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I arrived at the Wiko at a good moment: on the threshold of a completely new project. It
was like starting a dissertation. Except that the topic had never been approved by a disser-
tation committee. But it had been approved by the Wiko selection committee! So embold-
ened, I began reading: the standard literature, the surveys and handbooks, the more spe-
cialized secondary literature, the primary sources. I reached out to the incumbent special-
ists at the Freie Universitit and at the Humboldt-Universitit — invited them to lunch at
WallotstralBe 19 and asked for their advice.

The topic is the local legend in premodern Germany: stories people used to tell each
other about apparent encounters with the supernatural and other strange happenings.

Often the stories or anecdotes were connected with local landmarks: a deep lake, a ruined
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castle, an abandoned mineshaft. Unlike fairy tales (Mdrchen), the local legends (Sagen) did
not happen far away and once upon a time, but at specific times and places, to real people
with names. A certain Christoph Patzeber, from the village of St. Michael near the town
of Salurn in the South Tyrol, was poking about a ruined castle in the year 1688 when he fell
upon a staircase that led to a subterranean wine cellar (Grimm, Deutsche Sagen, no. 15).
He then encounters three old men sitting at a small table who invite him to take home as
much wine as he likes. And the story gets ever stranger, until one day the three old men
reckon up his bill, drawing a cross with chalk on a slate. Patzeber dies ten days later.

This legend was published in a collection of ghost stories in Frankfurt in 1737. But
accounts of similar eerie encounters were recorded already in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries. The brothers Grimm gathered and edited several hundred examples,
publishing them in volume one of their Deutsche Sagen (1816, 1818). The Sagen are far less
well known than the Kinder- und Hausmdérchen (1812, 1815).

The German-speaking lands have no monopoly on this quasi-literary form. My
project, or a similar project, could have dealt with French, Italian, British, or Scandina-
vian material. But I teach in a German department, and here I was in Berlin, where the
Grimms are buried (Alter St.-Matthidus-Kirchhof in Schéneberg — an autumn pilgrim-
age), so the Grimms it was.

My aim was to develop a way of reading these stories. I soon had the feeling that I had
quite a lot of freedom, since no scholarly discipline is really taking responsibility for this
material: literary historians do not recognize the texts as literature, and social historians
do not consider the texts to have much value as sources. The field of historical Volkskunde
or folklore studies, meanwhile, was condemned after the Second World War for its na-
tionalist and ethnicist ideological biases, and has never quite managed to renew itself in-
tellectually. And so I discovered that one way of working in an interdisciplinary mode is
to work with materials that lie around, semi-abandoned, in a territory unclaimed by
the disciplines.

My method is to go back to the early modern publications from which the Grimms
drew their texts, and to attempt to reconstruct the original circumstances of narration.
This is admittedly a highly speculative kind of philology. But there is no other way. You
have to imagine how the stories came into the world: and in particular, how and when an
eyewitness account (“I found a wine cellar inside the mountain”) becomes a report on
what someone else witnessed (“I heard that a man named Patzeber in the next valley

came upon a wine cellar below a ruined castle”). Then you have to imagine how often
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people told each other these tales, and to whom, and why. What pleasure did people take
in these rudimentary narrations? Clues are provided by the framing discourses in the pe-
riodicals and books in which the stories were first fixed in print. The compilers — local
chroniclers, proto-ethnographers, “encyclopedic” knowledge-collectors — tell us where
they heard the stories and add their own often skeptical commentary.

The narratives are related in a plain, unadorned language, devoid of description, sup-
plemented by no metaphors and no symbols, stripped of any internal formal patterning
that might make listeners doubt the veracity of the accounts. The clergy and the Church
play no role in these stories. The repertoire of events and motifs is quite limited. Typically
the protagonist encounters something uncanny and Other and frightening — a revenant, a
ghost, a demon; one of the quasi-human creatures who inhabit the zone between human-
kind and nature: elves, moss-women, and other diminutive forest-dwelling folk; dwarves
who live inside mountains; women in white who appear near springs or wells, and then
disappear. Named characters such as Frau Holle, or the Wilder Jiger; werewolves;
Kobolde or poltergeists, Wechselbilge or changelings. The stories represent the response to
an incident, in words and actions, conveying what it would feel like to come up against
something external, alien, and incomprehensible.

