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Dream Islands within the Fabric of Poetic Consciousness – Reverie, 
Dreams and Dreamlikeness in Robert Walser’s Berlin Novels 
Geschwister Tanner and Jakob von Gunten. 
 
 
Dagmar Drabent 
Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Hans-Walter Schmidt-Hannisa 
 
 
This dissertation reconstructs firstly the dreamlikeness which determines 
Walser’s two Berlin novels Geschwister Tanner and Jakob von Gunten, and 
secondly a poetology of the denoted dream texts (representations of dreams) 
within these novels.  
 
The first part of this study is dedicated to the exploration of the phenomenon 
of dreamlikeness by establishing a matrix which is determined by the 
dissolution of the “I”, of time and of space – all elements identifiable in 
Walser’s novels. These three forms of dissolution are signifiers of the 
deconstruction of everyday reality and thus suitable markers of dream. The 
dreamlikeness is generated by the consciousness processes of reverie and 
intricately linked to the writing process, thus underlies the entire fabric of the 
novels. 
 
In part two, the eclectic variety of literary dreams in the novels are examined 
as text objects by using methodological approaches of psychoanalysis and 
intertextuality studies. The outcome of this examination suggests that Walser 
had an understanding of dream and literary dream traditions.  
 
The analysis of the sequential dream texts will reveal a shift from the 
preoccupation with the female to the male which establishes a progression 
reminiscent of the reaching of Lacan’s Law of the father, but which is not to 
be confused with the ‘becoming’ of the Bildungsroman – an association 
which has often been made in secondary literature in connection with Jakob 
von Gunten in particular. 
By contrasting the structures and aesthetics of the embedded dream texts with 
the overall dreamlikeness, an inversion becomes evident by which most of 
the literary dreams of the second novel are shown to be spaces constructed in 
order to express intentions and objectives – and are thus generated by a 
rational consciousness rather than the dream consciousness which is 
underlying the novel. 
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I. Introduction 
 

 

Wie sehr der Traum es Walser angetan hat, ist bekannt.1 

 

What is actually known about Walser and Dream?2 This question is as 

undetermined as Deuber’s sentence is vague. Walser often mentions Dream 

in his writing, which includes its frequent use as an adjective or comparative 

in a sometimes rather affective fashion. Walser’s style is often called 

‘Dreamlike’, the author himself is regularly called a ‘dreamer’. However, 

what did Dream really mean for Walser? How did he use dream forms in his 

work? What are the conditions creating the ‘Dreamlikeness’? These are 

some questions that lie at the centre of this dissertation which investigates 

the specific text parts denoted as dreams – both sleep dreams and wake 

dreams – in the novels Geschwister Tanner and Jakob von Gunten, written 

during Walser’s time in Berlin, and which also considers the process of 

writing in itself as a form of reverie in the case of Walser. Both these 

aspects – literary dream texts within the novels and the underlying process 

of writing in a Dream state of reverie – contribute to the Dreamlike nature 

of Walser’s writing which plays a role in the ‘phenomenon’ Walser. Thus, 

both aspects are linked to the assumption that the writing process is 

intertwined with the consciousness process of reverie or Dream 

consciousness. Therefore, the subjects of this investigation are the denoted 

dreams as text objects as well as the process – or more precisely the 

consciousness state or process – which create and form the relevant text.  

                                                
1 Deuber, Walo: Hoffnung auf eine unbekannte Lebendigkeit der Sprache - Die 
Handkamera des  Robert Walser. In: Wolfram Groddeck et al. (Eds.):  Robert 
Walsers Ferne Nähe. München:  Wilhelm Fink 2008, 258. 
2 A deliberate distinction is made by using the term with a capital letter for the 
undetermined concept encompassing a variety of aspects in contrast to the usage of 
a small letter for distinct entities of a dream experience, i.e. Klara’s dream, a sleep 
dream. This is inspired by Heidegger’s terminology of Being and being. See also 
section: Definitions/Terminology.  
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A further assumption sees this Dream consciousness as a chosen state of 

Being3 which is firmly embedded in the ‘poetic consciousness’4 which 

underpins Walser’s writing and life. 

It shall be proposed that Walser provides a very unique contribution to 

literature and equally to the understanding of ‘the artist’, mirrored in various 

evaluations by theorists which fluctuate between modernist, post-modernist 

and anti-modernist perspectives. He essentially breaks the mould, in order to 

achieve his foremost aim of subjectivity5 and authenticity6, by rejecting the 

prosaic mode and subscribing to the poetic state of Being.  

Such presupposition is based on ontological perspectives which have been 

addressed in secondary literature, for example by Greven and others.7 This 

connection shall not be explored deeper within this study but is nevertheless 

deemed to be an important foundation: it suggests a robust positioning of 

Walser’s writing in a wider theoretical landscape and it also allows for a 

comprehensive understanding of Dream. It can also support a new 

perspective on the conception of Dreamlikeness. Therefore, occasional 

references to Heidegger’s terminology and related theoretical approaches 

will be made. 

 

This dissertation attempts further to determine a poetology of dreams 

(subject in Part II) in reference to the two novels of the Berlin period which 
                                                
3 Following Heidegger’s terminology in Sein und Zeit, here in the English language 
version: Heidegger, Martin: Being and Time. Transl. from German by Joan 
Stambaugh. Albany: State University of New York Press 1996. The capital letter 
version is distinguishing the ontological term from an ‘existing entity’ denoted by 
lower case.  
In order to establish the fact that Dream is a state of experience equal to that of 
waking state, references to theoretical sources such as Heidegger’s terminology 
and Elisabeth Lenk’s work will be made and addressed further in the Theory 
section. 
4 See Lenk, Lenk, Elisabeth: Die unbewußte Gesellschaft. München: Matthes & 
Seitz Verlag 1983. 
5 See Lenk, 1983. 
6 See Heidegger, Transl. 1996. Authenticity is the translation for Heidegger’s 
specific term Eigentlichkeit. 
7 See Greven, Jochen: Existenz, Welt und reines Sein im Werk Robert Walsers. 
Versuch zur Bestimmung von Grundstrukturen. Dissertation. München: Wilhelm 
Fink Verlag 2009. Detlev von Uslar, on the other hand, provides a connection 
between Heidegger’s ontology and Dream in his book, affording Dream its own 
reality. See Der Traum als Welt. 1990. 
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is then set in relation to Walser’s general Dreamlike style (explored in Part 

I). Within this first part it shall be claimed that many of Walser’s stylistic 

idiosyncrasies identified in secondary literature, such as the avoidance of a 

fixed position, negation of previously made statements, tropes of paradox 

and repetition for example,8 can be read and understood as elements and 

also expressions of Dream. Thereby a link between Dream consciousness 

and Walser’s poetology is being established.  

