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Forward Translation

The Specter of the Pandemic: Politics and
Poetics of Cholera in Nineteenth-Century
Literature—An Introduction

DAVINA HOLL

Preface

News reports tell us of an invisible enemy coming from the East and spreading across
the world. The pandemic is dominating people’s lives and imaginations. Uncertainty
and insecurity rule, drastic quarantine measures are being imposed, and borders are
closed. Ships lie anchored in the harbor, the sick are isolated, and restricted zones are
setup. Special hospitals are built in a hurry because the number of infections is growing
uncontrollably and threatens to exceed the capacities of the regular health system.
Even if the danger is initially kept secret or downplayed, fear and panic soon spread
everywhere among the population. Political and medical authorities are struggling for
clarification and containment but have little impact on the situation. And although a
state of emergency is imposed and the war against the pandemic is proclaimed, some
withdraw into total isolation, and others give into excess in the face of the apparently
imminent apocalypse. It is carnival season when the pandemic makes its grand
entrance in the metropolis of Paris. It is the spring of 1832, and what will become
known as Asiatic cholera has arrived at the heart of Europe. Another report is made
that an unknown illness has broken out at a carnival—not in a European metropolis
but in a small city in the province of North Rhine-Westphalia—which has attracted the
media’s attention to the arrival of a new pandemic. It is the spring of 2020, and the
coronavirus has arrived at the heart of Europe.

When | began this project, no one could have predicted the circumstances
under which my work would end. Even before | started my doctorate, | was interested
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in the interconnections between illnesses, individuals, and society, and especially the
role that art and literature play in this context. In this regard, pandemic experiences
seemed anideal field of research. Because they pose enormous challenges for science,
politics, the economy, society, and—not least—culture, and they affect both individ-
uals and entire collectives.

Cholera, which was one of the most far-reaching pandemic experiences of the
modern era, appeared particularly suited to historical analysis, especially since the con-
temporary literature of the cholera years, which encompassed almost the entire nine-
teenth century, has hardly garnered any attention before now. Moreover, | thought, a
retrospective analysis of an event long passed can have the advantage of gaining a
certain distance from it. When in 2016, the World Health Organization proclaimed the
most severe outbreak of cholera in the history of humankind taking place in Yemen,
the supposedly historical topic suddenly became very current. Since the beginning of
2020, the world has been confronted with a pandemic of proportions not seen since
the outbreak of the Spanish Flu around one hundred years ago. Writing about a
pandemic during a pandemic is a challenge | did not expect to be confronted with. The
specter of the pandemic has also encroached into my life, and the topic of my
dissertation has actually “haunted” me. This situation has thoroughly changed my
perspective on this work. Many parallels have become evident, and many differences
obvious.

In the nineteenth century, cholera became a driving force for science and a
political and social “litmus test.” After cholera, the world was a different one. Dramatic
hygiene and sanitary measures, such as the construction of widespread systems for
water supply and disposal, have permanently changed for the better and improved the
conditions under which people live together. Tireless research into the century-old
mystery of cholera has made significant contributions to the development of micro-
biology, that scientific discipline whose subarea of virology is now concerned first and
foremost with tackling the challenge of the coronavirus. Robert Koch’s discovery of
the comma-shaped bacterium Vibrio cholerae in 1884 as the cause of the cholera
outbreaks, which lasted almost a hundred years and flared up again and again in
multiple pandemic waves, provided knowledge of how cholera originated and spread,
thereby enabling the development of effective preventive and therapeutic proced-
ures. Since the monumental epidemic experience of cholera had made it necessary to
prove the existence of pathogenic microorganisms, Koch was able to open an entirely
new chapter in medicine. Today, the Robert Koch Institute (RKI) is the authoritative
body that monitors and evaluates the current pandemic events in Germany. Con-
fronting the challenges of cholera not only caused an enormous growth of knowledge
but it also revealed the fatal liaison between pandemics and conspiracy theories, riots,
revolution, and war: more soldiers died of cholera than in combat during the Crimean
War (1853-56) and in many places around the world there were repeated violent
clashes that turned into lynch mobs and pogroms. Social structures and political
systems were put to the test, and stigmatization and blaming were pervasive. It was
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relentlessly propagated that cholera was a foreign disease that was infesting one’s
own country like an uncanny visitor. Thus, people afflicted by the alien disease were
always the sick “other” simultaneously. The metaphor of war against the pandemic
was as obvious as it was effective, but it was also extremely dangerous. The invisible
enemy that must be defended against—with military means if necessary—was soon
given a face. As history tells us, all too often, a metaphorical military armament is
followed by a real one.

The look back in history that shows many uncanny parallels to the current
pandemic events is a warning and a hope at the same time. It shows that pandemics
are inseparable from human history and have often had great influence on it. Due to
the development of vaccines and the discovery of the antibiotic, for a brief moment, it
seemed as though the end of infectious diseases was within our reach. However, epi-
and pandemic outbreaks have repeatedly and massively threatened the life of many
people even during recent decades, although mostly without public interest from the
Global North. Recently, the Ebola and Zika viruses made headlines. Still, the terror and
international interest abated quickly as the pandemics became regionally contained—
and today, hardly anyone asks about the severe social, economic, political, and
individual consequences of these epidemic events.

Cholera questioned everything and contributed to the search for answers. With
the outbreak of Covid-19, the world sees itself facing a global pandemic threat once
more. Various measures have been used for months in an attempt to bring the spread
of the virus under control. Intensive research has led to the most rapid vaccine
development in history, but still, an even global distribution of vaccines and resources
for prevention or therapy hardly seems possible. At the same time, warnings of new
variants are announced, and many questions remain unanswered. Questions that poli-
tics, the economy, and society around the world need to face right now. The twenty-
first century is not the nineteenth century. Cholera is not the coronavirus. And yet,
after this pandemic as well, the world will never be the same.

June 2021, Davina Holl
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1. Introduction: The Specter of Cholera Arises
1. Politics and Poetics of Cholera

In the nineteenth century,' cholera® was engraved in the collective memory of entire
generations as “a new, more terrible plague.”? It became a destabilizing factor for
politics, a driving force for science, and a challenge for poetology. Turned into a social
taboo, individually and culturally suppressed as a traumatic experience, its represen-
tation in contemporary literature does not seem to live up to its status as an ever-
present worldwide epidemic. It is no wonder that its validity in literature is only gra-
dually becoming the focus of literary scholarship. This study claims that, despite a
supposed “impossibility of narration,”* cholera is given a voice in nineteenth-century
literature not as a purely motivic but a decidedly structural element in a variety of
ways—first and foremost in the model of a specter.