Jakob Grimm incorporated some of these stories into his Deutsche Mythologie (first
edition, 1835), a vast compilation of material drawn from poetry and folklore attesting to
the survival into modern times of fragments of a pre-Christian “Germanic” religion.
Grimm interpreted the repertoire of demonic characters animating the Sagen as popular
transformations of the religious myths. This remained the dominant approach to the
Sagen in the twentieth century. The scholarly literature, to the extent that the Sagen are
treated at all, almost invariably refers to them as evidence of “popular beliefs.”

“Belief” seems to me the wrong term. The stories were not asking their listeners to
assess the nature or the ontological status of the supernatural characters. Nor were they
expecting anyone to invest psychically in an alternative cosmology to rival the established
Christian theology. Even less were they inviting participation in heterodox customs
or rituals.

People did not believe in the Wilder Jiger, the Weille Frau, and Hinzelmann the
poltergeist. Rather, they knew about them. These characters are ropoi, familiar “places”
held in common and known to all. One can refer to the zopoz, in any context, with the
confidence that your audience will follow you. It is a little like the repertoire of characters

from Hollywood movies whom we all know: Taxi Driver, Pretty Woman, the Cowardly
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Lion, Easy Rider, Dirty Harry, Dr. Strangelove, the Terminator, Carrie, the Godfather,
the Little Mermaid, and so on. I don’t “believe” in the Little Mermaid. But I know about
her! She resides in a “commons” belonging to everyone, or at least a lot of people.

Here I was guided by the narratologist Monika Fludernik, who identifies spontaneous
conversational storytelling as a key matrix of a modern, democratic, and realist literature.
Such simple forms of narration, involving sequences of phrases representing someone
else’s embodied experience, do not even necessarily rise to the level of plot. The point was
only to represent embodied experience, and that representation is itself experienced by the
listener as significant and pleasurable.

In the Sagen, people take literature into their own hands, rejecting the prestigious
genres inherited from antiquity, ignoring the precepts of classical rhetoric, framing the
ordinary by profiling it against the extraordinary. This was not a “renaissance,” but a re-
launch, leading ultimately to the democratic modes of fictional narration of modernity:
the novel, the diary, the comic book, not to mention the movie and the TV series.

Over the course of the year I spoke at length about my project with many Fellows and
guests, and profited greatly from the transdisciplinary insights. I won’t soon forget two
key consultations, yielding valuable insight, with Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger and Lorraine
Daston; as well as a dinner conversation with the Assyriologist Stefan Maul at the Fel-
lows” Club meeting in June. I would also mention the linguistic anthropologist Angelika
Linke (Zurich), one of the participants in the Wiko workshop Denken in Sitzen/Thinking
in Sentences (June 2024) that I co-organized with Fellow Carlos Spoerhase and Permanent
Fellow Juliane Vogel.

But on reflection, my interpretation of the Sagen was primarily shaped — in fact, creat-
ed — by the everyday and seemingly casual conversations in the Wiko restaurant and other
shared spaces. As the year unfolded, I started paying attention to how we speak, and how
we take pleasure in listening to people recount simple embodied experiences, and how the
simple empathy was enough, even when plot in any ambitious literary sense was lacking.
It was an ideal situation: almost unlimited spontaneous natural speech, built around
micro-narratives.

So, if I asked, What did you do this weekend? I might hear in reply, We went to
Schloss Charlottenburg; we were going to roam about in the Schlosspark, but it started to
rain; we ducked into that pizzeria across the street and waited it out. The kids were get-
ting really restless. We did finally get to check out the park, but there was no time to see
the Schinkel Pavilion.
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There is no plot here to speak of, but it didn’t matter. I could vividly imagine the ex-
cursion to Schloss Charlottenburg and feel vicariously the family’s relatively minor hopes
and disappointments; and that is enough.

The homemade folk horror movie screened at this year’s Abschiedsfest revealed where
the early modern ghost story was headed. This brilliant film, carried off by the editing
and natural acting skills of a half-dozen or more Wiko Fellows, circled around a mysteri-
ous and still unexplained sighting in the stairwell of the Altbau of Villa Walther. Of course
at the Wiko we don’t believe in ghosts. But then what did really happen that night?

In our cohort, month after month, everyone was talking, talking all the time, repre-
senting their thoughts and feelings; and everyone was listening all the time, making infer-
ences about the feelings and thoughts of others. We represented ourselves to each other, in
conversational groups of two, three, four, five, six. We then talked about our conversa-

tions. And that was our year at the Wissenschaftskolleg.
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