 

I.1 Life, Dream, Writing  
 

Ich finde zum Beispiel, dass das Schreiben gleichsam 
Hand in Hand mit dem Leben geht; es ist mit ihm 
verflochten; meiner Ansicht nach darf und soll das so 
sein.9 

 

This quote indicates that the writing process is understood by Walser 

himself not simply as a mode of creative expression, but as part of a 

fundamental state of Being, which then, by extension, is defined by a 

dynamic process of Dream consciousness in the form of reverie.  

Thus, Walser’s work can be understood as ‘living through writing’, but also 

as ‘writing by living’. This marks a dynamic process which is determined 

and underwritten by Walser’s aim for poetic consciousness,10 as this 

dissertation claims. This aim by Walser, for a chosen mode of Being, is 

opposed to the mode associated with a prosaic consciousness. The latter is 

associated with the dominating and exclusive culture of rationality, 

according to Lenk; therefore the resulting disparity and in particular 

Walser’s choices are often played out in reviews and analysing literature as 

an issue of social integration or personal failure to adapt to social norms. 

This viewpoint – from the position of prosaic consciousness – can be 

understood as judgement by a social and also literary ‘establishment’ which 

                                                
8 See section: Dream and Walser. 
9 In: Das Tagebuch-Fragment von 1926. In: Robert Walser: Das Gesamtwerk (GW) 
X, Zürich und Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp 1978, 66-67. 
10 For definitions of poetic and prosaic consciousness see: Lenk, 1983. 
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neglects to see the deliberate choices made by Walser11 – for example 

leaving regular work after short periods in order to dedicate himself to 

writing (“Für mich steht fest, daß das Geschäft der Dichter nur in der 

Freiheit blühen kann.”)12 –, and which moreover neglects to see the merit 

and qualities of poetic consciousness in its own right, its importance for 

cultural and basic human experience, and to Walser himself. Having 

addressed the interrelationship between writing, Being and poetic 

consciousness, it shall now be extended to Dream. 

 

Like the arts and creativity in general, Dream and reverie are essential parts 

of poetic consciousness and therefore defining elements in a life, or mode of 

Being dedicated to it. It is essential to note that Dream shall be established 

as a fully emancipated concept and any view of Dream and dreams as 

deficient or inferior in relation to ordinary ‘reality’ – which is sometimes 

evident in some instances in secondary writing where Walser had been 

patronisingly labelled as “Taugenichts”13 and “Träumer” – has to be 

rejected. Establishing this principle will prove important for the 

determination of Dreamlikeness in particular, as will be demonstrated in 

Part I. 

 

The dream texts 

In each novel there are also several individual dreams that are either 

explicitly introduced as such – some are named visions, daydreams, or 

nightdreams – or appear without any comments. This list might already 

indicate the eclectic variety of dream forms. These examples range from 

dream reports resembling psychological dreams, to highly stylised literary 

creations ‘dressed as dreams’,14 i.e. dream allegories. This eclecticism may 

be attributed to the period of the early 20th century in which Walser wrote. 

The publication of Freud’s work – especially on dreams – is equally 
                                                
11 This is a point already identified by Kurscheid, Georg: Stillstehendes 
Galoppieren. In: Euphorion, No 81, 1987, 2. Book, Heidelberg, 131-155. 
12 Robert Walser quoted in: Seelig, Carl: Wanderungen mit Robert Walser. 
Leipzig: Ph. Reclam jun. 1998, 8. 
13 In reference to Joseph von Eichendorff’s protagonist. 
14 See Steinhoff, Christine: Ingeborg Bachmanns Poetologie Des Traumes. 
Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann 2008. 
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defining for this period as are neo-romanticism, Jugendstil and some 

remnants of the late 19th century, where the literary dreams are often shaped 

by classical and biblical references. This apparent inconsistency of material 

in itself may be understood as a particular characteristic defining modernist 

writing. In contrast, the aim for poetic consciousness, confusion around the 

“I” and denial to define the self as an historical being in favour of “reines 

Sein”15 – which shall be demonstrated to be apparent elements of Dream – 

are associated with anti-modernist tendencies. Essentially, this investigation 

will reveal the ambiguity and uniqueness of Walser and his writing. The 

dream texts will be consulted in detail in relation to these issues in Part II. 

 

I.2 Dream and Text 
 

The expression ‘Dreamlikeness’ appears often to be used as a subjective 

judgement, when a text ‘appears’ like a dream. Manfred Engel suggests to 

position dream texts on a scale of ‘strangeness’. Dream parables and dream 

satires, for example, are characterised by almost no strangeness and were to 

be situated on one end, while extreme ‘strange’ dream notates or dream 

reports were to be located on the opposite end.  According to Engel, the 

writings of E.T.A. Hoffmann and Kafka belong to the latter group: “[…] die 

eine Welt präsentieren, in der die Fremdartigkeit der Träume global 

geworden zu sein scheint; die Wachwelt dieser Texte hat sich sozusagen am 

Traum infiziert und ist selbst ‚traumhaft’ geworden.”16 It is on this side that 

Walser’s writing should be placed – although it is lacking Kafka’s 

nightmarish tone. 

However, the term strangeness is vague and Dreamlikeness needs to be 

defined more precise by identifiable elements. It shall be attempted to 

localise the sense of strangeness within the novel through close reading. 

Dreamlikeness in the context of this examination is understood as 

                                                
15 Greven, Jochen: Existenz, Welt und reines Sein im Werk Robert Walsers. 
Versuch zur Bestimmung von Grundstrukturen. Dissertation. München: Wilhelm 
Fink Verlag 2009 (1960). 
16 Engel, Manfred: Kulturgeschichte/en? – Ein Modellentwurf am Beispiel der 
Kultur-und Literaturgeschichte des Traumes. In: KulturPoetik, Vol. 10.2 (2010), 
(153-176), 162. 
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infiltration by dream elements into literary texts. This infiltration is 

generated for once by A: creative Dream consciousness underlying the 

writing process as reverie, but also, on a formal level B: it involves 

designated dream texts infusing the novel text, i.e. the novel. As shall be 

shown later, such vertical infiltration between text levels within the novel – 

i.e. denoted dreams and rest of text – contributes to the dissolution of a 

given sense of reality. It is commonly understood that this manifests itself 

through elements of content such as the morphing of objects, the ‘unreal’ 

and the ‘magical’. This infiltration also rests on the relationship between 

Dream and literature. It is a truism that literary elements often define 

anthropological dreams. In reciprocity, such literary elements of a natural 

Dream experience can be transferred to literary dreams. This relationship 

between Dream and literature, or literary elements, is hence flexible and can 

determine the degree of convincing Dreamlikeness or level of strangeness. 