By analyzing cholera as a human, medicinal, and narrative borderline exper-
ience, this study expedites a productive interaction between life science and literary
studies. It emphasizes the significance of consolidating these cultures of knowledge,
which are often considered disconnected.” Therefore, this interdisciplinary approach
touches on the contours of the subjects from which it feeds itself. It shows how
fruitfully literary studies in the scope of Transnational American Studies can be fused
with an interdisciplinary history of medicine if they exceed their own thematic,
theoretical, and methodical borders. In this regard, a glimpse backward may also
indicate the possibilities of the future. The work and creativity of Alexander von
Humboldt (1769-1859) are currently being rediscovered. Humboldt is a figurehead of
the idea of mobile knowledge,® which is gaining new significance’ in light of the current
transnational, transcultural, and transdisciplinary tasks (such as climate change). It
shows how important it is to work together across the boundaries of one's own
established areas of responsibility and critically reflect on this cooperation because:
“Everything interacts.”® Cholera, as a phenomenon that crosses boundaries, requires
work that does the same, because the discursive conversation on the disease also was
andis organized to be international, interdisciplinary, intercontextual, and intermedial.
The agenda of Transnational American Studies as “an emerging field which can be
distinguished by its intellectually collaborative as opposed to ideological genesis, its
transdisciplinary method, and transnational thinking,”® which is distinguished by “its
capaciousness, its eschewal of methodological or ideological dogma, and its openness
to fresh syntheses and connections”'® and the consciousness of the necessity “that we
pay as much attention to the ways in which ideas, people, culture and capital have
circulated and continue to circulate physically and virtually”" is especially suited for
handling the issues of this project. This study is rooted in the framework of
Transnational American Studies with its access that must be described as “necessarily
comparative.”” For one thing, the central concepts, methods, and theories, such as
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medical humanities, literary trauma studies, postcolonial studies, and ecocriticism,
which underly (often interwoven with each other) the text analyses presented here,
can be allocated to the innovative intellectual environment of Transnational American
Studies. For another, the textual corpus is significantly shaped by the interdiscursive-
transnational dialog of works of North American, British, and German authors of the
nineteenth century.

For the purposes of this constant interrelatedness, this study should also make
aninnovative contribution to the field of medical humanities, which in recent years has
especially developed from the Anglo-American research context and is firmly inte-
grated into university curricula in Great Britain and the USA. The focus of medical
humanities still appears strongly geared to the benefits of an examination of art and
literature in medicinal education and practice. This unquestionably important ap-
proach, however, does not adequately exhaust the potential of an interdisciplinary
exchange. Therefore, this study is tied to the impulse of understanding “narrative as a
key concept of both natural sciences and the humanities.”” It asks, “what if we were
to consider not the role of ‘medical humanities’ for the practice of medicine, but for
the practice of the humanities?””'* and by doing so, examines how medicine becomes
part of (the history of) literature and how literature can write (the history of) medicine.

To this end, theories of interdiscursive and poetological®® analyses are joined
with intensive close readings of the nineteenth-century texts of North American,
English, and German literature. Explicitly taking into account their inter- and
extratextual frames of reference, facilitates the development of a transcultural and
diachronic panorama of the specific literary knowledge formation of the traumatic
experience of cholera. Subsequent to Dominick LaCapra, the analyses are built on the
thesis that “some of the most powerful forms of modern art and writing [... ] often
seem to be traumatic or posttraumatic writing.”"® Although the potential for
narrativizing traumata suffered through experiences of war and violence has already
been extensively discussed as problematic in the research of literary scholarship, the
transfer to the area of epidemics and pandemics as a traumatic borderline experience
has been so far realized only in isolated cases”. By systematically analyzing specific
forms of trauma narratives using the example of the suppressed cholera experience,
this work examines the influence of traumatic pandemic experiences on a specific
literary productivity. It raises awareness of the necessity for integrating epidemic and
pandemic experiences in existing models of individual and collective traumas. Conse-
quently, this study argues that the theoretical as well as methodological preconditions
to inter- and transdisciplinary analyze both coping and narrating modalities of histor-
ical, present, and future epi- and pandemics from psychological, ethical, health policy,
and cultural perspectives have to be rethought. 8

A disease is never only the disease itself. It is situated in specific historical, pol-
itical, social, epistemological, and cultural contexts. It is imaginatively and ideologically
rechargeable and is always a “discursive event”."” To that end, real-life experiences
with and imaginations of the illness are in a permanent exchange process and often
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generate ambiguities and paradoxes. Most of the numerous historiographical studies
on cholera published in recent decades ask, “How was it?”’. But the question about
“how it was” cannot be necessarily answered by historical facts (whose objectivity is
always precarious®®) but is also constituted from the world of human imagination.*'
This study examines the worlds of the imagination, which manifest themselves in
fictional and real-life documents. It shows that cholera in the nineteenth century was
not only one fatalillness experienced among many. Cholera was a leading disease that,
through its long-lasting, massively disruptive force, whose impact extended to all areas
of life, became a reflection figure and point of convergence for the dominant
discourses of the nineteenth century. At the interface of literary studies and medical
history, this study aims to investigate the interdependent discourses of literature and
medicine, their literary manifestation, and the reciprocal effects of literature and the
life world.

The pair of terms “politics” and “poetics” in the study’s subtitle attempts to
illustrate this prismatic character of cholera. The term “politics” refers to the central
(geo)political contexts of the nineteenth century, such as the numerous crises, wars,
and revolutions that formed the century and in whose contexts cholera and its literary
discussion must be situated. Phenomena such as imperialism, colonialism, racism, and
slavery, which are deeply connected with cholera, are also subsumed under the
complex of “politics.” Finally, the bodily micro- and macrolevels afflicted by cholera
will be examined from a political and biopolitical perspective. According to Michel
Foucault, the concept of political sovereignty in the nineteenth century changed to the
extent that “the ancient right to take life or let live was replaced by a power to foster
life or disallow it to the point of death.”** It then became dominant for the concept of
political power in the sense of “bio-power”?® or a “bio-politics of the population.”**
Regulating the birth and death of the population was now one of the primary
objectives of exercising biopolitical power. Preserving health and avoiding disease
became the fundamental logic of governance. As a permanent challenge to this logic
and a global mass phenomenon, cholera became an internal and external political
problem of governance: a veritable “enemy of politics.”*

Cholera undermined the concept of a self-contained body in the very moment
it first began to form at the beginning of the nineteenth century. By literally being
turned inside out, the still young “construct of a self-contained individuality”>® with
“fixed bodily borders”* was immediately brought into danger: The entity of the
individual became disintegrated, the individuals themselves deindividualized. At the
same time, regardless of its affiliation with a certain social class, individuals afflicted by
the disease were integrated into another society: a society of those infected by
cholera. Cholera, therefore, laid bare its politically charged, ambivalent democratizing
function. By undermining the concept of the self-contained body, cholera seemed to
endanger the model of a self-contained society at the same time.”® In Iliness as
Metaphor, Susan Sontag writes: “Cholera is the kind of fatality that[... ] has simplified
a complex self, reducing it to sick environment [ ... ].”*° Individual suffering merges into
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collective suffering, because “epidemics always affect collectives.”*° For example, in

light of the first great cholera epidemic in Berlin, the contemporary author and
salonniére Rahel Varnhagen von Ense wrote to Prince von Plickler-Muskau in a letter
from October 1831: “I demand a special, personal fate. | cannot die from an epidemic;
like one stalk among others in a wide field, scorched by the boggy air. | want to die
alone from my own malady; that is what | am; my character, my person, my physical
self, my destiny.”?" Bodies that were “opened” by cholera experienced the
ambivalence of an “inclusive exclusion”?* and became a political destabilizing factor as
aforced “society of victims”3? while cholera became a reflection figure of society itself.

