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THE ABSURD IN C. D. GRABBE'S JEST, SATIRE,
IRONY, AND DEEPER SIGNIFICANCE

Alfred L. Castle

A well recognized irony in the history of dramaturgy is thata play-
wright's unique weltanschauung may be incongrucus with the larger socie-
tal weltgeist. Such an artist may consequently be largely ignored until
the proper historical transfigurations have been worked ‘and audiences
are more receptive to his creations. Born in the midst of the Romantic
appreciation of life, Christian Dietrich Grabbe (1801 - 1836) was cone
stitutionally unable to share it. Many of his intellectual peers hzld
to the happy hypothesis that individualism was & mystic manisfestation
of the Divine Principle. Grabbe, on the other hand, denied the claim.
that history or its participants benefited from divine immanence. Told—
ing to the atelic, radical contingency of the universe, he additionally
was foreced to impugn the Romantic noTion that there existed a transtem-
poral meaning which could redeem the phenomenal world from meaningless-
ness, For Grabbe, historical protagonists were ridiculous, senssless
persons held pawn to an antifinalistic universe.

© Alcthough -ignored by amajority of Eurcopeans, for over a century, Grabbe
can now te appreciated for his anticipation of the Theater of the Absurd
&nd its philoscophic assumptions. Indeed, . Martin Essiin has correctly
alluded to the affinity between contemporary Absurdists and the author
of Jest, Satire, Iroay, and Deeper Significance.l A more exact analysis
of this latter masterpisce of RUmOT A0ire will illuminate Grabbe's early
use and understanding of absurdity as a word-interpreting metaphor.

In the Myth of Sisyphus, Albert Camus summarizes the five major
sources for Absurdist thought. First, a sense of the universe's "hos-
tile" unmeaning can emerge from a sudden appreciation (Joyce would say
"epiphany'") of the pointlessness and futility of daily activities., Al-
though masked by artificial rationalization and Schopenhauverian "polite-
ness’’, our culturally mandated routines possess a clircuitous denial of
any real improvément toward higher ends. Secondly, the sense of the
Absurd arises when we cease to live in the future and face the '"now of
our existence"”. Like Eduard Von Hartman, Camus and Grabbe would force
us teo recognize our irrevocable temporal nature and the impossibility
of future rational perfection or acceptable improvement., Our values
change before we can understand them and human relations erode before
fully realized. The radical historical nature of humans prevents us
from achieving a stable, logical self-identity, much less recognizing
nae in others. Most pertinent of all, the stable categories of tradi-
tional logic are rendered impotent while the cosmos remains a mystery.
Thirdly, a scurce of the absurd lies in man's alienation from nature.
As Camus points out, :

At the heart of all beauty lies something irhuman, and
- these hills, the softness of the sky,  the outline of
these trees at this minute lose the illusory meaning -
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.with which we had clothed them, henceforth more re-
mote than a lost paradise that denseness and
that strangeness of the world is absurd.

Additionally, the complete annihilation of life itself guarantees that
our actions in life have no metaphysical significance and that the uni-
verse is what Voltaire recognized as a "wretched jest". Finally, man's
raliance on.reason and words to penetrate nature's opacity is wholly in~
adequate. Reason” as expressed in "words'are for all of Grabbe's charac-
ters only part of a "mediocre comedy’” .2 . With the inability of man %o
transcend 'words" he is reduced to empty gestures and meaningless patterns.
To compound our uncertain condition, the universe itself manifests only
contingency: its very existence is irrational and meaningless. The ir-
rational character of both epistemoclogical subject and object combine
to provideé the foundations for the absurd position. in which we find ocurselves.
As Camus concludes, "The Absurd is not in man, nor in.the world, but in
their presence together.”