However, it will become evident that there is also another aspect C: 

poetological components to Walser’s Dreamlikeness. It shall be shown later 

in Part I that his use of literary tropes and stylistic operations does in fact 

render his writing subordinate to Dream. These operations include paradox, 

contradiction, repetition, abrupt and surprising changing of topics and train 

of thought.17  

 

Apart from considering isolated elements pertaining to content or poetic 

style, this dissertation wants to establish above all a matrix which shall serve 

as a benchmark for assessing dreams, Dreamlikeness and related issues. The 

results derive from and refer originally to anthropological dreams and will 

be applied to literary dreams in order to assess the degree of resemblance 

between them.18 The matrix consists of three major fundamental areas 

                                                
17 Such operations and other stylistic means such as ‘reflection, repetition, 
reiterations and animated landscape’ are identified with dreams, for example by 
Stillmark, although in a different context: Stillmark, Alexander: Interpreting 
Trakl’s Dreams with the help of Edgar A. Poe. In: Hanne Castein, Rüdiger Görner 
(Eds.): Dream Images – in German, Austrian and Swiss Literature and Culture. 
München: IUDICUM Verlag, 2002, 99-107. 
18 This can determine how closely constructs simulate psychological dream or 
show the ‘strangeness’ of allegorical dream texts. However, first and foremost it 
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which can be considered the main constituents of Dream nature, and which 

will also be mirrored in the literary dream versions. These three pillars on 

which this project rests have been already identified as essential 

characteristics of Dream, for example by von Uslar,19 and are listed as 

follows:   

Temporality – which is understood as dissolving and replacing the 

‘ordinary’ understanding of linear time; the stretching, morphing and 

dissolution of space, closely related to the other two elements; and 

particularly the range of deconstruction methods effecting the 

manifestations of the self or the “I”:  of ‘ego’-split; multiplication and 

therefore dissolution of the “I”; dissolution of boundaries of identity.20 

These areas are understood as fundamental characteristics of natural – or 

anthropological – Dream; as characteristics in texts they create 

Dreamlikeness, as is reflected in Walser’s Berlin novels, and which is 

determined through literary means. 

 

                                                                                                                        
shall be used to demonstrate how the the reverie process imbues the novel text and 
creates the Dreamlikeness.  
19 Von Uslar, Detlev: Der Traum als Welt – Sein und Deutung des Traums. 
Stuttgart: S. Herzel Verlag 1990.  
20 The reason for the distinctions between the terms of self, “I”, Ego and identity 
are explained in the section: Definitions/Terminology.  
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II. Part I 
 

 

II.1 Theory 
 

Er lebt seine Autonomie nicht als Geste des Widerstands. 
Sie ist eine Bedingung seines Dasein.21  

 
Part I is dedicated to the determination of the fundamental issues of this 

dissertation, the setting of the theoretical – and to some extend philosophical 

– context and furthermore to the exploration of characterisation and 

Dreamlikeness in regards to Walser’s writing. 

This will be followed by Part II, in which, by using close reading, the texts 

denoted as dreams are then examined and analysed in terms of poetological 

characteristics and set in relation to various theoretical frameworks such as 

psychoanalytical theories.  

 

To reiterate: There are two concerns that have been addressed in the 

introduction. The specific understanding of the nature and role of Dream 

within this study is at the heart of the exploration to follow. Therefore, 

presuppositions regarding Dream and Being have been made, basing this 

ontological aspect on Heidegger, as outlined in Sein und Zeit. This thread 

will be continued by consulting the work of Lenk in the next section. 

The basis provided hereby is deemed important in order to understand 

Dream as a comprehensive complex which has two trajectories: Firstly, to 

establish dreams, and thus literary dream constructs, as significant and 

independent concepts and to avoid dismissive responses which would 

undervalue said text objects. Secondly, to demonstrate that the reverie 

process of writing is related to the Dreamlikeness experienced in the novels 

and shall be equally understood as a mode of non-deficient Being. This 

results in the provision of a positive status for the writer/dreamer and the 

acknowledgement of the integrity of his own social position. 
                                                
21 Schilling, Diana: Robert Walser. Reinbeck bei Hamburg: Rohwolt Verlag 2007, 
23. 
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Therefore, the connection of Being with Dream in its various forms is of 

fundamental importance as it anchors this study in a sound context.  

 

A brief excursion shall provide an indication of this significance. Agamben 

attests Walser an influential role in literature by acknowledging the latter’s 

‘experiment’ which is likened to the experiment by Heidegger. Therefore, 

Agamben affords Walser a significant influence on a discourse which 

transcends the purely literary field.  

 

Nicht nur in der Wissenschaft, sondern auch in der 
Literatur und im philosophischen Denken gibt es 
Experimente. Diese Experimente betreffen nicht wie im 
Fall der wissenschaftlichen Experimente die Richtigkeit 
oder Unrichtigkeit einer Hypothese, sondern stellen das 
menschliche Dasein in Frage. Sie vollziehen eine 
anthropologische Verwandlung des menschlichen Daseins. 
Und derjenige, der diese Experimente durchführt, riskiert 
nicht so sehr die Wahrheit seiner eigenen Aussagen als 
vielmehr die Art und Weise seines Daseins. Er vollzieht so 
etwas wie eine anthropologische Mutation, die auf ihre Art 
ebenso entscheidend ist, wie einst die Befreiung der Hand 
für die Primaten oder die Umformung der verlorenen 
Gliedmaßen für die Reptilien, die sie in Vögel 
verwandelte.Um welche Verwandlung geht es bei Walser? 
Walser beschreibt wie Kafka Formen und Gestalten des 
Daseins, die nicht mehr menschlich sind, aber auch nicht 
mehr göttlich oder tierisch. Das Experiment, das Walser 
durchführt, ist dabei ebenso wichtig und neu, wie das 
Experiment, das Heidegger in Sein und Zeit machte, 
indem er das psychosomatische Ich durch ein leeres und 
wesenloses Sein ersetzte, das nichts anderes ist und 
darstellt als seine Seinsweise selbst und das eine 
Möglichkeit nur im Unmöglichen hat. In diesem Sinn ist 
Walser, wie Kafka, ein Theologe, wenn Theologie der Ort 
ist, wo neue menschliche Gestalten erprobt werden.22 
 

                                                
22 Agamben, Giorgio: Warum war und ist Walser so wichtig? Walsers 
philosophischer Spaziergang. Short presentation at panel discussion: Robert 
Walser: Unter Menschen die einander achten, möchte ich leben. At Akademie der 
Künste, Berlin 17/4/2005. Viewed online 13/5/2012: 
http://www.mikrogramme.de/e945/e935/.) 
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Another more immediate way to illustrate this fundamental ‘experiment’ 

which underlies Walser’s writing is provided by the work of Elisabeth Lenk. 