The necessity of “ruling over cholera”?* forced the development, decree, and
implementation of numerous isolation measures, hygiene, and sanitation measures.
These measures molded the individual and collective practices of social interaction at
the time and even affect the present to a certain extent. Therefore, this study's
analytical category of politics also encompasses the ethical dimensions of the cholera
complex. They are directly linked to both individual and political actions and are also
central elements in the literary texts this study analyses. The ethical intricacies of the
cholera experiences become most apparent when the power of knowledge is linked
to the power of action, especially when this power is abused against vulnerable groups
of people. This means, for example, that scientific discussions about cholera directly
profited from the “experiences with epidemics within groups controlled with
discipline (such as troop units, slaves, and workers on plantations and ships).” Also,
through “the expanded possibilities for using techniques to regulate their way of life,
the treatment and clinical research of the illness, the colonies offered a variety of
opportunities to develop and try out political techniques related to epidemic
outbreaks of cholera that corresponded to the economic and military logic of the
colonizers, settlers, and plantation owners.”*

Pablo Mukherjee established that “the problem of successful imperialism was
conceived of as a problem of biopower, of a matter of social and racial engineering.”*®
Research on colonial medicine repeatedly emphasizes that this was often charac-
terized by force, fear, or disinterest toward the indigenous population.’” Colonial
medicinal efforts mostly focused on the colonizers, hardly the colonized. Therefore,
the history of colonial medicine and that of epidemic diseases with which it was so
closely linked allows us “to illustrate the more general nature of colonial power and
knowledge and to illuminate its hegemonic as well as coercive processes.”>® Cholera
was a highly political disease. In India, the supposed “homeland” of the epidemic, it
developed particular explosive force and became a colonial crisis.?® However, British
colonial rulers pursued a decidedly “noninterventionist policy that favored many
commercial, financial and political interests”*° towards the indigenous Indian
population because “one did not stop getting cholera into India. It was already there.
But one might get out of its way. Such mobility was the privilege of the colonizers.”*
In the USA, the deportation in the wake of the Indian Removal Acts of 1830 became an
“epidemiological nightmare.”* In her study, The Tainted Gift, Barbara A. Mann shows
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that epidemics were even used as weapons to eliminate large parts of the indigenous
population. Using the “Choctaw Trail of Tears” as an example, she demonstrates how
the Choctaw, whose expulsion in 1832 coincided with the first appearance of cholera
in the USA, became “the government’s experimental population, the one on which US
officials perfected their death marches”:* “Once cholera arrived, they knew exactly in
which locales it was centered before they marched the freezing, starving, barefoot,
and often nearly naked Choctaws directly onto sick boats at plague towns.”** These
examples demonstrate that if basically, ethics inquires about morally correct actions,
these questions become existential in light of exceptional situations such as
epidemics.” To that end, the retrospective-descriptive view of ethical implications in
light of devastating epidemics, such as cholera in the nineteenth century, not only
looks back on how historical experiences with epidemics were dealt with but also to
the future by considering current and future challenges of global pandemic
scenarios.*® As a consequence of the Ebola outbreak in 2014, the WHO developed a
new, global directive of ethical behavior in the event of an epidemic catastrophe®
whose effectiveness is being put to the test on a massive scale by the current Covid-19
crisis.

Concerning the investigation of the “politics” of cholera, this study finally asks
about the strategy with which the implementation of that very pandemic was pursued
in literary texts. At the same time, the question of literary strategies is the linking piece
to the second part of the study’s subtitle: the “poetics” of cholera. In this framework,
the analytical focus lies decidedly on the literary aesthetic procedures of rendering the
unspeakable of the fundamental experience of cholera speakable. In recent years, the
phenomenon of cholera has already experienced extensive reevaluation from a
cultural, sociological, and (medical-)historical perspective. However, it has hardly been
comprehensively examined from a decidedly literary studies perspective.

Only a modest number of smaller research projects*® and the extensive studies
of Pamela K. Gilbert, Cholera and Nation (2008), and Sari Altschuler, The Medical
Imagination (2018), deal explicitly with the literary treatment of cholera.

Sigmund Freud writes in his study Der Dichter und das Phantasieren (“Creative
Writers and Day-Dreaming” 1919), “[... ] the unreality of the writer’s imaginative world,
however, has very important consequences for the technique of his art; for many
things which, if they were real, could give no enjoyment, can do so in the play of
phantasy, and many excitements in themselves, are actually distressing, can become a
source of pleasure, for hearers and spectators at the performance of a writer’s
work.”* He refers to the transformative potential of art, as the “play of imagination,”
to bring the terrible into a commensurable, aesthetic form. But it initially seems
controversial to speak of a “poetics” of cholera, since, in the nineteenth century,
cholera is marked by a distinct unspeakability that impacted everyday language in
general and literary language in particular. Therefore, genuine strategies had to be
generated to make the unspeakable speakable. The thesis of my study is that the
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strategies facilitated to express the inexpressible but, by doing so, pushed literature
itself to its limits of representation.

The aim of this study is, thus, to address the urgent research desideratum of
analyzing cholera’s “poetics” through close readings that are performed in the
theoretical and methodological framework of a poetology of knowledge that
understands the “relationship of medicine and literature [...] as modeled by a cultural
field of knowledge marked by discursive formative forces.”>® With this approach, |
examine how the knowledge of cholera was narratively constructed through contemp-
orary discourse and the extent to which literature participated in this production of
knowledge for a reciprocal exchange process. Understanding “literature studies as life
science’”’ means focusing the work on investigating the specific literary
representational forms of the knowledge of cholera as a phenomenon that crosses
geographical, political, social, scientific, and literary boundaries. Using the existentially
threatening epidemic experience as an example should develop a deeper
understanding of the complex relationship of exchange shared between science, the
living world, narration, and everyday life because the “investigative horizon of life
knowledge” makes an “interdisciplinary, but ideally a transdisciplinary examination of
ethical and bioscientific approaches and discourses necessary, and therefore one
which not only sets the various disciplines in dialogue with each other but allows them
to cross in a fundamental manner.””?

Cultural studies on aesthetics inform the particular interest of the study. This
approach brings together the epidemic's various and often deeply intertwined
discourses from a new perspective. In doing so, it distinguishes itself from the
numerous contributions on the history of medicine and knowledge of cholera and the
very limited number of approaches discussing cholera as a literary element. Thus, the
contribution of this study is, by referring to the concept of interdiscourse analysis, to
show the “complex functional context of literature, special discourses, and overall
culture.”?

By taking “poetics” as a starting point, this study considers the fictional and
literary texts on cholera but also selected contemporary (lay-)scientific, political, and
religious publications, as well as (auto-)biographical documents such as memoirs,
diaries, and letters. The latter, in particular, as a form of life writing, can be seen as
literary manifestations of collective and individual traumatic experiences. They are
impressive seismographs of various contemporary discourses, which, since they
belong to another aesthetical system, also function as indicators for the suppression
mechanisms in literature. The detailed discussion of intra-, inter-, and extratextual dis-
courses of cholera carried out in this study is thus central for demonstrating the signif-
icance of and for literature in light of the catastrophic epidemic experiences.