Grabbe anticipated the first socurce for the sense of the 4dbsurd and
demonstrated an awareness of ontic absurdity on several occasions in Jest,
Satire, Irony, and Deeper Significance. Indeed, a common thread through-
out the play is the fatuousness of routine action and dialcgue. In dct II,
Scene Two, the uninspired poet Ratpoison is umable to create an original
poem. In a parody of the usual Romantic belief that the inspired poet
speaks for the transcendental Spirit, Ratpoison has "Plenty of rhymes
(but} . . . not a single idea!”" Grabbe further debunks the creatlve'
process of the poet by rendering ridiculous, -yet realistic, a specific
instance of- that process. Ratpoison, with full seriousness, belileves that
he can poeticize the idea that he has no ideas while chewing his pen.

No inspiration? Than I shall have to enumerate every-
thing which chews. A cat chews, a polecat chews; a
lion--stop! 4 lion! What does a lion chew? He chews
either a sheep, or an ox, or a goat, or a horse--3top!
A horse! ~--Now what the mane is to.a horse, the quill
is to a pen; thus both locok rather alike--Shouting.
Eureka, there's the image! Bold, daring, new, Calderon-
ian! :

'I sat down at my table chewing pens, Just like

the lion, 'ere the grey of dawn. His rapid-

running pen, a horse, does chew on—-3

Never, our "desacrilized'poet concludes ‘has there been such a metaphor."'4

The ease with which society is fooled by Chattertonian youthful genius
is also exposed in the play. Little Gottlieb has the worms and, because
. his peasant family believes him possessed of genius, he is sent to the
Schoolmaster for training. The Schoolimaster, paid for his services in
Schnapps, promises to ianstruct the boy in all the vital intellectual
considerations of the day.

I shall not only initiate him into the deepest mys-
teries of dogmatics, of nomileties, and the other
related science of theology, but shall also see to
it that he is instruected in the plastic, idyllic
and mephytic major science of ocur country preachers,

as well as in porkchopping, cattleslaughtering, and
dungloading.3

In order to convince the boy's potential sponsorof his "phenomenal intel-.
lect', the Schoolmaster in good Sophist style recommends that :

either you (Little Gotilieb)} must never open your
mouth--then they'll think confound it, he must have
a lot to keep quiet ahout .} ==0r you must say
something absolutely nonsensical--then they'1ll think
. he must have said something very profound, for
we, who otherwise, understand evervthing, don't under-
- stand this; --or you must eat spiders and swallow
flies. --then they'll think, confound it all, there's
a big man for you for he abhors neither flies nor
cobwebs. B

The Schoolmaster, a cynical men who realizes the sase with which society
bestows meaning and importance upon the truly trivial, does more than
provide recognizable social g¢riticism. Although the Schoolmaster is the
most fully aware of soc1ety s collective insapiency, he never makes a
proposal for social refdrm. Indeed, he displays no odium for social
abuse; he does, however, casually accept the order as absurd. Grabbe
bimgelf varied from the Romantic norm of positive criticism of rationa-
~lism and bourgeois complacency by refusing to accept the premise thart
there were transcendent veritiss which could judge our earthly actions.
As Roger Nicholls correctly peints cut, . there is no standard by
which judgment is made other than his (Grabbe's) own youthful intoler-
ance of compromise or vulgarity. He attacks because he sees only weak-
ness and delusion'.? If the world cannot suppert an objective moral
order, .Grabbe's feeling that things are pointless and futile may be justi-
fied.

The most complete account of the world's distressing dysteleology
is made in the Devil's description of it in Act II, Scene II. The poet
Ratpoison-is astonished at the Devil's suggestion that he does not know
the real nature of the world. For the coanfident poet, the world is the
"essence of all existence” and is fully knowable through normal percep-
tion and scientifie theory. For him, as for most humans, the world is
orderly and meaningful; . the actions of individuals are purposeful and:
conducive to persoral or societal progress. However, the Devil has had
many millenia to witness the true cosmic process, For him, the