She establishes a framework which is employed here as a basis for this 

dissertation and can be understood in a way as an extension of Heidegger’ 

concepts of authentic and inauthentic Being on an ontically adapted level. 

Lenk identifies subjectivity as the – in evolutionary terms – most archaic 

and genuine form of experience; as congruence between self and world. Her 

theory of tension between subjectivity and objectivity (as terms of a specific 

understanding) can be said to mirror the relationship of authenticity and 

inauthenticity of Dasein.  

Lenk outlines the cultural consequences that have followed as a result of a 

paradigmatic split in the history of our culture and the subsequent exclusion 

of the imaginary, the irrational and subjective since the Enlightenment. The 

previously harmonious unity of the subjective and objective, expressed in 

the marriage of poetic and prosaic consciousness, became divided entities 

and thereby determinants of separate spheres of life. Art – this includes 

literature – and Dream belong to the subjective, poetic sphere. Subjectivity, 

so Lenk, is the ‘substance’ of art and the artist and maintains an uneasy 

relationship with the ratio-obsessed sphere of our western civilisation. Art 

and Dream both have undergone various discursive treatments and value-

changes in order to be made subordinate to the rational. Lenk: 

 

Was zugleich hier thematisiert werden muß, ist ein 
Spaltungsprozeß. Die ästhetische Dimension ist gespalten, 
und dieser Zwiespalt geht durch jeden Menschen mitten 
hindurch. Sofern das Imaginäre nämlich die Form von 
Kunst angenommen hat, galt es als gesellschaftsfähig, 
schön, wertvoll, sofern es jedoch in diese Form sich nicht 
bannen ließ, war es dem Haß ausgeliefert, den das 
Irrationale, Nichtidentische auslöst und der in der 
stereotypen Bewunderung, die das entpathologisierte, 
gereinigte Kunstwerk erregt, verschwindet. Würde man 
einfach nur das Verhältnis von Literatur (Kunst) und 
Gesellschaft beschreiben, so könnte diese Spaltung, diese 
fundamentale Ambivalenz, gar nicht wahrgenommen 
werden. Erst wenn man das aus dem Begriff der Ästhetik 
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Verdrängte, den nächtlichen Traum, mit hinzunimmt, wird 
sie sichtbar. 23 

 

It is suggested that Walser, in striving to defend his autonomy as an artist 

and his own-most (Heidegger) subjectivity, did not simply live to write but 

chose to live in a state of subjectivity – or mode of authenticity – which is 

also the sphere of Dream, including nightdream, and reverie alike. 

This connection between Dream, Being and writing is a fundamental 

assumption in this dissertation. It is proposed that Walser’s writing is to a 

great extent conceived through Dream consciousness processes and is 

equally an expression of art as a mode of subjectivity. At the same time – in 

a reciprocal manner – the dreaming is inscribed into the writing. This means 

that there is no clear division between those modes of Dream and writing, 

but they are intertwined. Furthermore, this interdependence means that not 

only does the writing inscribe the Dream but it also makes the Dream 

witness-able to the reader. This phenomenon finds its recognition in 

Walser’s Dreamlike style. 

 

To reiterate: Based on the fundamental assumptions outlined above, i.e. the 

highlighting of the characteristics of Walser’s writing in terms of Dream and 

Dreamlikeness and the interdependence of Being and Dream, this 

dissertation shall focus on two strands: the first is the assertion of 

Dreamlikeness in the overall novel texts by tracing the signifying 

characteristics such as temporality and dissolution (Part I). The second 

strand consists of the engagement with the literary exploration and 

poetological analysis of dream texts. It shall be demonstrated how aspects of 

the dream texts ‘infiltrate’ the surrounding text and how, in reverse, 

elements of the novels infuse the dream passages. It shall be highlighted 

how dissolution is an essential and defining characteristic of Dream, besides 

the importance of specific consciousness modes and subjectivity. This 

dissolution encompasses dissolution of space, time and the ego, or the 

literary “I”. Some of these aspects have already been addressed individually 

in secondary literature, as the section on previous research will show, and 

                                                
23 Lenk, 1983, 81-82. 
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shall be consulted accordingly: for example the dissolution of concepts such 

as the vulgar24 or linear time, historicity (Hong), or denial of identity 

(Angerer).25 

 

Having established the fundamental understanding that underpins this 

project, the focus in the second part of this dissertation shall be directed 

toward the texts labelled or otherwise indicated as dreams and their contents 

presented in the novels. For the close and coherent analysis and evaluation – 

more so than for Dreamlikeness or Dream – it is unavoidable to consider 

psychoanalytical approaches. This refers to mental procedures of 

displacement, condensation and secondary revision as fundamental concepts 

in Freud’s Traumdeutung. It is the relationship with the mother, the female 

and oedipal aspects, that is predominantly relevant as is made evident by the 

focus that is placed on it in secondary literature. Fellner26 and Reinacher27 

for example, have employed Freudian theory to examine the relationship 

with the female in Walser’s writing, a topic which proves important for the 

denoted dream texts.  

Karin Fellner specifically examines the gender and love relationships in 

Walser’ writing and focuses on the Berlin novels. In this context, she 

addresses the role of the female and in particular explicates the significance 

of the mother relationship. In the progress of her examination, some dreams 

are being analysed with this particular topic as its focus. Fellner’s study is 

frequented as an important source as she convincingly draws a model of 

‘interrupted psychosexual development’28 due to complicated and 

unadjusted relationship with the ‘cold’ mother and the absence of the ‘weak’ 

                                                
24 A Heidegger term: Heidegger, Transl. 1996.  
25 Angerer, Christian: Rollenspiele – Soziales Rollenverhalten und 
Identitätsverweigerung in Robert Walsers Texten der frühen und der Berliner Zeit. 
Stuttgart: Verlag Hans-Dieter Heinz, Akademischer Verlag Stuttgart 1995. 
26 Fellner, Karin: Begehren und Aufbegehren. Das Geschlechterverhältnis bei 
Robert  
Walser. Marburg: Tectum Verlag 2003. 
27 Reinacher, Pia: Die Sprache der Kleider im literarischen Text – Untersuchungen 
zu Gottfried Keller und Robert Walser. Bern, Frankfurt a.M., New York, Paris: 
Peter Lang 1988. 
28 See also the section: Biography, Trajectory for further information on Walser’s 
real-life relationships. 
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father29 in the oedipal schema of development.30 The examples and 

conclusions offered are drawn from the novels but are often extended to the 

author, Walser, in the course of many such studies. This seems justifiable, 

as Walser is often identified with his protagonists in secondary literature.31 

This point is relevant in this case insofar as it allows for making inferences 

and provides insights into patterns within the novels. 

