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A Provincial

MeikeWerner, in her examination of “cultural experi-
ments in Fin de SiÃ¨cle Jena,” concedes that shemust first
deal with an apparent paradox. Is the Moderne, as Georg
Simmel posits in his 1903 essay, “Die GroÃstÃ¤dte und
das Geistesleben,” linked inextricably with the tensions
and conditions of urban existence, while the provinces
remain, in both the geographical and intellectual sense,
far removed from modern life and mired in a tradi-
tional mindset? Werner attacks Simmel’s conception
of the Moderne by noting that the diametrical opposi-
tion he creates between “GroÃstadt/Moderne und prov-
inzieller Kleinstadt/Traditionalismus verschleiert jedoch
die KomplexitÃ¤t und vielfÃ¤ltigen Nuancen moderner
Kulturgeschichte mehr, als daÃ er aufklÃ¤rt” (p. 9).
Werner contends that Jena in particular and the German
provinces in general should be included in any study of
the Moderne, for Germany did not possess the same de-
gree of centralization of cultural institutions as other Eu-
ropean nations of the time. Jena was not only influenced
by the events and movements in Berlin, but also actively
participated in the shaping of the Moderne.

For Werner, the Moderne is an epoch that lasted from

the 1890s to the outbreak of World War I, and is marked
primarily by ambivalence and tension: between the in-
creasing rationalization of life and work and a drive to-
wards the irrational and mystical, by a sense of crisis
(matched with a self-awareness of this crisis), and by the
search for new forms of associations and worldviews (pp.
10-11). The Jena Moderne was characterized by many of
the debates that took place in Berlin: nationalism, anti-
Semitism, gender roles, and the search for modern forms
of literature, art, and lifestyles. What Werner’s study de-
tails, though, is how “das BewuÃtsein der MarginalitÃ¤t
in bezug auf das Zentrum kreativer Bestandteil dieser
Moderne war” (p. 24). The Moderne that the figures
in this study influenced “kristallisierte, konstellierte sich
nicht im Gegensatz, sondern als transformierende Alter-
native zu dem, was bis dahin mit groÃstÃ¤dtischer Mod-
erne konnotiert war” (p. 25).

To that end, she examines three interconnected ex-
emplars of the Jena Moderne: the publisher Eugen
Diedrich, his wife (the writer and poet, Helene Voigt-
Diedrich), and the Serakreis, a circle of students con-
nected to Diedrich. As Werner describes: “Im Zen-
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trum der Arbeit stehen drei Aspekte des ’Modernen
Jena.’ Der Kulturverlag von Eugen Diederichs, der 1904
mit Bedacht seinen acht Jahre zuvor in Florenz und
Leipzig gegrÃ¼ndeten Verlag an den Ursprungsort des
deutschen Idealismus und der FrÃ¼hromantik verlegte,
der freistudentische Serakreis, mit dessen Konzept und
experimenteller Praxis moderner LebensfÃ¼hrung sich
die Namen junger Intellektueller wie Rudolf Carnap,
Wilhelm Flitner, Hans Freyer, Karl Korsch und Franz
Roh verbinden, sowie Leben und literarisches Schaffen
der Dichterin Helene Voigt-Diederichs, deren heimatbe-
zogene Dichtung sich mit dem literarischen Programm
der ’Los von Berlin’-Bewegung in Verbindung bringen
lÃ¤Ãt. ZentraleThemen der Moderne werden aus Jenaer
Perspektive in den Blick genommen: die Emanzipation
der Frauen, der Aufbruch der Jugend und das unter den
Intellektuellen heftig debattierte, facettenreiche ’Problem
der Kultur’ ” (p. 20).

Her study, as Werner freely admits, is neither a com-
prehensive cultural history of Jena nor a comparative ex-
amination of modernity in all of the German provinces.
She first provides the reader with an excellent descrip-
tion of the spatial and intellectual configuration of Jena,
which was home not only to a university and publish-
ing house, but also to the Zeiss optical works. All three
institutions felt the pressures and tensions of moderniza-
tion and rationalization, but Zeiss in particular is a telling
example of industrial innovation in the provinces, for it
was one of the few industries to actively ameliorate the
tensions of capitalism and industrialization by creating
a more equitable distribution of capital to the workers,
based on an “ethical social-economic philosophy which
is a direct challenge to capitalism.”[1] This particular ap-
proach allowed the Zeiss works to enjoy a relatively sta-
ble existence, even during the Great War, revolutionary
upheaval, and the inflation of the 1920s.