After a brief introduction of the literary and literary-scientific interest in the
narrative of the epidemic, | focus on the complex problems of the trauma and taboos
of cholera in nineteenth-century literature. | show that the apparent “impossibility of
narration” caused by the individually and collectively traumatizing and socially
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tabooed epidemic experience is resolved in highly diverse ways, however, predom-
inantly, in the model of the specter. To that end, the specter of cholera is not only a
motivic substitute but has a transformative function both metaphorically and
terminologically, as well as a generic and structural function in constituting literary
texts. Conceiving cholera in the model of the specter makes it possible to display the
omnipresent latent and manifest presence of the epidemic in literature and the life
world of the nineteenth century. Focusing on the model of the specter in its different
varieties not only as an archetypal component of the Gothic genre but as a literary
procedure per se, it becomes clear that, despite the supposed absence of cholera in
the literature of the nineteenth century, the disease actually haunts a large part of con-
temporary literary works. The corpus of literary material is therefore not exhaustive
but conveys a diverse impression of the variety of narrative treatment of the epidemic
experience that takes the enormous impact of cholera in the nineteenth century into
account.

Three text analyses chapters follow the context-oriented opening chapter:
“The ‘Oriental’ Specter” (Ch. 2.1), “Ghostly Circulations” (Ch. 2.2), and “Uncanny
Microbes” (Ch. 2.3). Chapter 2.1 is concerned with the problematic but widespread
conception of cholera as the “oriental” specter, making the disease the sick and
sickening “other” per se. The comparative analysis of the poems Die Cholera—Ein
episch-lyrisches Gedicht (Cholera—An epic-lyric poem), 1835, by Ernst Ortlepp; Auf
meinen ausgebdlgten Geier (To my stuffed vulture), 1838, by Nikolaus Lenau; and
Cholera Camp (1896) by Rudyard Kipling demonstrates that the “orient” with its
paradisaically as well as lethally perceived landscape was a cultural imagination
reflected in the numerous contemporary debates about exoticism, colonialism, and
imperialism. The “orient” in these texts paradoxically oscillates between attraction
and repulsion, as does the “oriental” Cholera asiatica itself, becoming, from an
imperialistic viewpoint, the epidemic manifestation of the “white man’s burden.”>*

Chapter 2.2, “Ghostly Circulations,” considers the global and diachronous
distribution of the epidemic, its knowledge, and its forms of presentation. It demon-
strates that not only cholera’s microbes circulated over diverse waterways. The (lack
of) knowledge and the forms of literary speech about the epidemic as well circulated
across topographic, cultural, and linguistic boundaries, such as presented in Heinrich
Heine’s literary-journalistic cholera report in the Franzésische Zustdnde (“French
Affairs,” 1831/32); Edgar Allan Poe’s tales King Pest (1835), Shadow (1835), The Masque
of the Red Death (1842) and Sphinx (1846); and Ricarda Huch’s neo-romantic text
Erinnerungen von Ludolf Ursleu dem Jiingeren (“Memoirs of Ludolf Ursleu the
Younger,” 1893). In the comparative analysis, the Totentanz (“dance of death”) is rev-
ealed to be an effective image for the various circulation processes often perceived as
uncanny in the context of epidemic experiences. To that end, it is the ingenious
suitability of the motivic combination of death and masks as an accessory and emblem
of the danse macabre, which has a long tradition in imagery and literature, which refers
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to the sudden breakout of an epidemic and makes the unspeakable cholera experience
speakable.

Chapter 2.2, “Uncanny microbes,” explores the changing conditions of seeing
and visibility in the nineteenth century, which were influenced by the technical innov-
ation boost that the microscope experienced beginning in the 1830s. Introducing the
fascination of the nineteenth century in phenomena of visibility shows the radical
challenges cholera posed for the aesthetic theories and preferences in art, literature,
and society due to the uncanny paradox of the extreme visibility of cholera’s violent
symptoms and the inexplicability of their cause—the Vibrio cholerae—which was not
discovered until 1884. Although artistic portrayal and a (literary) discussion of cholera
seemed impossible, intermedial comparative analyses of William Heath’s prominent
caricature Monster Soup (1828), George Eliot’s Middlemarch (1871/72), Mark Twain’s The
Great Dark (1898), The Victims (1902), and Three Thousand Years Among the Microbes
(1905); and H. G. Wells’s story The Stolen Bacillus (1895) demonstrate how cholera
became narratable through the semiotic entanglement of microorganism and monster
in the particularly effective image of the spectral microbe, which is pervasive both in
term of text and graphic imagery.

The final chapter, “The Persistence of the Specter,” asks how the story of chol-
era was and will continue to be written in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. As
a consequence of the critical examination of the challenges and potentials interdisci-
plinary work within the context of the medical humanities, | call for a literary history of
epidemics. | show that a literary history of epidemics can lift the kaleidoscope of the
narratively manifested epidemic experience as a central source of the historical and
current epidemic experience far beyond its archival character. Put into a historical
context, surveyed in an interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary way, and analyzed from
the viewpoint of literary studies, the diverse epidemic narratives that are compiled in
a literary history of epidemics can highlight the extraordinary contribution of literature
to discourses of epidemics and, by critically examining this, contribute to a
remembering that is yet forward-looking.

[...]

3. A Need to Communicate, a Command of Silence: The Trauma and Taboo of
Cholera

A glance into everyday life using historical sources shows the ambivalence of the
necessity to speak about one’s life experiences and the limitations of this attempt to
do so. There is a significant number of everyday life documents such as letters, diary
entries, and autobiographical texts, as well as political, religious, (lay-)scientific, and
journalistic writings whose historiographic discussions fill entire monographs.>> And
yet, according to Olaf Briese in his seminal work “Angst in den Zeiten der Cholera (“Fear
in times of cholera”), there was a “forced consensus of silence” that meant “the
cultural memory of cholera has been suppressed to this day.”*® Briese sees the social
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silence on cholera as a sign of scientific and political impotence and helplessness,
epistemic and praxeological uncertainty, a sinking “excitement level,”*” and ultimately
as a strategy for defending against fear. The prohibition on naming the epidemic in
public and the consequential command of silence were continually proclaimed as
appropriate tools against the epidemic. Thus, for example, in a notification entitled
“Uber die Nicht-Existenz eines Cholera-Contagium” (On the nonexistence of a cholera
contagium) from 1831 was stated: “Above all, they [the police] must take efforts to
ensure the word “cholera” is never heard or written, because even the mere name of
the disease has caused shock, fear, sudden discomfort, and even illness and death in
many people.”® In the same year, Rahel Varnhagen wrote in the already cited letter
to Hermann von Plickler-Muskau: “Musty life in Berlin, and then the horrible, gloomy,
unknown, notorious approach of the great scourge—I won’t name it, the infamous
disease [...].”>° However, these examples, cited here as representatives of a modest
number of similar documents, give testimony through their very existence that the
unspeakable must be spoken of even if certain “rules of speakability” must be
observed.®® The historian Norman Aselmeyer, in his study Cholera und Tod (“Cholera
and death”), considers the culture of memory of cholera from the perspective of the
working class. In supposed opposition to Briese’s thesis of a “forced consensus of
silence,” he emphasizes that “the cholera pandemics had brought forth a rich
literature of memory.”®" He also refers to the fact that cholera never functions as a
“memorable event alone”® in the autobiographical writings but that it was always
crucial to incorporate the disease in broader contexts and causal relationships. Thus,
the plague became an emblem of an existentially threatening crisis experience per se.
Death and dying, fear and panic, sorrow and loss must and can be spoken of, above all
by taking recourse to traditional images, metaphors, and attempts to create meaning,
as the recourse to the literary paradigm of the plague has shown (cf. Ch.1.2). However,
cholera seems to have muted public and literary discourse. What is already precarious
in the linguistic register of everyday life becomes impossible in the context of aesthetic
and aestheticizing creation.