 

Dream has its own relationship with psychoanalytical approaches. This area 

shall comprise but transcend the pure Freudian and Jungian ideas and will 

include the theoretical concepts by Lacan. His concepts of the Real, the 

Imaginary and the Symbolic order or Law of the father become relevant in 

this context as they are mapped onto Freud’s psycho-developmental stages 

of the self and mirror the relationship with the female/male in particular, and 

the Other or the outside world in general. Particularly the reference to the 

Law of the father will prove significant in the concluding part of of Jakob 

von Gunten.  

However, several of the associated ideas have been interpreted in some 

sources – for example by Robert Samuels – in such manner that they have to 

be rejected as their understanding of Dream is insufficiently explored.  

 

In a psychotic state, as in a dream, what is radically 
rejected is the Symbolic Other (A) or what Lacan calls the 
Name-of-the-father. This Other represents the socio-
Symbolic law of the father, castration, and the desire of 
the Other. These Symbolic elements, which the subject of 
the unconscious rejects (forecloses), return in the Real 
during hallucinations, fantasies, and dreams.32 

 
Samuels continues along this line by denouncing aspects of Dream: 

                                                
29 See: von Matt, Peter: Die Schwäche des Vaters und das Vergnügen des Sohnes. 
In: Klaus-Michael Hinz und Thomas Horst (Eds.): Robert Walser. Frankfurt a.M.: 
Suhrkamp1991. 
30 Despite the reference to gender in this context, specific gender theories are not 
deemed fruitful in this context. 
31 Jakob ist Kocher, ist Tanner, ist der Gehilfe Marti, ist Robert Walser. This 
example is a quote attributed to Hermann Hesse in Jochen Greven’s afterword to 
JvG. See: GW VI, 352.  
32 Samuels, Robert: Between Philosophy & Psychoanalyse – Lacan’s 
Reconstruction of Freud. New York & London: Routledge 1993, 27. 
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This same distortion of the Symbolic order of language 
and sexuality is manifested during dreams. In Introductory 
Lectures on Psychoanalysis, Freud declares that the mode 
of expression in dreams is totally cut off from the desire to 
be understood and is equivalent to a rejection of the social 
Other. A dream does not want to say anything to anyone. 
It is not a vehicle for communication; on the contrary, it is 
meant to remain ununderstood. (Freud 1916, 231) The 
dream is itself autistic because it is cut off from the 
recognition of the Other and the desire to be understood.33 

 

Such argument and the claim that a dream is meant to be ‘un-understood’ 

can hardly be maintained. The very history of literarisation of dreams and 

the cultural role of interpretations throughout history should prove this 

point. Dream has always – apart from the Enlightenment – been regarded as 

inherent of meaning, and meaning in turn has always been tied to the 

attempt to find a place for it in the world; it is equally tied to and mediated 

by thought. Thought again is driving language, which belongs to the 

Symbolic order. Therefore, Dream is linked to language and 

communication. That a dream is not necessarily spoken to another 

individual does not imply it is not meant for communication. At the very 

least, the dream communicates to the dreamer.  

Walser does not only communicate contents of dream and reverie, he 

communicates via Dream; and moreover, he inscribes the reverie and 

ultimately himself into the text.  

 

For the purpose of this dissertation however, it is attempted to overcome a 

pure psychoanalytical approach in order to acknowledge and access the rich 

literary trove at the heart of the dream texts and its poetological 

significance. Intertextuality, literary traditions and mythology are strong 

influences within the dream- and associated texts. By examining these 

poetic and aesthetic aspects it shall be attempted to gain a wider and deeper 

insight into Walser’s writing process as well as to provide clues to his 

understanding and usage of dreams and Dream. Therefore, while convincing 

conclusions by psychoanalytical approaches have been made which 
                                                
33 Samuels, 1993, 31. 
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ultimately centre on Walser’s personal history, it should be pointed out that 

limiting this project to this type of approach would be too restrictive for the 

evaluation of dream texts and could easily lead to the neglect of the literary 

and historical foundations that lend importance to the use of Dream in 

Walser’s writing. The mergence of Being, writing and Dream therefore 

equally demands a close reading and poetological examination of the text. 

 

Particularly relevant for the denoted dream texts are the theories and works 

dedicated to literary dream history, classification and interpretation. The 

research by experts on Dream, such as Peter-André Alt, Hans-Walter 

Schmidt-Hannisa and Manfred Engel, are the basis for the relevant aspects 

of the literary dream. An additional theoretical source is provided by von 

Uslar,34 who links Dream with the philosophical and ontological theories 

based on Heidegger, and thus concludes the theoretical circle. 

 

To summarise: This study employs psychoanalytical/psychological theory 

and poetological perspectives, i.e. intertextuality, in its theoretical 

framework as these are the most obvious themes emerging in the novels. 

These two theoretical fields gain a deeper significance as both are defining 

aspects of modernism, relevant to Dream and Robert Walser’s writing alike. 

These approaches can both be understood as representing two poles of 

human concern: one is representing the inner experience and its aspects, the 

other the outer sphere of expression which makes the experience apparent. 

Both these theoretical approaches are useful in bridging the personal and the 

literary concerns in regards to Walser and have already been successfully 

utilised in previous studies. These theoretical approaches are thus 

considered the most fruitful tools for the exploration of the dream texts and 

Dreamlikeness alike.   

 

                                                
34 Von Uslar, 1990. 
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II.2 Biography35  

 

Robert Walser was born on the fifteenth of April 1878 in Biel, Switzerland, 

as the second youngest of eight children and youngest son to his parents 

Adolf Walser and Elisa Walser, nee Marti. The father made a good living 

during the earlier years of Robert’s childhood from his stationary- and toy 

shop. However, whether due to an economic downturn36 or to his wife’s 

emerging mental illness,37 Adolf lost his business and the family was left 

with a frugal income from a small trading enterprise. 

  

Walser went to school in Biel until the age of 14 and eventually finished an 

apprenticeship in the Biel branch of the Bern Kantonalbank (1892-1895). 

