogniz-
able, gaps in knowledge, as is the case 
in virtually every research project. Fur-
thermore, it is analytically important to 
clarify whether non-knowledge can be 
converted into knowledge within a spe-
cifi c period of time or whether this is not 
really to be expected. 
If it is clear that non-knowledge, for 
example about the authenticity of a 
terror threat, cannot be transformed 
into knowledge within a certain period 
of time, then decisions will have to be 
made under conditions of precisely de-
fi ned non-knowledge, such as the deci-
sion to cancel a football match after an 
anonymous terror threat. 
Finally, there is the fundamental dis-
tinction between phenomena that one 
knows one does not know and things 
that are completely unknown—what is 
called unknown non-knowledge. The 
latter represents an epistemologically 
different category of non-knowledge 
and is sociologically accessible only in 
retrospect, that is, when people or or-

ganizations become aware of their pre-
viously unrecognized non-knowledge. 
The coronavirus pandemic has impres-
sively shown that not knowing does not 
exempt us from making decisions. 
To this end, political leaders should 
disclose and fully communicate the 
reasons for decisions made in a state 
of non-knowledge. Transparency about 
not knowing can help people to under-
stand the situation better, to be patient 
and to feel empathy. 

Precise non-knowledge is often the 
best one can have

On the scientifi c side, politicians’ ex-
pectations of established facts are still 
often accommodated and certainties are 
claimed that do not exist. Instead, we 
should consider something like non-
knowledge communication or even 
non-knowledge transfer. In many cases, 
knowing exact ly what is not known is 
the best we can do. This would be ben-
efi cial for society, which would gain in-
sight into real-time processes instead of 
having to settle for the rhetoric of cer-
tainty. 
It would also make it clearer that non-
knowledge is not necessarily at the be-
ginning of a process, but often only arises 
during that process. Ultimately, resolving 
non-knowledge through new solutions is 
usually associated with the generation of 
new non-knowledge. This is neither new 
nor bad per se, but a normal aspect of eve-
ryday life and almost every decision. 

PHOTO: ANNE GÜNTHER
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New test systems for vaccines

Research team at the University hospital develops 
models for testing the effi cacy of vaccines

The rapid development of COVID-19 vaccines has shown 
that biomedical and data science innovations can open up 
new avenues for vaccine development. The »Inno4Vac Al-
liance«, which has now been launched, aims to accelerate 
these innovations in a targeted manner. One partner in the 
network is the »INSPIRE« working group, led by PD Dr 
Alexander Mosig at the Institute of Biochemistry II of the 

University Hospital. 
The team uses stem cells 
to develop physiological 
models of human organs 
that reproduce the inter-
action with immune cells. 
This should enable pre-
dictions of the immune 
response and vaccine ef-
fi cacy. The »INSPIRE« 
working group is funded 
with about 800,000 euros 
as part of a public-private 
partnership with 41 part-
ners from eleven Europe-
an countries.  vdG

Eastern Europe 

Historians research illi-
beral democracies in East 
Central Europe

In some countries of East 
Central Europe, govern-
ments have established that 
quite offensively propagate 
an illiberal version as their 
own variety of democracy 
and change the respective 
states accordingly—above 
all Poland and Hungary. To-

gether with colleagues from Erfurt, Budapest and Warsaw, 
as well as from the Czech Academy of Sciences in Prague, 
Eastern European experts led by Prof. Dr Joachim von Putt-
kamer (photo) want to explore what understanding of the 
constitution underlies this development, what lines of tra-
dition it builds on and what it means for the rest of Europe. 
The Volkswagen Foundation is supporting the interna-
tional project »Towards Illiberal Constitutionalism in East 
Central Europe: Historical Analysis in Comparative and 
Transnational Perspectives« within the framework of its 
funding programme »Challenges for Europe« with almost 
1.5 million euros over the next four years. sh