The International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health
Problems (ICD-10) defines trauma as “a burdensome event or situation of short or long
duration with an extraordinary threat or catastrophic proportions that would bring
about deep despair in almost anyone.”®* The psychoanalyst Werner Bohleber points
out that trauma is a concept “that combines an outer event with its specific
consequences for the inner psychological reality” and, to that extent, should be seen
as a “relational term” that is vague due to “this double relatedness.”®* According to
the current trauma typification scheme, interpersonal trauma is distinguished from
accidental trauma of Type | (one-time) or Type Il (repeated or long-lasting). Epidemic
experiences like cholera, however, cannot be classified in this way. Seeing epidemics
as a type of natural catastrophe (and therefore traumas triggered by epidemics as
accidental) falls short since epidemics are all too often man-made and thus raise
questions of (global) ethical responsibility. In the case of nineteenth-century cholera,
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the difference between a singularity of the event (Type 1) and constant repetition
(Type I1) begins to blur since it appeared not only once within a generation but shook
everyday human life in multiple pandemic waves over the entire century. The
psychosocial effects of epidemic experiences have long been the subject of
psychological studies.®®> However, few studies examine the connection between
epidemics and traumas. Plagues are often connected with other catastrophic
experiences, such as wars or famine. Thus, the traumatic effects of these events have
been the focus of scientific examinations and overlap the specific problem complex of
traumas brought forth by epidemic experiences. Moreover, the problem of
retrospective diagnoses has been widely discussed in the field of medical history.®® As
historical individual traumas, avant la lettre can now be merely suspected as probable,
the concept of collective trauma has also been criticized.

For one thing, subsuming different experiences, such as the violent experiences
of the First or Second World Wars, the genocide of the Shoah or in Rwanda, as well as
natural disasters such as the earthquakes of Lisbon in 1744, harbors the danger that
the respective singularities of the historical events “might be brought into a mutual
description and explanation.”®’ For another, “summarizing totally different individual
destinies, each of which is traumatized in different sequences, into one collective
trauma””®® is problematic. Regardless of the various ways in which the term “collective
trauma” is used, which results in over-determinacy and indeterminacy at the same
time, the methodical problem ensues that the studies on collective trauma focused
almost exclusively on man-made catastrophes. Thus, there were hardly any
psychological studies that systematically considered the historical epidemic
experiences as accidental trauma and drafted a theory of traumatization through
epidemics. This theory formation could also be made more difficult by the fact that
precisely considered, plagues represent a trauma hybrid made of accidental natural
and man-made catastrophes since it is often the people themselves (as a collective)
who, by acting irresponsibly from a political, economic, or ecological standpoint,
create the circumstances under which plagues arise.

A resolute examination of epidemic experiences as potentially traumatizing—
including from a historical perspective—is an urgent field of research today, especially
in light of the current epidemic threats, as drastically demonstrated by the Ebola
outbreak in the Congo in 2014.% Initial research efforts have been made’® using Ebola
fever, notably similar to cholera in terms of symptoms and psychosocial reactions.”
These efforts show that a central element of the trauma caused by plagues is the
stigmatization that often accompanies infection and the wide-reaching consequences
it brings for the individual and all of society, and therefore must be urgently discussed,
as must the question of ethical responsibility in light of epidemic outbreaks.”” During
the times of cholera, the fear of being connected with the disease propagated as a filth
disease caused people not to talk about falling ill and dying from cholera. Today, the
knowledge that a person has survived an Ebola infection, for example, can have a fatal
impact on them. The fate of the Liberian nurse Salome Karwah represents these “long-
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term effects” of a stigmatized and stigmatizing plague. In 2014, Time Magazine named
her “Person of the Year,” along with additional assistants and helpers, for her
engagement during the devastating Ebola outbreak in her homeland. Unlike many
doctors and nurses, she had tirelessly cared for those who were ill with Ebola in an
Ebola treatment center set up by “Doctors Without Borders.” When she fell sick and
survived, she continued her work in the same hospital in which she herself had been
treated. Since survivors of an Ebola infection are immune for a few years, she could
take on tasks that were too risky for those who had not been infected. But that was
precisely what doomed her a few years later. Because what had first made her a
heroine became a deadly stigma.” She died in 2017 due to complications from a C-
section shortly after the birth of her fourth child. Due to the assumption that bodily
fluids from survivors of Ebola infections would remain infectious even after the disease
had subsided,”* she was denied the medical help she needed. The stigma that Ebola
survivors often carry strongly effects their position in society, making it part of the
complex traumatization process of epidemics.