Subsequently, Walser moved around considerably within Switzerland. He 

moved not only from town to town but often also changed address within a 

city. His restlessness earned him labels such as nomad, vagabond or 

“Taugenichts”. The urge to move is conflated with Walser’s love for 

wandering which led him to walk on foot to his many destinations. The only 

other country he visited quite extensively was Germany. He used to work 

occasionally as a scribe (“Commis”) or in other positions, but regularly left 

such work in order to dedicate his time to writing. The only profession 

Walser showed a real interest in during his younger years was acting. He 

tried to become an actor in 1895 but failed and never tried again, resigning 

himself to becoming a poet. 

After a sojourn in Basel, Robert went to join his brother Karl in Stuttgart in 

1895, where the latter was completing his apprenticeship as a painter. From 

1896, Robert lived most of the time in Zürich but made many excursions, 

for example to Solothurn, Thun, Würzburg and Munich. Walser also visited 

Berlin briefly in 1897, and again in 1902, and went to see his sister Lisa in 

Täuffelen at Lake Biel.  

                                                
35 The information in this section is predominantly based both on the first 
comprehensive biography about Walser: Mächler, Robert: Das Leben Robert 
Walsers – Eine Dokumentarische Biographie. Genf & Hamburg: Suhrkamp 1966, 
and by Schilling, 2007. 
36 Schilling, 2007, 8. 
37 Mächler, 1966, 17. 
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He had his first poems published in 1898, the year in which he met his first 

mentors, Viktor Widmann and Franz Blei. In the following years, Walser 

made contact with other artists and writers, such as Max Dauthendey in 

Munich. The first attention Walser received as a writer was for his first 

collection of short prose, Fritz Kochers Aufsätze, published in 1904. 

His life and experiences influenced Walser’s novels. His time as an assistant 

(German: “Gehülfe”) to an engineer and inventor called Dubler in 

Wädenswil at Lake Zürich in 1903, easily identifiable as the model for the 

novel of the same title, is just one example. Walser eventually moved to 

Berlin in 1905, where he spent most of the next eight years. However, after 

attending a servant school there, he left briefly for Castle Dambrau in Upper 

Silesia to work as a servant before returning to Berlin. Back again he wrote 

the novels Geschwister Tanner (1906), Der Gehülfe (1907) and Jakob von 

Gunten (1908) in quick succession (at least one other novel has been lost); 

the latter is set in an institute for pupils learning to become servants. It is 

apparent how Walser’s real life experiences found their way into his writing 

and discloses a significant relationship between his literary work and 

existence; however, it is important not to see the writing as mimicking his 

life but to appreciate the creative process of imagination involved.  

Walser also increasingly supplied short prose pieces – for which he became 

especially renowned and which he continued to produce to the end of his 

career – to newspapers like Die Schaubühne, Neue Rundschau and 

Simplicissimus. Furthermore, a collection of poems was published in 1909. 

Despite this prolific creative period in which he gained some attention from 

the literary establishment in Berlin, Walser did not find the success – 

especially financially – that he had hoped for. He remained uneasy in the 

cultural and literary circles and was not able to advance his career. His 

relationship with his brother Karl – who had found great recognition as an 

artist and set designer for the theatre, working with Max Reinhardt – had 

also cooled, especially after Karl got married. Increasingly disillusioned and 

isolated, Robert returned to Switzerland in 1913 and stayed first with his 

favourite sister Lisa, then with his father, who died in 1914. By that time 

Robert had already moved into a room in the hotel Zum blauen Kreuz, 
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which became his home for the next eight years. For Walser, this was quite 

a long time to remain in one place.  

Several collections of short prose were published over the next years of 

which the most important are: Aufsätze (1913); Geschichten and Kleine 

Dichtungen (1914); Prosastücke (1916); Der Spaziergang and Poetenleben 

(1917); Seeland (1920). There were also honours bestowed upon him, like 

the “Sommerpreis des Frauenbundes Zur Ehrung Rheinländischer Dichter“, 

and later, in 1915, an evening was arranged dedicated to the two Walser 

brothers in Hottingen, Zürich.  

But times were not just marked by literary dedication. Robert Walser also 

received military training and served twice in the Swiss army during the 

First World War. He then experienced several personal losses. After his 

father died, Robert’s brother Ernst was sent to an asylum for mental 

difficulties and died there in 1916. The other brother Hermann committed 

suicide in 1919.38  

Robert Walser’s move to Bern in 1921 marks the last of the three significant 

periods which divide his literary work. Writings from the Berlin period, the 

second Bieler period and the Bern period have attracted the most attention 

in secondary literature. These various periods also impact on the topic at 

hand, as a development of his style and the use of dreams could provide 

fertile ground for further exegesis. The collection of prose Die Rose is one 

of the publications of that time, and Walser started to write his last novel 

Der Räuber in 1925. This novel was among the writings which he originally 

wrote to paper in the form of his famous Mikrogramme, a technique that he 

used frequently in the 1920s, but possibly earlier. It seems that in order to 

overcome writer’s block he started to write in incredibly small handwriting 

on small pieces of paper and transposed most of it later into normal size 

writing. These Mikrogramme were given to Carl Seelig by Walser’s sister 

Lisa. They were previously thought to be written in indecipherable code 

                                                
38 Before she died, Walser’s mother had psychological problems and was reported 
to have a difficult personality, possibly due to depression. These facts are probably 
responsible for the readiness by many to assume a hereditary predisposition for 
mental illness which apparently led Robert Walser to end up in an asylum in 1929. 
More recent opinions state that there is no evidence that this was the case.  
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until the real nature of the minute signs was discovered. Subsequently these 

writings have been ‘translated’ for the most part by Jochen Greven, later by 

Bernhard Echte and Werner Morlang. Discovered amongst the 

Mikrogramme was the novel Der Räuber which was transcribed by Greven 

and eventually published in 1978. 

Walser’s life became problematic in the mid to late 1920s. New writers 

emerged on the cultural scene and he found less and less opportunities to 

publish his work which led to severe economic problems for him. At a time 

when he became evermore forgotten as a writer, he often took refuge with 

his eldest sister Lisa. Amidst increasing anxiety and insecurities, she 

eventually persuaded Robert to enter the asylum in Walsau near Bern. He 

was seemingly still writing there to some extent, which he eventually ceased 

to do entirely in Herisau, an asylum to which he was transferred in 1933. 

Walser was totally forgotten by the public by that time. According to 

medical records, the diagnoses by doctors were not conclusive and Walser 

was encouraged at least on one occasion to leave the asylum, but he refused. 

