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Taking Stock:

The Disappearance of German-American Literature?

In 1860 newspaper editor Rudolf Lexow recognized that German-American
literature—as distinct from the literature published by Germans in
Europe—could play an indispensible role in promoting and preserving
German culture in the United States. That year he announced a literary
competition in the New-Yorker Criminal-Zeitung und Belletristisches Journal
(New York Crime Reporter and Belletristic Journal) that aimed to awaken
the immigrants’ “slumbering powers” and induce them to create literary
works reflective of “the fates of Germans on this continent.” Having
received twenty-three manuscripts for consideration, the judges felt the
contest had exceeded expectations.” The prize-winning entry, Reinhold
Solger’s Anton in Amerika, a novel about the American trials and tribula-
tions of a German who arrives in New York in 1857 planning to go into
business, launched another literary project ten years later; Lexow selected
it to serve as Volumes I and II in the Deutsch-amerikanische Bibliothek, a
series published by Ernst Steiger in New York City. Lexow believed the
undertaking would help the German language, spirit, and character “move
toward a significant future” in the United States; indeed, he predicted that
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this new literary collection would represent “one of the most powerful
forces of the German spirit in the western hemisphere.”

The “slumbering powers” of German-American writers were awakened
by Lexow’s literary projects and others like it—and fueled by growing
numbers of German immigrants, which reached more than a quarter of
milljon in the peak year of 1882.* It is difficult to estimate precisely how
many German-language literary works appeared in the United States at this
time. To provide one oft-cited example: the German-American collection
of the German Society of Pennsylvania encompasses approximately 10,000
books, but as Brent O. Peterson points out, this significant number does
not include the poetry and narrative prose published in German-American
periodicals also housed at the library.” Novels, short fiction, and poetry
certainly appeared in book form, but often only after being featured in
German-language magazines and newspapers.® Some of the titles that
appeared in Steiger’s Deutsch-amerikanische Bibliothek, for instance, includ-
ing Anton in Amerika, had originally been serialized in the New-Yorker
Criminal-Zeitung und Belletristisches Journal.
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And yet, nearly 140 years after the first volumes of the Deutsch-
amerikanische Bibliothek appeared, accompanied by high hopes for the
significant cultural contribution they represented, historian Elliott Shore
posed questions that address the apparent disappearance of the German-
American literary tradition:

The realm of German America that has been most closed off, most sealed away
from the rest of American life is the world of German-American literature ...
[H]ow could these inaccessible texts, hidden away in research libraries and written
in a “foreign” language, have anything to add to our understanding of the German
part of American history? Are these works antiquarian curiosities that can only be
of interest as relics of a forgotten past?’

The struggle between German and Anglo-Saxon culture has not turned
out as Lexow projected. The new century, with its two World Wars and
their consequences, contributed to the decline of German Americans as
a “distinct cultural and ethnic group.”® Assimilation also played a role.
While America is a country much shaped by German immigrants, this
shaping has been all but forgotten because it is such an integral part of the
American landscape. As Cora Lee Kluge points out in her recent anthol-
ogy Other Witnesses: An Anthology of Literature of the German Americans,
1850—1914, the history and fate of German-American literature “are parallel
to the history and fate of the German language in America.” With the loss
of German, she observes, texts in German have become “hidden, submerged,
unread, and unknown” and “a different point of view” on American exi-
gencies has been lost.” Jeffrey L. Sammons attributes what “seemed like
the abrupt vanishing of the German-American cultural symbiosis” at the
start of World War I to the sharp decrease (96 percent) in the number of
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