The term “trauma” is now firmly anchored in everyday speech and often used
ubiquitously for a negative experience whose past horrors appeared insurmountable
and potentially transforms the future of those afflicted.”” But the conceptions of
trauma are as complex as the phenomenon itself,”® which can also be seen in the great
variety of its definitions, depending on the specialized context in which it is used. Since
this study assumes traumatic experiences have creative potential. It predominantly
refers to literary and trauma theories of literary and cultural studies, such as those
developed by Cathy Caruth, Aleida Assmann, and Dominik LaCapra. Cathy Caruth,
literary scholar and pioneer of literary trauma theory, sees trauma primarily as an
“unclaimed experience” whose dilemma is that it could not be experienced and is
therefore not accessible for being treated or processed: “Itis not simply [... ] the literal
threatening of bodily life, but the fact that the threat is recognized as such by the mind
one moment too late. The shock of the mind’s relation to the threat of death is thus not
the direct experience of the threat, but precisely the missing of this experience, the
fact that not being experienced in time, it has not yet been fully known.””” The basic
assumption that trauma is precisely that which cannot be represented, is identified by
a specific “impossibility of narration,””® and itself is conceivable only with the help of
metaphors such as the hole, the gap, the crypt, or the empty circle,”® is fundamental
for examining the questions of its potential literary and productive force and is
answered in very different ways. For example, Roger Luckhurst no longer assumes the
“nonrepresentability, nonnarratability, and the ‘break’ as definition criteria for an
aesthetic of trauma,”® but advocates for a “narrative possibility”®' that stands for the
“configuration and reconfiguration of trauma”®* offered by the medium of literature.
Representatives of trauma theories within cultural and literary studies make the
original psychiatric-psychoanalytical conception of trauma as a “cultural interpretative
paradigm”83 productive in various ways and resolutely consider the “function of
trauma”®* for literature and culture. They examine multiple texts regarding their
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depictions of trauma and uniformly argue (even if from different perspectives) that
“literary texts are part of the overall cultural process to create meaning and, due to
their configurative possibilities, can make a special contribution to a culture of
memory. This means that in the medium of fiction, traumatic experiences that have
been socially tabooed are presented and made available for the cultural memory.”?>
The literary analyses of my study are based on this assumption. Even if the concept of
“collective” trauma is debated (as is that of trauma itself), the approach indicates “the
practical relevance for a systematic examination with the assumption that there were
collectively effective traumas.”®® Although systematic considerations of collective
trauma per se and of the individual and collective psychological consequences of
epidemic experiences in particular still hardly exist, the critical analysis of the historical
documents from science and public life, as well as life writing and fictional literature,
demonstrate that the experience of cholera was a massive, global disruption of the
everyday lives of the people of an entire century. This speaks strongly for
conceptualizing the cholera experience as individually and collectively traumatic. The
transformative power of the epidemic experience grew out of a catastrophe and
extended to all areas of human existence in the nineteenth century. Its effects can be
felt to this day and explicitly refer to the potential for encountering a “permanent
shaking of the understanding of the self and the world”®” with new solution strategies.
Political rethinking, scientific progress, and artistic innovation can function as coping
strategies that allow new things to emerge from the “ashes of history”®%; in other
words: “[... ] to move in the theory of trauma from the drive to death to the drive for
life, from the reformulation of life around the witness to death to the possibility of
witnessing and making history in creative acts of life.”®

The sudden appearance and quick progression, the lack of knowledge, the
massive, painful death, and the gradual disappearance of the centuries-old interpretive
paradigm of plagues as a type of punishment from God that still held sway even after
the time of the enlightenment as well as the global repetition of pandemic outbreaks
of cholera over the entire nineteenth century, placed enormous challenges on contem-
porary science, politics, society, and culture. And yet, the central constituents of the
cholera experience are also topoi of every pandemic event and essential
characteristics of most epidemics.®® Accounts of past epi- and pandemic events have
been handed down not only in historical sources of earlier epidemics, such as the
bubonic plague or yellow fever but also in the literary treatments of those catastrophic
experiences. It seems, therefore, that it was the symptomatology of cholera, which
was so problematic for contemporaries, and which collided so decisively with social
taboos as in none of the previous epidemic catastrophes, that ultimately led to its
apparent unspeakability. Especially the strongly “opening” of the body by cholera
became a traumatic experience. As the bodily fluids could no longer be contained by
the body, the experience of virtually being turned the inside out could no longer be
“contained”?' by the psyche.
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Although the Vox cholerica—a prominent symptom in which the voice of the
afflicted fails due to massive fluid loss—contributed to physical speechlessness in real
life, it was the brutal force of the symptoms of cholera that were perceived as
particularly offensive. They transgressed the social threshold for disgust and tabooed
the disease’s literary discussion. Taboos have a unifying function: they protect social
traditions and values and establish and protect social orders.”* With his concept of the
term, Sigmund Freud developed a cultural and psycho-historical model®* that also
underlies the pioneering studies of Mary Douglas (Purity and Danger) and Julia
Kristeva's (Powers of Horror). While Mary Douglas states “how the symbolism of the
body’s boundaries [ ... ] expresses danger to community boundaries,”* Julia Kristeva
shows how the (bodily) fluids connotated with cholera become paradigmatic taboos,
become “abjects” because “the body fluids, this defilement, this shit are what life
withstands, hardly and with difficulty, on the part of death.”® The fact that cholera
occupies an apparently empty space in literature, despite its omnipresence in everyday
life, mainly concerns the bodily dissolution and the disgust that this brings about. In his
extensive study Ekel (Disgust), Winfried Menninghaus writes that because disgust “is
processing elementary civilizing taboos,”?® “everything seems at risk”” where it is
concerned. It is “an acute crisis of self-preservation in the face of an unassimilable
otherness, a convulsive struggle, in which what is in question is, quite literally, whether
‘to be, or not to be.””%® Cholera is also a convulsion and a battle for life and death, and
the disgust that death carries in itself is an inherent component of it. With the general
replacement of the centuries-old paradigm of humoral pathology in the nineteenth
century, a transformation occurred in dealing with human bodily fluids, and the
threshold for disgust increased considerably.® The typical symptoms of cholera—the
sudden and cramp-like loss of all fluids—were thus not only a decided transgression of
this social threshold for disgust. They also made the closeness to death and the dead
permanently evident through the foul-smelling relinquishing of inwardness and the
associated disfigurement of the body sick with cholera, which appeared as genuine
self-dissolution. Even the afflicted who survived seemed like decaying corpses.

The social taboo of cholera also considered the aesthetic theories of the
nineteenth century, such as the various forms of poetic realism. Although they had
obligated a presentation of social reality regardless of taboos by explicitly excluding
the ugly,"°® they also placed cholera’s “leaky bodies” ™" on the “criminal index of aesth-
etics.”'** “[T]he nightmarish associations” of the appalling signs of cholera “offended
against mid-Victorian literary aesthetics”' and led to a ban on representational
symbols and a purported literary silence. As late as 1893, the neo-romantic Ricarda
Huch wrote in her debut novel Erinnerungen von Ludolf Ursleu dem Jiingeren: “And a
time of horror is also coming, which seems to bring about our downfall and about
which I will now attempt to speak. Cholera broke out in the Eastern countries. [...] A
pale horror arose in my core because | had an indescribable dread of disgusting
illnesses.”*
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Ricarda Huch metapoetologically states what applies to the literary treatment
of cholera in general: The need to speak about the “time of horror” but being unable
to since the terror lying in the nastiness of the disease remains basically
“indescribable.” Not least, the specific command of silence about the epidemic often
made the death of its victims “unmournable”'® and the grief pathological. In Der
unbetrauerbare Tod (“The Unmournable Death’), Laurence A. Rickels states that every
activity'®®is initially prevented by “the unbearable intensity of sorrow and the crippling
contemplation of irreplaceable relationships” that are particular to grieving. Grieving
for the deceased hinders direct artistic treatment. Only if experiences are successfully
processed, and “digested” can past experiences continue to live and have their effect.
In his study Trauer und Melancholie (“Mourning and Melancholia”), Freud writes that
the object of grief must be assimilated and eliminated before grief can successfully
heal.”®” However, this success is tied to specific rituals and processes. If this cannot be
deliberately enforced, the experience becomes a trauma: the undead of memory that
lies buried in inner crypts'® but brings no rest and returns at some point as a specter.'®
Thus, also the grieving of cholera victims often became pathological. Cholera killed
quickly, repulsively, and on a massive scale, and the dead often could not be buried
and mourned in the usual ways. Special hygienic and policing measures, such as
quarantine ordinances and setting up cholera graveyards in which the deceased must
sometimes be buried in mass graves, compounded the sorrow of the loss with the
impossibility of proper burial and mourning. This meant that the dead found no real
place of their own, and the mourners could not come to rest in peace. The experienced
trauma could not be told but instead was suppressed from everyday life and the
memory into an individual and collective unconsciousness.