The same was true for attempts to motivate him to write again. His famous 

words were: “Ich bin hier um krank zu sein, nicht um zu schreiben.”39 His 

withdrawal from the world and life went hand in hand with the relinquishing 

of his writing. It illustrates in a tragic way how writing was not just 

interlinked with living but how Being – not just existing – and writing were 

in fact indistinguishable for Walser.  

However, Carl Seelig, a writer himself, remembered Robert Walser and 

after some initial contact visited him in Herisau many times from 1936 

onwards until shortly before the Walser’s death. Together they undertook 

excursions and walks during which Walser talked to Seelig about his life 

and work. The conversations between the two men were subsequently 

recorded by Seelig in Wanderungen mit Robert Walser.40 These memories 

and recollections were written in Seelig’s own style and may not accurately 

reflect the tone and details of Walser’s contribution; nevertheless, this 

account gives a great insight into Walser’s life and thinking at the time. It is 

significant that Walser rejected any praise of his work and any suggestion of 
                                                
39 See: Seelig, 1989. 
40 Seelig, 1989. 
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further writing. During his time in Herisau, Walser reduced any contact that 

he still had with the outside world. The only contacts before he left Walsau 

were with Lisa and Frieda Mermet, a friend who had worked with his 

sister.41 Robert Walser died on Christmas Day 1956 during a walk in the 

snow. The image of him lying in the snow became iconic, more so for the 

symbolic significance of the scene. 

 

Trajectory  

Some details of his biography shall be highlighted and reviewed a bit more 

closely due to their significance for the subsequent examination. 

In most interpretations and studies Walser’s life is seen as a source of his 

writing, not least due to the fact that his literary characters have been 

undisputedly identified with the author himself. Walser coined the 

expression of a long “Ich-buch”42 in reference to the entirety of his work. 

Individual facts, such as his position as servant or employee to an inventor, 

his wanderings to various locations which found their way into his novels, 

are easily recognisable examples from his biography. However, some 

personal aspects are of particular significance to this dissertation. Walser’s 

individual relationships with each of the parents were important and have 

subsequently been the subject of much interest in many works of research. 

Many such authors see these personal aspects also reflected in Walser’s 

writing, particular in his treatment of the female; these relationships have 

therein often been viewed through the prism of psychoanalysis and focused 

on the oedipal aspect. Robert himself has revealed in his writing much more 

about his mother than he did about his father. It is evident how the mother’s 

illness and emotional instability contributed to a difficult mother-son 

relationship. On the one hand, Robert reveals his sense of lack of emotional 

attention from his mother; on the other hand, his idolisation of her is 

striking. This inner conflict was surely deepened by her death in 1894, when 

Robert was only fourteen years old. Authors such as Fellner43 also attribute 

                                                
41 The latter and Resi Breitbach were the only friends known to be in extensive 
correspondence with him. 
42 GW XII, 323. 
43 Fellner, 2003. 
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the fact that he was never married, indeed the absence of any serious or 

meaningful relationship with women, to the ‘interrupted’ psychosocial 

development. However, more recently Schilling reports in her 2007 

biography the existence of several female relationships, not mentioned in 

previous biographies.44   

The father is mentioned only on very few occasions in the writings. These 

references are respectful but seem to be insignificant in the bigger scheme 

of things to the point that Adolf Walser appears as a ‘weak’ father45  or even 

a ‘gap’.46 

The family constellation is deemed significant for Walser’s development, 

both on a personal and artistic level, and reverberates throughout the texts 

and specifically surrounding the creation of female characters. His eldest 

sister Lisa, who took on the role of the carer to the ailing mother and 

siblings alike, must also be included in this complex of the female, as will 

become transparent in the various novels. The family background therefore 

provides a fertile basis for several issues including the role of the female and 

Dream and will be revisited in more depth in Part II. 

 

II.3 Reception and Standing in Literature 
 

Robert Walser has long been recognised as an outstanding modern Swiss 

writer who defies easy categorisation and interpretation. 

During his lifetime, the reception of his work was, however, varied, 

particularly in the early years. The general reader sometimes had difficulties 

in appreciating Walser’s ‘meandering’ style. A Josef Hofmiller, in his 

reviews from 1908 and 1909, while granting it a certain quality, complained 

about the ‘lack of any substance’ in Der Gehülfe and judged Jakob von 

Gunten even harsher as ‘anaemic’.47 Even Walter Benjamin48 expressed 

                                                
44 Schilling, 2007, 76-77. 
45 von Matt, 1991. 
46 Fellner, 2003, 38. 
47 Hofmiller, Josef: Der Gehülfe and Jakob von Gunten. Gedichte. Reviews in: 
Katharina Kerr (Ed.): Über Robert Walser, Bd. I. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1978, 
50, 51 respectively. 
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some criticism, which J.M. Coetzee attributed later to an insufficient 

knowledge of Walser’s work.49 

 

However, Walser also received significant positive attention very early on. 

Among his most enthusiastic mentors was Christian Morgenstern who was 

reader and editor at Bruno Cassirer’s publishing house and wrote in a letter 

to Cassirer about Walser and his extraordinary potential as a writer.50 

Another mentor, Joseph Viktor Widmann wrote about Walser the following, 

which already indicates the detection of the Dreamlike: “Es lag etwas 

Suggestives in Walsers Art, seine eigentümlichen Gedanken so ohne Hast 

und Nachdruck fast wie sanft gleitende Billardbälle auf grünem Tuch 

hervorrollen zu lassen. Und ein Traumzauber umfing den Leser mit der 

Ahnung von etwas ganz nahe vorübergeschwebtem sehr Schönem.”51 

 
Max Brod importantly identified Walser’s uniqueness which set him apart 

from other writers. Brod described him as a type of ‘three-layered’ writer, 

which ‘has not existed before’: 

 

Es gibt Zwei-Schichten-Dichter, z.B. Dickens, der es 
vortrefflich versteht, wenn er etwas Lustiges darstellt, den 
darunter liegenden Ernst, und im Ernsten das Lustige 
darunter und dahinter ahnen zu lassen. [..] Neben solchen 
Zwei-Schichtern gibt es die einflächigen Dichter, 
natürlich. Drei-Schichter hat es aber bisher noch nicht 
gegeben. Walser ist so ein Drei-Schichter, da haben wir 
ihn.52 
 

 He explained this as follows: 

 