In the third chapter on Eugen Diedrich (“Der Ver-
leger als kultureller ReichsgrÃ¼nder: Eugen Diedrichs
in Jena”), Werner closely analyzes the cultural, national,
and religious influences that drove the publisher dur-
ing his time in Jena. Diedrich sought to modernize the
whole process of publishing, and was at the same time
deeply involved in the cultural, artistic, religious, and in-
tellectual debates that were taking place not only among
the BildungsbÃ¼rgertum, but also among Jena’s students.
Diedrich was deeply critical of the culture of his day, but
his criticisms cannot be easily typecast as cultural pes-
simism. (Diedrich, in his later years, though, did move
further to the right, most notably in the speech that he
held for Alfred Rosenberg’s Kampfbund fÃ¼r deutsche

Kultur). Diedrich recognized that Germany was in a
“time of transition” and sought to synthesize a “strong
feeling for one’s country” with being a “good European”
(p. 193). Above all, Diedrich believed that a new pro-
cess of Gemeinschaftsbildung was central to the positive
development of German culture, and Jena, with both its
traditions and innovations, could and should contribute
to the new (re)vision of a modern Germany.

The fourth chapter (“ ‘Los von Berlin’ und ’Literatur
in Jena: Helene Voigt-Diedrichs’ ”) is by far the short-
est of the chapters, and is certainly the most problem-
atic in terms of supporting Werner’s notion of a provin-
cial Moderne. Helene Voigt-Diedrich, who wrote “Aben-
drot,” “Unterstrom,” and “Nur ein Gleichnis,” has, as the
author concedes, “aus den groÃen Literaturgeschichten
weitgehend verschwunden,” and is accorded a prominent
place only in the canon of popular works in the Third
Reich (p. 201).[2] Voigt-Diedrich was far more an au-
thor of the nineteenth century. As Werner describes,
“Als Autorin des 20. Jahrhunderts blieb ihre Schreibweise
bis auf naturalistische EinflÃ¼Ãe merkwÃ¼rdig un-
berÃ¼hrt von den Experimenten der literarischen Mod-
erne, dem Sekundenstil des konsequenten Naturalismus,
jahrhundertwendlicher Sprachskepsis, dem alle sprach-
lichen Konventionen sprengenden Futurismus, Expres-
sionismus oder Dadaismus” (p. 201). What role, then,
does she play in influencing a provincial “Moderne”?
Werner contends that Voigt-Diedrich lived what should
be considered a modern life, in that she tried to break free
of the gender roles, societal and moral conventions, and
expectations that had been thrust on her as the wife of
leading publisher, as a mother, and as a prominent fig-
ure in Jena’s society. Voigt-Diedrich, for example, placed
her writing desk outside of the family home, moved in
her own intellectual circles, and eventually left Eugen
Diedrich in 1911, although Werner again concedes, “Zu
fragen gilt, ob dieser Bruch Kapitulation oder Emanzipa-
tion bedeutete” (p. 21).

The fifth chapter (“Tanz auf dem Vulkan: das ’Junge
Jena’ ”) is a remarkable work of scholarship. Werner has
already authored no fewer than eight articles on ”young
Jena“ and youth culture, and she draws on a stunning
range of archival and primary sources to produce a de-
tailed and nuanced portrait of their lifestyles, celebra-
tions, and patterns of association. It is in this chapter that
one can see most clearly the ambivalences, tensions, and
desires to form new associations that Werner posits as so
essential to the Jena Moderne. These students clearly felt
themselves to be in a time of transition, and sought to
break from old traditions, associations, and connections
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in search of new ones. Werner describes how this pro-
cess (as with Eugen Diedrich’s cultural criticism) was not
cultural pessimism, but rather the strong desire to create
newer, more modern ties and associations. The two main
groups that she examines–the Jena Freistudentenschaft,
whichwas highly organized, deeply democratic, and con-
cerned with social equality, and the Serakreis, which
shied away from organizations, was deeply romantic in
character and pursued the irrational and mythical–are
presented byWerner as a possible example of the Apollo-
nian/Dionysian divide. But once again, Werner is much
more concerned, and rightly so, with demonstrating how
such an easy opposition is inadequate. Members, such
as Hans Kremers, moved freely between the two groups
and saw no clash of values in doing so. Kremers wrote
that members of the Serakreis felt that ”ihre Existenz in
zwei Kreisen auswirkt[e]: In der Freistudentenschaft und
[in] der Serageselligkeit; schroffe GegensÃ¤tze, in Per-
sonalunion verbunden“ (p. 276). For those interested in
youth culture in Germany or in the figures whom she ex-
amines (Rudolf Carnap, Hans Kremers, Karl Korsch, Wil-
helm Flitner, Robert Jentzsch, Julius Frankenberger, Wal-
ter FrÃ¤nzel, Hans Freyer, and Franz Roh), this chapter
will be of great value.

Werner has written a tightly focused, theoretically
challenging, and thoroughly researched study of three
exemplars of the Jena Moderne, and has done so in a
manner that bridges many disciplines with particular
care to their respective methodologies. Certainly, this
study is not the final one on the question of what role

the provinces as a whole played in the formation of the
greater GermanModerne, but her work certainly presents
scholars with both newmaterial and newmethodological
approaches in order to tackle this broader question.[3]
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