'world' is nothing more than a mediocre, indifferent
comedy. It has been smeared together during vaca-
ticns by a beardless loud-mouthed angel who, 1f I am
not mistaken, is still in the twelfth grade, and lives
in the ordipary world which man finds incomprehensible.
The copy in which we are found is cne the shelves of
the Lending Library at X, I believe. It is being read
at this very moment by a beautiful lady known to the
author who will hand him her opinion at teatime this
evening, that is, over six trillion vears from now, o
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Because of the contingency of life's "non-planaing', everything is sub-
jeet to ridicule. Political movements are inherently repetitious and
absurd because they are thetrial literary works of the Devil. His magnum
opus -is "The French Revolution, A Fourteen Year Tragedy, with a Prologue

by Louis XV, Chorus by Emigrants®™. OCut of ennui, the Devil is busy now
with a farce 8omedy currentiy running under the title: "The Greek War

for Freedom” ]

Grabbe has presented us with aclear expositicon of a major element
in Absurdist thought. With disquieting casualness, he has revealed a
disjunctive world where rothing uitimately can be taken seriously. Such
a realization may inspire laughter, but it is likely to be a "laughter
of despair".l0 No longer supported bysupramundane axiology or aletiology
we are fully exposed to the contrast between our ideal aspirations and
the sad atelic routine of our daily rourds.ll '

Another major category of Absurdist thought is the recognition of
our radical ftemporal nature. Because time changes us and our world so
completely and with such rapidity, no static conceptualizations will be
adequate to explain the world. Like Cratylus, the Absurd thinker believes
that it is an ontological impossibility for us to step in the same river
once. Yet paradoxically, as Dostoevski and Tolstoy pointed out, it is
on such inappropriate categorical, rational systems thar we place our
hope for knowing. . Attempts to appropriate process into our formal cog-
nition have ended . in the kind of problems discovered by Alfred North

"Whitehead in Process and Reality. Hence, man's inability to conceptu-
alize his existence 1in static categories renders him ignorant, and in
his disinclination to realize or accept that fact, absurd. .

In Jest, Satire, Ircny, and Deeper Significance, Grabbe questions
our ability to successiully categorize a world characterized by spon-
taneity and process. In Act I, Scene Three, for example, the Devil is
found in a room in the castle undergoing examinaticn by four natural
scientists. One. of the scientists avers that the specimen lecoks like
the Devil. His conjecture is rejected by the others as being "ab initio
impossible, for the Devil does not fit into our system”.12 The second
scientist’'s analysis of the specimen is most revealing of our vaunted
rationality. He claims that he sees

something positively maidenlike there; the bushy,
overhanging eyebrows indicate that delicate, female
timidisy which tries to conceal even its own glances;
and the nose which you czall turned-up,seems rather
out of politeness to have been tilted back in order
to leave an extra~large open expanse upon which the
languishing leover may lavish his kisses; --enough,

if all deoes not deceive me, then this frozen person
is, indeed, a parson's daughter.

With less scientific rigor but no less certainty, the fourth scientist

gets the others to agree that the specimen is a female German writer.l3

Thus in some manner the extreme practitioners of logic are less able to

. recognize rezlity than the simple blacksmith who recognizes the Devil at
once in Act I, Scene Four.
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Yet another example of Grabbe's distrust of static and rigid con-
ceptual categories is the escape of the mercenary duo of Wernthal and
Count Murdax who have conspired to kidnap the female heroine, Liddy.
Rescued at the last minute by the hideous but kind Mellfels, Liddy's
father {the Baron) demands that the two conspiraztorsbe severely punished.
At this point, Grabbe destroys the theatrical illusicn by reuniting the
rezality of the play with that of the audience. The Couant, feeling that
the Baron's plan for revenge may be all too real, screams

You want me bound and dragged through the streets!
Ho, is that the reward I get for so divinely playing
my role? Do you think, Mr, Theatrebaron, that I
didn't know you were the Actor W _ _ _ v, and that
vou dare do nothing against me? --Quick, Wernthal,
let's ¢limb down into the orchestra and get to the
musicians; they are my most intimate friends and
wouldn't touch a Hair on our heads.l4

With that exclamation the two villains escape inteo the "reality” of the
audience. . )

At the end of the play, Grabbe further confuses the audience by ap-
pearing in the play himself. After Liddy has been rescued by the uncomely
HMollfels and the Devil returned to Hell, Grabbe appears to help the poet
Ratpoisoa drink the celebratory wine. The Schocolmaster protests that
Grapbbe insults other writers and has the "insipid face of a monkey"”. When
the Schoolmaster tries to shut the door in the playwright's face, the
kindiy Liddy advises the Schocolmaster not to be "embittered against the
man who created you".l5 She invites Grabbe in and the play concludes.
The schism between reality and fiction and between comedy and tragedy
have both been blurred.