Without exception, the authors of the texts discussed in this study, like most
people in the nineteenth century, had their own, sometimes traumatic, real-life experi-
ence with cholera. Thus, those who created literary works during the times of cholera
faced a double dilemma, both consciously and unconsciously. Both producing some-
thing “that cannot be told” and considering something “that cannot / does not want
to be heard/read” were highly problematic. Although this study does not follow a
decidedly biographical approach, by incorporating life writing documents, which are
themselves often “haunted narratives,”" it wishes to adequately consider the worlds
of imagination and real life during the times of cholera that stand behind the literary
production. Assuming that cholera is a traumatic context for authors’ literary creations
makes it possible to identify, from the perspective of literary studies, whether and to
what extent the literary texts discussed here can also be read as forms of the trauma
narrative.

As an epistemic and aesthetically challenging borderline experience, cholera
possesses a specific unspeakability. “The boundless, disgusting death,”™ as the poet
Detlev von Liliencron described cholera in a letter, was a collective trauma and literary
taboo that led to a specific speechlessness. The disease became an aesthetic challenge
that appeared to make narrativization of the epidemic experience impossible and turn
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it into a blank space in contemporary literature. It brought literature and art to their
limits and forced them to exceed them. Although hardly any cholera novel is still
known today, a more exact glance into nineteenth-century literature shows that the
disease was nevertheless given a voice. Literature and art are inherently able to
scrutinize their limitations and break through them, especially by productively dealing
with borderline experiences and the representational exceeding of boundaries that
such an examination demands. The supposed blank spaces created by the unspeakable
open up spaces without borders in which genuine writing is generated that makes the
unspeakable speakable. Turning the complex exchange of academic, societal, artistic,
and aesthetic discourses into literature helps literature’s seismographic potential to
unfold. The literary text becomes a study, an experiment, a document, and an archive.
It points to the diverse distribution paths of knowledge in its specific narrative
practices and the challenge of encountering these various knowledge formations from
a historical perspective. Thus, this study argues that cholera’s very unspeakability
became a narratological innovation driver. It created a narratability generated by
permanently exceeding literary (genre) boundaries and by extensively examining the
medical, political, and social discourses closely interwoven with cholera without having
to address its specifically disgusting “nature” directly. As the following analyses show,
cholera became a latent and manifest presence in a great variety of literary texts of the
nineteenth century, particularly in the model of the specter.

5. Making the Unspeakable Speakable: Cholera in the Model of the Specter

Specters are uncanny, intangible, and inexplicable. They have no clear shape and are
translucent, transparent, or invisible. However, they seem to linger everywhere and
continually return to haunt us. Escaping them is impossible: they know neither time
nor space, pass through walls, and move on water or through the air. Specters have
always functioned as a “powerful metaphor for encounters with disturbing forms of
otherness.”™ Paradoxically, the specter has a specific “lack of ambiguity” despite its
polymorphism and polyvalence'™. This contributes considerably to its adaptability as a
conceptual metaphor. The use of specters to model historical, political, philosophical,
epistemological, and aesthetical problem complexes is not limited to recent times.™
Jacques Derrida’s Spectres de Marx (“Specters of Marx”) from the 1990s introduced
the spectral turn, in whose wake hauntology and spectral studies became highly
productive fields of research.' Paradigmatically, the specter has stood for the return
of the suppressed since the appearance of Sigmund Freud’s work Das Unheimliche
(“The Uncanny,” 1919)."° Often, specters appear when trauma, taboos, or grief make
speech impossible. Caruth has described traumatization as a state of being pos-
sessed."’ Specters are “part of a symptomatology of trauma, as they become both the
objects of and metaphors for a wounded historical experience.” They can therefore
become revenants of the unspeakable and give a voice to mute horror.
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As a social taboo and individually and collectively suppressed, cholera seems
predestined to be included in the model of the specter since even the symptoms of
cholera uncannily resemble the characteristics of the specter. As a mysterious,
supposedly alien disease, cholera was intangible, inexplicable, was marked by the
power of physical dissolution, continually returned, could not be stopped by
quarantines or cordons, and seemed to spread out across the world over water and
air. Even those afflicted with cholera appeared dead even while alive, trapped like
specters between life and death. Cholera created specters, became a specter and
found entry into literature in various ways." With this reintegration of the fantastic,
dominating poetic and poetological preferences of contemporary nineteenth-century
literature were simultaneously confronted with the “epochal specter[s]”™° of the
past. “[... ]literature that is commonly referred to as ‘realistic’ and whose realism is set
apart in that ‘actuality’ has become epistemologically radical for it”™"is repeatedly
“haunted” by specters. By doing so, it refers firstly to the “ambivalent moment at
which regressive and progressive tendencies run parallel”™ that often characterizes
innovation, and, secondly, resolutely relates “to those fields of knowledge, forms of
experimental observation, and medial technologies that, with the discourse sur-
rounding subjective perception, work so decidedly toward the production of
reality.”"*3

But specters are neither mimetic representations of the loss they represent nor
mirror images of what has been suppressed. They are marked by a distinct semiotic
openness. Shadows or indistinct light reflexes, knocking and scraping, cold breaths of
wind, and icy touches coming from nowhere are classical topoi of ghostly apparitions
allowing for an abundance of interpretations. Specters can take on many different
forms, such as monsters, vampires, devils, or doppelgangers,”* and their connection
to dreams, nightmares, and visions is significant. As a polymorphic specter, Cholera
also takes on many forms in literary texts. Spectral plagues of the past are conjured up
if one cannot describe the horror of the present. Like a spectral knocking, only
insinuations are made (although they have far-reaching effects on the plot and
structure of the texts), or cholera is replaced with other diseases or transformed into
the “sick” per se. Thus, cholera often became a ghostly presence beneath the narrative
surface that contemporary readers would nevertheless decipher without problems.™>
Cholera was paraphrased with metaphors of the spectral or itself became a metaphor
and was transformed into a personified specter, e.g., a monster or vampire.”®
However, cholera’s function as a specter is more subtle in that it is not only a spectral
motive but a definite structural element of the text. The model of the specter opens
up the perspective of the spectral on various levels, thereby going beyond the motivic-
metaphorical presence of cholera as a specter in the texts, which has already been
referred to.”” Because, especially where cholera is identified by the greatest absence,
it becomes clear that it helps constitute the text as a spectral latency. The specter is
not only a latent phenomenon, psychoanalytically speaking, which, according to Hans
Ulrich Gumbrecht, “changes, parts, or comes together in its imperceptibility [... ] and