Stress relief 

Study investigates 
whether stroking ma-
kes nerve fi bres grow

Humans have a special 
sense with which they can 
perceive emotion-driven 
physical contact via C-
tactile nerve fi bres. But, at 
what age are these special 
nerve fi bres suffi ciently 
developed to perceive 
touch? Scientists know 

that the C-tactile nerve fi bres are already functional in 
newborns. But from which developmental period before 
the actual birth they are fully mature is unknown so far. 
Psychologists from the University of Jena led by Prof. Dr 
Ilona Croy and physicians from Jena and Dresden want 
to fi nd this out over the next three years together with 
colleagues in France, Norway and Hungary and thereby 
possibly develop a method that helps premature babies to 
reduce stress. The German Aerospace Centre is support-
ing the project »PreTouch—Tactile-Sensory Impairment of 
C-LTMR Afferences in Premature Babies and Intervention 
Approaches« with around 1.1 million euros. sh

Skin model replaces animal testing

Researchers at the University hospital develop a test 
method for antimicrobial wound healing products

The research laboratory of the Clinic for Skin Diseases of 
the University hospital is working on practical skin infec-
tion models and reproducible procedures with which skin 
injuries can be simulated. In cooperation with a business 
partner, the researchers led by PD Dr Cornelia Wiegand 
are currently developing a standardized test procedure for 
the effectiveness of antimicrobial wound healing products 

as an alternative to previ-
ous animal testing. The »In-
VitroWund« cooperation 
project funded by the Fed-
eral Ministry for Economic 
Affairs and Energy uses a 
three-dimensional model of 
human skin that completely 
replicates the epidermis and 
dermis and shows central 
functions of the organ as 
well as its reactions. The aim 
is to create an environment 
in the artifi cial skin that is as 
similar as possible to a real 
wound.  vdG
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New Projects

Digital chemistry studies

New project aims to deepen advantages of digital 
teaching in chemistry studies 

Hybrid teaching formats have increasingly found their 
way into everyday teaching in recent years. The Univer-
sity of Jena does not want to do without their advantages 
even after the pandemic and actually wants to develop 
them further. The project »Automatic synthesis and online 
monitoring of reactions in the chemical practical course 
using cloud applications«, which is led by the chemists 

Prof. Dr Timm Wilke and 
Prof. Dr Ulrich S. Schubert, 
is now being supported by 
the Chemical Industry Fund 
for one year with 25,000 eu-
ros. The project will expand 
the practical laboratory syn-
thesis courses. Specifi cally, 
reactions will be automated 
in a synthesis robot and 
monitored online with the 
LabPi measuring system. 
The obtained data will then 
be transferred to an associ-
ated cloud whose software 
enables an evaluation. AB

The virtual classroom 

Educational study on the use of VR headsets 
in teacher training 

Digital learning has received a lot of attention during the 
coronavirus pandemic. Jena educational scientist Prof. Dr 
Alexander Gröschner is picking up this thread in a new 
research project. Together with colleagues from Finland, 
Israel, Turkey and the USA, he is investigating in the fi rst 
transnational study on this subject how virtual reality can 
enrich teacher training—and thus also enhance teaching 

in schools. The research-
ers are supported by the 
European Association for 
Research on Learning and 
Instruction (EARLI) and 
the Jacobs Foundation. For 
the study, participants en-
ter simulated classrooms 
using VR headsets and 
can try out different forms 
of teaching and content. 
Meanwhile the researchers 
observe their movements 
and reactions. Afterwards, 
the participants record 
their experiences. sh

South Caucasus

Researchers analyse for-
eign policy of the Europe-
an Union

For decades, the Europe-
an Union's foreign policy 
aimed at institutionaliza-
tion and transformation, 
through which it directly 
sought to solve problems 
and confl icts in its neigh-
bouring regions. However, 
this approach was not as 

successful as hoped. Therefore, the EU changed course in 
2016 and is now trying to make individual states more ro-
bust from within and strengthen their resilience. A team 
from the Institute for Slavic and Caucasian Studies at the 
University of Jena is analysing the impact of the new strat-
egy on the states of the South Caucasus in a project. The 
Federal Ministry of Education and Research is funding the 
project »Resilience in the South Caucasus: prospects and 
challenges of a new EU foreign policy concept«, in which 
doctoral students Veronika Pfeilschifter (l.) and Irena Go-
nashvili are participating, with around 900,000 euros over 
the next three years. sh

