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Taking Stock: 
The Disappearance of German-American Literature? 

In i860 newspaper editor Rudolf Lexow recognized that German-American 
l i terature—as distinct f rom the literature publ i shed b y Germans in 
Europe—could play an indispensible role in promoting and preserving 
German culture in the Uni ted States. That year he announced a literary 
competition in the New-Yorker Criminal-ZeitungundBelletristisches Journal 
(New York Crime Reporter and Belletristic Journal) that a imed to awaken 
the immigrants' "slumbering powers" and induce them to create literary 
works reflective o f "the fates o f Germans on this cont inent " 1 Having 
received twenty-three manuscripts for consideration, the judges felt the 
contest had exceeded expectations. 2 The prize-winning entry, Reinhold 
Solger s Anton in Amerika* a novel about the American trials and tribula­
tions o f a German who arrives in N e w York in 1857 p lanning 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 N e w York C i ty L e x o w believed the 
undertaking would help the German language, spirit, and character "move 
toward a significant future" in the United States; indeed, h e predicted that 

1 Rudolf Lexow, "Preisausschreiben," New-Yorker Criminal-Zeitung und Belletristisches 
Journal, 23 November i860: 568. All translations are my own. For a more extensive 
discussion of this competition, see my introduction to Reinhold Solger, Anton in 
America: A Novel from German-American Life, transl. Lorie A. Vanchena (New York: 

Peter Lang, 2006), xviii-xxi. 
2 Wilhelm Aufermann et a l , "Preisausschreiben des Belletristischen Journals: die 

Entscheidung der Preisrichter," New-Yorker Criminal-Zeitung und Belletristisches 
Journal, 3 January 1862: 964. 
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t h i s new literary collection would represent "one o f the m o s t powerful 
forces of the German spirit in the western hemisphere" 3 

The "slumbering powers" of German-American writers were awakened 
b y Lexow s literary projects and others like i t—and fueled by growing 
numbers of German immigrants, which reached more than a quarter of a 
mi l l ion in the peak year of 1882. 4 It is difficult to estimate precisely how 
m a n y German-language literary works appeared in the United States at this 
t i m e . To provide one oft-cited example: the German-American collection 
o f the German Society of Pennsylvania encompasses approximately 10,000 
b o o k s , but as Brent O. Peterson points out, this significant number does 
n o t include the poetry and narrative prose published in German-American 
periodicals also housed at the library.5 Novels, short fiction, and poetry 
certainly appeared in book form, but often only after be ing featured in 
German-language magazines and newspapers. 6 Some o f the titles that 
appeared in Steiger s Deutsch-amerikanischeBibliothek, for instance, includ­
i n g Anton in Amerika, had originally been serialized in t h e New-Yorker 
Criminal'Zeitung undBelletristisches Journal. 

3 Rudolf Lexow, "Literatur und Kunst," New-Yorker Criminal-Zeitung und 
Belletristisches Journal (früher Criminalzeitung): Eine Wochenschrißßir Literatur, 
Kunst, Wissenschaft, Politik und Tagesgeschichte, 29 March 1872: 5 4 . 

4 Günter Moltmann, "The Pattern of German Emigration to the United States in 
the Nineteenth Century," in America and the Germans: An Assessment of a Three-
Hundred Year History, vol. 1, eds Frank Trommler and Joseph McVeigh (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 1 4 - 2 4 , here 21. 

5 Brent O. Peterson, "How (and Why) to Read German-American Literature," in The 
German-American Encounter: Conflict and Cooperation between Two Cultures iS00-

2000, eds Frank Trommler and Elliott Shore (New York: Berghahn Books, 1001), 
88-102, here 101. The German Language Press of the Americas, 1732-19SS, by Karl J. 

R. Arndt and May E. Olson (3 vols., Munich: Verlag Dokumentation, 1973), lists 
approximately 5000 German-language newspapers and periodicals. See also Werner 
Sollors, "German-Language Writing in the United States: A Serious Challenge to 
American Studies?" in The German-American Encounter, 1 0 3 - 1 1 4 , here 103. 

6 Patricia Herminghouse, "Radicalism and the 'Great Cause': The German-American 
Serial Novel in the Antebellum Era," in America and the Germans, 306-320, here 
306. 
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A n d yet, nearly 1 4 0 years after the first volumes o f 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 o f 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? 7 

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 g r o u p " 8 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 C o r a Lee Kluge points out in her recent anthol­
ogy Other Witnesses: An Anthology of Literature ofthe German Americans, 
18SO-1914, the history and fate o f German-American literature "are parallel 
to the history and fate o f 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 o f view" on American exi­
gencies has been lost. 9 Jeffrey L. Sammons attributes what "seemed like 
the abrupt vanishing o f the German-American cultural symbiosis" at the 
start of World War I to the sharp decrease (96 percent) in the number o f 

7 Elliott Shore, "Introduction: A New View of the Nineteenth Century," in The 
German-American Encounter, 3 - 5 , here 5. 

8 Frank Trommler, "Introduction," in The German-American Encounter, x-xix, here 
xiii. 

9 Cora Lee Kluge, "Introduction," in Other Witnesses: An Anthology of Literature of 
the German Americans 18$0-1914, ed. Cora Lee Kluge (Madison, WI : Max Kade 
Institute for German-American Studies, 2007) , xi-xiv, here xi. 
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schoolchildren learning German between 191$ and 1922,. 1 0 This chapter 
will discuss a selection of significant scholarly contributions to the field of 
German-American literature from the last decade or so—taking stock, if 
you will—and consider the prospects for German-American literature as 
an object of scholarly inquiry, if not for a general readership. 

Germanist Frank Trommler and cultural historian Sander L. Gilman 
have written essays that shed light on the twentieth-century history of this 
discipline. Tracing the development of a relationship between academe and 
German-American ethnicity, Trommler describes how institutions such as 
the University of Pennsylvania and Harvard University began "reclaiming 
ethnic representation through academic documentation" around 1900, at 
about the same time that academics were becoming interested in the area 
of transadantic relations. 1 1 Just as German immigration was declining at 
the start of the twentieth century, however, newly established graduate 
programs modeled after German Germanistik increasingly disregarded 
German-American topics as subjects that did not constitute high culture.12 

Gilman observes that German-American literature was further marginalized 
from the 1930s to the 1950s within both German and American studies, a 
result of academic critics' philological approach and the "growing antiquari-
anism and parochialism of the official* publications of German-American 
(note the hyphen) literature."1 3 Both scholars discuss changes that occurred 
in the late 1960s, when universities embraced ethnic studies and scholars 
began looking at popular writers such as Karl May and German-American 

10 Jeffrey L. Sammons, Kuno Franckes Edition of "Ihe German Classics' (ipi^is):A 

Critical and Historical Overview (New York: Peter Lang, 2,009), 4. Sammons cites 

Edwin H. Zeydel, "The Teaching of German in the United States," German Quarterly 
37 (1964): 3 I 5 - 3 9 2 -

11 Frank Trommler, "Literary Scholarship and Ethnic Studies: A Reevaluationr in 
German? American? Literature? New Directions in German-American Studies, eds 

Winfried Fluck and Werner Sollors (New York: Peter Lang, 2002), 25-40, here 25, 
30. 

12 Ibid., 30. 
13 Sander L. Gilman, "German? American? Literature? — Some Thoughts on the 

Problem of Question Marks and Hyphens," in German? American? Literature? 7-1^ 
here 7 - 8 . 


