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With a book heavily focused on the contem-
porary relevance of its subject, Ingo Hermann sets
out to change the reputation of Adolph Freiherr
von Knigge (1752-96), whose name is an eponym
in Germany for etiquette. This association stems
from his well-known Uber den Umgang mit Men-
schen (1788). Hermann also wants to recast
Knigge for those who see him as a liberal activist
associated with secret societies, but not necessari-
ly as a contributor to the rich philosophical dis-
cussions of the late German Enlightenment.

The first half of Hermann's popular biogra-
phy, based on Knigge's published works and a se-
lective sampling of scholarly sources, sketches his
subject's peripatetic life. The chapters are all
short, some as little as two pages. Constant breaks
in narrative seem to convey Knigge's life on the
move as a minor aristocrat in search of a court
post. Hermann's book strings together vignettes of
the stations of Knigge's life and relays them in a
conversational tone, all the while providing spec-

ulative access into the states of mind of Knigge
and his parents.

Knigge's father's alchemical experiments
failed to stave off growing debt, and so the family
estate was eventually turned over to its creditors
to operate, thus constraining Knigge to search for
financial stability throughout his life. After legal
studies at the University of Gottingen, Knigge
joined the freemasons and accepted a minor ap-
pointment with minimal salary in Kassel in 1771.
Owing to his naiveté, he became entangled in
court intrigue and, Hermann informs us, was ma-
nipulated into marrying Henriette von Baumbach
on account of a practical joke gone wrong. The
couple had one daughter (Philippine) and wel-
comed a foster daughter (Franziska) into their
home. Earlier accounts have suggested that the
marriage thrived; nevertheless, Hermann does his
best to insinuate that Henriette had a tendency to
nag, Philippine was strangely neglectful of her fa-
ther's literary legacy, and Franziska was once the
source of a family fracas.



After a botched attempt to seek a position at
the Prussian court of Frederick II, Knigge set his
eye on Weimar, where he encountered Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe and was granted an hon-
orary title, but no paid job. As the decade pro-
gressed, he continued to be involved in freema-
sonry and was deeply interested in its historical
origins, as well as its symbolism and rituals, as
several of his essays testify. In Wolfenbiittel,
Knigge met Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, whose
play, Emilia Galotti (1772) he had reviewed posi-
tively. Hermann argues that it was Lessing's em-
phasis on the Enlightenment view of a shared hu-
manity in freemasonry, rather than its ceremonial
shell, that began to alter Knigge's view of it.

1780 marked a turning point for Knigge. He
moved his family to Frankfurt am Main and de-
voted himself to literary and journalistic pursuits.
He was accepted into Adam Weishaupt's Order of
the Illuminati and, according to Hermann, saw in
the space and structure of secret societies possi-
bilities for political reform. His growing populari-
ty and grandiose aim to unify freemasonry with
the Iluminati implicitly challenged Weishaupt's
leadership, and Knigge was forced out of the or-
der. Again on the move, Knigge settled his family
in Heidelberg.

The second half of the book focuses on the fi-
nal twelve years of Knigge's life. Hermann inter-
prets these years largely through the lens of
Knigge's fiction, including Geschichte Peter
Clausens (1783) and Josephs von Wurmbrand
politisches Glaubensbekenntniss (1792). Knigge's
satiric pen embroiled him in controversy of one
kind or another for the remainder of his days,
even as his health declined. He not only parodied
minor figures, but criticized the pedagogy of
Joachim Heinrich Campe and the guru status of
Johann Kaspar Lavater. Knigge was labeled a Ja-
cobin because of his strong public sympathy for
the French Revolution, despite its terror. After he
finally found a position as a civil administrator in
Bremen, just six years before his death, he never-
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theless became ensnarled in the machinations of
the Viennese police and came under the suspicion
of high military officials in Hanover.

Hermann's biography shines light on lesser
known facets of Knigge's life, such as his pedagog-
ical writings, his musical compositions, his trans-
lation of the libretto to Wolfang Amadeus
Mozart's Marriage of Figaro (1786), and his role
in fostering amateur theater in Bremen. Hermann
is keen to show that Knigge was connected to the
intellectual discourse of the late eighteenth centu-
ry. He asserts the influence of Laurence Sterne
and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, describes Knigge's ad-
miration of Friedrich Schiller (the playwright in-
vited Knigge to the Mannheim opening of Kabale
und Liebe [1784]), and suggests that Knigge's ideas
can be linked to those of Immanuel Kant. Yet, the
biography often does not reach a deeper level of
analysis (although it comes closer when consider-
ing Schleiermacher) or produce evidence for its
assertions other than quotations by Knigge.

Hermann is at his most insightful in showing
that Uber den Umgang mit Menschen is far more
than a manual on manners; instead, it offers a so-
phisticated response to the fragmented Holy Ro-
man Empire and the multiplicity of mores in the
Germanic lands. According to Hermann, it
presents a secularized, enlightened ethos, a new
religion of humanity, and ought to be placed in
the context of similar cultural projects such as
Lessing's Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts
(1780) and Schiller's Uber die dsthetische
Erziehung des Menschen (1795), as well as earlier
work on polite conversation. Hermann describes
Knigge's project as an anthropological model of
communication that combined the essentially
aristocratic concept of "Anstand," or decency in
human relationships, with the democratic concept
of equality. This model would facilitate diversity
in a community by fostering a shared sense of so-
cial values and promulgating a meritocracy. This
element makes Knigge's contribution all the more
relevant to modern Germany, as Hermann spirit-



edly contends. He opines that signs have ap-
peared of egocentricity replacing socially respon-
sible and considerate behavior, and detects an
alarming lack of a common understanding as to
why certain community occasions might require
formal responses in, say, comportment, de-
meanor, or dress. Hermann laments the erosion
of shared values in Germany surrounding what it
means to be decent and civil. This is what Her-
mann's Knigge is called on to remedy, reflecting
Hermann's belief that eighteenth-century concep-
tions of coexistence in a community may yet be
crucially productive in our times.
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