Innovation

Project launch on inno-
vations with European 
alliance  

Together with its partners 
in the EC2U university al-
liance, the University of 
Jena was able to success-
fully acquire the project 
»Research and Innovation 
for Cities and Citizens« 
(RI4C2), funded by the 
EU with around two mil-

lion euros. The project seeks to promote a pan-European 
knowledge ecosystem and provide impetus for research 
and innovation in the universities and cities. The aim is 
to position the EC2U network as a pioneer and driver of 
innovation. The University of Jena is primarily respon-
sible for the topic of innovation. The EC2U consortium 
consists of seven universities that have education and re-
search as common guidelines: the University of Coimbra, 
the University Alexandru Ioan Cuza in Iaşi, the Universi-
ty of Jena, the University of Pavia, the University of Poi-
tiers, the University of Salamanca and the University of 
Turku. Strauss/Hillinger
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its ancestor if it comes from the same 
location. On the other hand, the wet 
collection enables research to be car-
ried out on historical specimens using 
state-of-the-art technology, which pro-
vides answers to questions that haven’t 
even come up in science before. As the 
preserved animals still contain all their 
information, they can be examined us-
ing new methods in genetics, imaging 
and other fi elds. 
Unlike in the museum’s insect collec-
tion, for example, where the exhibits are 
dried and their organs are not preserved 
(and valuable information is therefore 
lost), the animals in the wet collection 
have all their organs and genes intact. As 
a result, gene analysis and other meth-
ods can be used to identify relationships 
over the centuries. The wet collection 
forms a glass database with selected 
historical exhibits for current and future 
research—even if the exhibits have only 
just started to be digitalized.

64

Alcohol can be a very important tool 
in science—the Phyletic Museum’s 
wet collection wouldn’t exist without 
it. Since 1850, around 40,000 animals 
have been kept in an alcohol solution 
in around 10,000 glass containers to 
preserve them for science. Around one 
third of the animals are kept in forma-
lin. Unlike in exhibition collections, the 
exhibits in the wet collections are not 
processed before being preserved. They 
are not intended for public display, but 
for scientifi c use. 

Research using state-of-the-art 
technology on historical specimen

On the one hand, the animals collect-
ed and dated exclusively by experts 
around the world can be used to iden-
tify evolution in species and popula-
tions—for example, a bird caught in 
the present day can be compared with 

B Y  A X E L  B U R C H A R D T

Glass database

A new home for coelacanth, viperfi sh and goliath frog—the Phyletic 
Museum’s wet collection of more than 40,000 historical exhibits has been 
relocated.

Pictures right (top to bottom): 
All of the approximately 10,000 glasses are 
packed into special hazardous goods trans-

port boxes and transferred to the collection’s 
new home at Carl-Pulfrich-Strasse.

Fetus of a Comorian coelacanth (Latimeria 
chalumnae), preserved from a female caught 

on the coast of Mozambique in 1991. The 
animal is a gift from the biologist and animal 
fi lmmaker Prof. Hans W. Fricke, who, among 

other things, took the fi rst live photographs of 
the coelacanth.

Before the glasses are placed into the boxes, 
taxidermists Matthias Krüger (r.) and Bern-

hard Bock sort the pieces so that everything 
fi nds its place after being unpacked.

Just arrived: The new racks are being fi lled. 
Here the valuable historical exhibits can 

be safely stored for future generations of 
researchers. ‧ Photos: Jens Meyer

And in keeping with a database, the wet 
collection needed an »update« in 2021. 
The exhibits had to be moved from the 
Phyletic Museum to a more suitable lo-
cation to allow researchers to work as 
safely and effectively as possible. The 
animals are now being kept in optimal 
conditions and the researchers have 
more space for their investigations. Af-
ter around four years of planning, it 
took less than four weeks to settle the 
glass database in its new home in sum-
mer 2021. 
The relocation didn’t cause any dam-
age, but it did generate lots of new 
knowledge, as the experts already start-
ed noticing a few things during their 
preparation that were not previously 
included in the long lists of data on the 
exhibits—research projects for future 
generations. However, there was one 
thing the taxidermists had to do after 
the relocation: top up the alcohol level 
in some of the glasses.

Bernhard Bock inspects the preserved brain of a primate before 
putting it into the moving box. ‧ Photo: Jens Meyer
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Fetus of a humpback whale 
(Megaptera novaeangliae). 
The animal originates 
from the Antarctic and was 
caught during a whaling 
expedition. ‧ Photo: Jens 
Meyer
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