70 Holl| Cholera in 19*-Century Literature

[can] sometimes appear to those who seek it, and even those who have not counted
onitatall[... ]in a form that can be described retrospectively as “crystallization.”"*® In
the terminology of the specter, cholera became a point of “crystallization” of many
contemporary discourses closely connected to the pandemic. This interwovenness of
multiple discourses of the time of the “web” of cholera enabled the aestheticization
of the traumatic pandemic experience without having to refer back to its gruesome
peculiarities en détail. It is also apparent in many texts that, although cholera initially
seems to be placed there only as a historical marker, it actually impacts the plot on the
narrative level and significantly determines the texts' structure and the narration's
course. Thus, cholera veritably “haunted” many nineteenths century literary texts. This
form of text-immanent haunting finally highlights the fragility of the boundaries of
literary genres when confronted with transgressive phenomena. By dealing with chol-
era as a distinct transgressive phenomenon, literary, scientific, political, religious, and
journalistic, as well as life writing texts have been “gothified,” and the Gothic genre
itself was pushed to its limits and beyond. The polymorphic and polyfunctional
specters of cholera referred to contemporary precarious discourses. In doing so, it also
addressed other notorious specters, such as abuse of power, oppression, revolution,
and war, epistemological crises, and scientific progress. Thus, the specter of cholera
forced innovative writing that ultimately transformed the Gothic genre itself. Gothic
subgenres such as Eco Gothic, Imperial Gothic, and Medical Gothic testify to the gnere’s
transformative power until today.

In her essay Gothic Origin of Global Health, Sari Altschuler suggests that cholera
even forced the formation of a concept of global health since cholera “[... ] suggested
initially that population health issues such as demographic inequalities in poor, urban
immigrant communities made Cholera possible — and then spectacularly undermined
these distinctions, proving itself a universal threat that connected radically different
populations across geographic regions.”™? As part of that process, according to Alt-
schuler, it was the Gothic literary genre that connected “shared experience and
traumas around the world”"° and aided narrativization and recognition of the cholera
experience in the everyday world, in medical discourse, and (popular) literature.
Cholera, which had become a specter through its inexplicability and gruesome
appearance in the world of human imagination, became preferably articulated in the
Gothic genre, itself identified by a specific “formal uncertainty”:®' “For those whose
lived experience was gothic, the genre posed less risk, and it had potential benefits: to
reflect their experience, to make some sense of it, and to spur moral action.”* Alt-
schuler marks the beginning of this adaptation of the spectral in medical and social
epidemic discourse with the publication Der schwarze Tod im 14. Jahrhundert (The Black
Death in the fourteenth century) in 1832, immediately after the first great outbreak of
cholera in Germany, by Justus Friedrich Carl Hecker (1795-1850). Hecker used a
historical description of the plague in the Middle Ages to draw direct parallels with the
recent cholera outbreak. He made an argument for looking past one’s national
interests in the form of a “haunting account of a medieval plague in which Eastern
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forces invaded and defamiliarized thousands of Western bodies,” "> thereby justifying
a “gothic epidemiology”™* with his writing. In her study, Altschuler makes clear not
only that the Gothic narratives that determine today’s global health discourses have
had their uncanny origins in the cholera epidemics of the nineteenth century. She
argues that, in light of current epidemic threats, they continue to pass down the
gruesome legacy of the Gothic genre, including its racist and xenophobic tendencies.””

The description of the bubonic plague’s narrative paradigm (see Chapter 1.3),
which was revived and perpetuated by the cholera experience, has shown that
epidemics with their uncertain origins, lack of therapy, and prevention measures and
enormous territorial and temporal scope, have always been part of the cultural
imagination and communication, particularly as spectral forces. Even though Robert
Koch and his fellow scientists successfully explained the cause of many infectious
diseases by implementing modern bacteriology by the end of the nineteenth century,
the diseases remained an “almost unassailable and extremely devastating, deadly,
global, and ghostly enemy.”® Elizabeth Outka has recently and impressively outlined
this in her study of spectral traces of the Spanish Flu in Irish, British, and American
interwar literature.”’ This tradition of using the specter with its distinct interpretative
openness to represent physiological and psychopathological diseases has continued
to this day, exemplified in the current study Forgotten of Marlene Goldman, which
examines narratives of age-related dementia and Alzheimer’s disease.®

However, the manifestation of cholera in the model of the specter takes on a
prominent role in this tradition. First, the initial appearance of cholera in Europe and
the Western world coincided with the gradual aesthetic surpassing of gothic fiction in
favor of writing modes that were obligated to adhere to—however idealistic—
realisms. In light of an epidemic experience that appeared unspeakable and can hardly
be compared to any other experience of infectious diseases in the nineteenth century,
the specters of literature that were believed buried must be revived to make the
unspeakable speakable. But by doing so, genuine narrative strategies were developed
that made permeable both the borders of the Gothic and those of the genre
“gothified” by the discussion of the pandemic. This permeability has facilitated the
(literary) productive incorporation of all manner of unspeakable things. Second, it
appears as though the representational possibilities of cholera would be limited to the
mode of the specter, however polyvalent. Research on the literary treatment of
syphilis™? or tuberculosis"*°—two other diseases that strongly shaped the nineteenth
century—shows that an artistic treatment of those illnesses was possible and that a
considerable number of canonized literary texts strived to aestheticize the manifold
intricacies of these diseases. For example, the altered states of consciousness evoked
by the “progressive paralysis” (a possible long-term effect of syphilis) were frequently
correlated with artistic, creative force. This, e.g., made the disease of interest for
literary representation despite its physical manifestations, which was also seen as
disgusting, as presented by Thomas Mann in the twentieth century in his Doktor
Faustus (1943).""" Tuberculosis was also a common topic of nineteenth-century
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literature. Its long progression, marked by alternating phases of hope for recovery and
apparent decline and the lack of social and moralistic stigmatization, permitted
extensive descriptions of character developments and suspense curves in light of the
approaching (but by no means sudden) death. Moreover, its association with “fragile
loveliness and sexual attractiveness”™ and thus ‘“delicate yet desirable youth”
brought forth a “tubercular’”'® aesthetic of the ethereal that seems to distinguish the
afflicted in a certain way and “glorified”'** the disease itself. One of the best-known
works of the nineteenth century dealing with tuberculosis is Alexandre Dumas’s La
dame aux camélias (Camille, 1848/52), and Thomas Mann’s novel Zauberberg (The Magic
Mountain, 1924) enjoys the same status as a twentieth-century work.'"* Cholera,
however, remained only cholera itself because it seemed to negate all that narration
could make possible. It killed quickly and repulsively, was stigmatized as a filth disease,
and as decidedly “foreign,” and could not be placed into a metaphysical context. For a
long time, there was no scientific explanatory model either. As the dead bodies it
brought about, Cholera was “seen without God and out of science [... ] the utmost of
abjection.”"*® This study argues, however, that despite the many obstacles, the
narrativization of cholera was possible, especially in the model of the specter.

Notes

I am basing this work on the concept of the “long nineteenth century” (“langes 19.
Jahrhundert”), which Eric Hobsbawm defines as the period from the beginning of the
French Revolution until the beginning of World War [; cf. Eric J. Hobsbawm, Das Lange
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