It is significant that Grabbe was not merely playing in Romantic
fashion with the forms and materials of a play for the purpcse of demon-~
strating the superiority of Spirit over Nature. Anticipating the Theater
of the Absurd, his characters and their environment do have their own re-
ality. The traditive distinction between fiction and non-fiction cannot
be supportad because there is no transcendently objective "Reality' that
can sit in judgment of our world. For Grabbe, as for Alfred Jerry and
Eugene lonesce, the apparent essence of the universe is disorder and the
hconest writer must reflect that disorder. Unlike the coeval Romantics,
Grabbe cannot manipulate illusions as the very term presumes an ocbjective
order. The very categories on which our fragile minds have always depended
are problematic.

A third aspect of Absurdist thought, man's alientation from nature
and himself, is not as fully developed in Jest, Satire, Irony, and Deeper .
Significance. Grabbe does, however, make it clear that one source of
this aliepnation is our inability to relate toc the world directly and with-
out the artificial mediaticon of "words”. When the Devil hints that he
may be the prince of demens, all four scientists in Act I, Secene II prepare
to flee. But the Devil calls after them
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Gentlemen! Where are you going? Be calm! Relax!
Surely vou're not running away from some mere play
on my name, are you? They call me the Devil, but
that's not who I really am. :

When the four men ask for his identity, his "words™ serve to create the
reality of his being a laudable man. He is

Theophilous Christian Devil, Vicar of the Duchy of

's Service, Honorary member of a society
Tor the advancement of Christianity among the Jews,
and Knight of the Pazpal Order for Civil Distinguished
Ser_vice.l6

‘Later, still questioning our reiiance on words to mediatethe world, ;he
Devil tells the poet Ratpoison that the words “'Heaven' and "Hell" ?X}St
but guestions the “"reality" of the referents. The irony of the Devil's
directions for finding Hell imply the cleavage between . the actual ang
our linguistiec conventions which cannot reflect it adequately. The Devil
says that Hell is a little far' from the villiage but

if you should wish to get there in a hurry, you must
travel via Berlin, Dresden, Leipzig, or Paris where
you go to the-King's Wall, Fish Alley, Slipshod Row,
or the Palais Roval, respectively; from these Tartarus
is put five wminutes away,_and you will find only. the
best roads from there on.l

This kind of alienation was later to serve as a major reason for the ef-
forts of the phenomenclogists to bypass ''mere words'. .

Grabbe's conception of our alienation from anature takes a minor
literature turn when we see him denying theRomantic faith in the country-
side's restorative powers. The play clearly implies thgt Schelling'and
Wordsworth were wrong in finding a kindred Spiritrevealed in nature during
contempiative moments. In the play, the outdoors serves as i placg of
labor for the peor, a place of danger for Liddy,and a source of inspira-
tion and knowledge for nome. The rural farmer Tobias is particularly
satirized for stupidity and greed in 4ct I, Scene Cns. .

Alienation from one's self is alsc hinted at in the characters of
the Schoolmaster and Mollfels. For whatever unknown reasoen, the most
intelligent mortal in the play has become a cynical bibulous man. The
Schoolmaster has come to accept his inferior social position but pe?hgps
not his inabilizy té realize his real (if limited) intellec;ual aplllty.
The mock-hero Mollfels, suffering from upusual physical ugllness {"seven
old women jumped terror-stricken into thewater upon segiug his fgce”),
is in fact an honorable person. This iroay serves as a kind of ”objegtlve
corcllary' for the existentially experienced alienation Grabbe perceives
a1l mankind as facing.

Another Absurdist concept, the ignobility and anserine odeeurrence
of death, is touched on by Grabbe. Although not possessed of Heideggerian
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argst to the extent that most contemporary Absurdists are, he does make
death appear pointless. The Devil's demand that the Count murder thirteen
innccent tailors, for example, is grotesgue encugh to challenge the very
importance of life..8 Furthermore, Grabbe implies that man has no ration-
aie explanation for death and the pain it brings. Beyond the fact that
death appears te be thoroughly gratuitous, we can khnow nothing of the

reasons or significance it may have. Indeed, our most regpected intellects
have failed to sufficiently explain death. Even Kant and Aristotle fail

in their efforts to categorize or conceptualize the mysterious. As the
Devil tells it

during off-hours (in Hell) we usually make window
panes or eyeglass lenses out of ghosts because
they are invisible and for that reason alsoc trans—
parent. Thus recently. when my grandmother had a
strange whim to loock into Virtue, she set the
philosophers Kant and Aristotle both upon her nose:
but as she looked through them it became steadily
darker, and she made herself a lorgnette out of

two Pomeranian farmers instead.l@

Death becomes even more oppressive if denied transcendent significance
or redemption. For Grabbe, there probably is nc such gignificance and,
if there were, we could not know it. Because of our thralldom to "words',
we additionally could not express it.

Lastly, the Absurdists note the purposeless quality of man’s mechani-
cal gestures and meaningless patterns. This idea is, of course, a natural
consequent of their doubt of life's overall meaning and reality. The
pointless moral and physical chaos in which men find themselves is ex-
pressed in the Devil’'s successful persuasion of Count Murdax to murder
thirteen apprentice tailors. The Count is at first reluctant to commit
the murders not because it violates a transcendent 2xiological system,
but because it would violate a ''number pattern” that he arbitrarily ac-
cepts: "I'll do away with nine--eleven--yes, even twelve: only spare
me the thirteenth; twelve's a nice round number!" When the Coant further
obiects fo the slaughter because "I'm wearing a new coat and a new white
vest, andwith this mass slaughter they'll be sure to get all messed v 20
the Devil assuages his reservations by advising him to put on a napkin!
Later, in Act III, Scene Two, the murders are committed in a grotesque
pantomine with the Count so protected!

Furthermore, in a world in which values are unredeemed and gestures
substitute for authentic feeling, there is no room for genuine anger or
enthusiasm. With no higher, objective set of truths by which we can.
Judge our actions, we are reduced to trivialized posturing. The Devil,
a completely recognizable fellow, stands for relative chaos and disorder
rather than "pure evil”.2l  When the poet Ratpoison inquires as to the
nature of punishment for the damned in Hell, he is told by the Devil that

We keep on laughihg at a murderer until He finally
laughs at himself for having taken the trouble to
kill somecne. The severest punishment for one of
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the damned, however, is simply this: he must read
the Evening News and the Freethinker but is not al-
lowed to spit on them.

and furthermore,

Not only the Bad cocmes to Hell, but also the Wrefched,
Deplorable, and Trivial; thus even the good Cicero
sits there as well as the nasty Catiline.

In a radically contingent universe which fails to underwrite objective
values, our certainties even of the netherworld are ludicrous.

Jest, Satire, Irony, and Deeper Significance remains an entertaining
aesthetic and comedic play. Perhaps due to the topical character of his
literary c¢riticism, it has rarely-been performed on stage. Nonetheless,
the recent events cof history. have exposedthe Romantic and Enlightenment
certitudes ro painful guestioning and we now have real cause to appreci-
ate Grabbe's view of life. Doubtless he would have had & happler recep-
ticn in the post-modern period we are wrestling with today. Grabbe's
suspicion that the ultimate discovery of noumenal, certain, and absclute
principles is impossible is nowcommonplace inscieatific and philoscophi-
cal eircles. His role in formulating an early anticipation of Absurdist
thought guarantees him an important place in the intellectual history
of Europe. . ) :
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