                                                                                                                        
48 Benjamin, Walter: Robert Walser. In: Illuminationen. Ausgewälte Schriften I. 
Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1977. 
49 See: Coetzee, J.M.: The genius of Robert Walser. In: The New York Review of 
Books, Vol 47, 17, November 2, 2000. Viewed online 1/4/2014: http:// www. 
nybooks. Com /articles/archives/2000/nov/02/the-genius-of-robert-walser/ 
50 See: Morgenstern, Christian: Brief an Bruno Cassirer. In: Katharina Kerr (Ed.): 
Über Robert Walser, Bd. I. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1978. 
51 Widmann, Joseph Viktor: Gebrüder Walser. In: Katharina Kerr (Ed.): Über 
Robert Walser, Bd. I. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1978, 14. 
52 Brod, Max: Kommentar zu Robert Walser. In: Katharina Kerr (Ed.): Über Robert 
Walser, Bd. I. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1978, 78. 
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 Hier setzt nun die Drei-Schichten-Theorie ein. Solche 
Zerissenheit klingt naiv, unbefangen, kunstlos. Der tiefer 
Zusehende erkennt wohl romantische Ironie in ihr, denkt 
etwa an Heine. Der Verstehende aber sieht unter dieser 
wirkliche Naivität und wirklichen Ironie [..] eine ganz 
indwendige Seelen-Unbekümmertheit, eine über allen 
Mitteln stehende und deshalb in den Mitteln mit Fug 
wahllose Dichterurkraft.53 

 

Authors like Franz Kafka, Hermann Hesse and many others became great 

admirers. Hermann Hesse, in 1917 wrote a review of the collection 

Poetenleben: “Wenn solche Dichter wie Walser zu den führenden Geistern 

gehören würden, so gäbe es keinen Krieg. Wenn er hunderttausend Leser 

hätte, wäre die Welt besser.”54 

 

While he had some commercial success in the earlier part of his career, he 

never became a widely read author. But the admiration for him has 

nevertheless grown. More recently Susan Sontag famously described 

Walser: “A Paul Klee in prose – as delicate, as sly, as haunted. A cross 

between Stevie Smith and Beckett: a good-humored, sweet Beckett.”55 She 

continues by acknowledging Walser’s engagement with the world and 

refuting the remoteness of an outsider:  

 

In Walser’s fictions one is (as in so much of modern art) 
always inside a head, but this universe – and this despair – 
is anything but solipsistic. It is charged with compassion: 
awareness of the creatureliness of life, of the fellowship of 
sadness.56  

 

Writers and theorists like J.M. Coetzee – celebrating Walser’s ‘genius’ – 

and Giorgo Agamben57 have acknowledged Walser as one of the most 

important modernist writers of the 20th century. However, the difficulty of 
                                                
53 Brod, Max: Kommentar zu Robert Walser. In: Katharina Kerr (Ed.): Über Robert 
Walser, Bd. I. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1978, 79. 
54 Hesse, Hermann: Poetenleben. In: Katharina Kerr (Ed.): Über Robert Walser, 
Bd. I. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1978, 58. 
55 Sontag, Susan: Foreword to Walser, Robert: The Walk. Transl. by Christopher 
Middleton and others. London & New York: Serpent’s Tail 1982, vii. 
56 Sontag, 1982, ix. 
57 Agamben, Warum war und ist Walser so wichtig? Walsers philosophischer 
Spaziergang, 2005.  
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categorisation extends even to the term modernism, as he also displays 

postmodernist tendencies while some aspects of his work can be seen as 

anti-modernist.  

 

As much as Walser is now universally acknowledged as one of the great 

writers of the 20th Century – a fact particularly owing to the paradigm shift 

initiated by the second wave of research into is work beginning in the 1970s 

– the opinions and evaluations regarding Walser as a private person, are 

however still varied. One problem contributing to this ambiguity persists in 

the fact that he spent the last 27 years of his life in a sanatorium which 

prompted some reviewers, theorists and biographers to retrospectively see 

his writing through the prism of assumed pathology. These evaluations 

therefore rest on the assumption that the work can be regarded as a single 

hermetic object which can be dissected posthumously. Spano identifies and 

questions such approach as a ‘traditional praxis’ which limits the 

understanding of the reviewed work: 

 

[…] that Modernist criticism, in fulfilling the traditional 
formal imperative to see the work of literary art from the 
end – i.e., as an autonomous and inclusive object or, in a 
phrase adopted by most recent critics, to characterize 
‘Modern’ literature as a spatial form – has ‘accomplished’ 
the forgetting of the processual nature and thus the 
temporal/historical being – the be-ing – of the experience 
it projects.58  

 

In support of Spano’s point, this dissertation shall subscribe to rejecting a 

prejudicial perspective, and views the individual literary products as 

temporal manifestations along a continuous process. 

 

                                                
58 Spano, William V.: Breaking the Circle: Hermeneutics as Disclosure, in: 
Twentieth-Century Literary Theory – a Reader, second Edition, Edited: K M 
Newton, Houndmill, Basingstoke & London: Macmillan Press 1997, 64; Spano is 
referencing Joseph Frank, (Spatial Form in modern Literature, Sewanee Review, 
53 (1945), 221-40, 433-45, 643-65; reprinted in The Widening Gyre: Crisis and 
Mastery in Modern Literature (New Brunswick, NJ, 1963), 3-64). 
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Modernist, Anti-modernist, Postmodernist? 

Considerations regarding Robert Walser’s position within the literary 

landscape must include the engagement with his reputation as an important 

modernist writer. The criteria that mark his writing as modern are manifold 

and not unambiguous.  

The elements of his modernist style most frequently recalled by researchers 

include meandering and unstructured style, defragmentation of content, 

tropes such as paradox, contradiction or repetition. On the other hand, 

repetition is also associated with anti-modernism by Hong. He identifies 

repetition as the means by which Walser’s protagonists, i.e. Simon and even 

Jakob, wilfully and subversively counter the ‘prescribed’ development into 

the hero of the modern Bildungsroman.59 Indeed, it will be argued later in 

Part II that Walser’s ‘heros’ adhere neither to the classic Bildungsroman 

idea nor to the anti-Bildungsroman concept, but that they are effectively 

situated outside such categories. This fact contributes to the ambiguity in 

regards to determining the relationship with modernity.60 

 

As mentioned earlier, these literary elements can all be considered to be 

elements of Dream and are indeed indicators of the Dream nature of the 

texts. A more detailed engagement with these elements is therefore included 

in a later section. The foremost aspect to be considered at this particular 

point is Dream itself, which has become a significant topic in modernist 

                                                
59 “Simon, der ‘nie etwas werden’ will, verhindert also mit Hilfe des Modus der 
Wiederholung das Zu-Ende-Kommen der Bewegung, erreicht aber gleichzeitig das 
Stehen-Bleiben der Ruhe.” And: “Die Kategorie der Wiederholung ist die anti-
moderne, anhand deren Walser seinen ‘Helden’ als den ‘Beständigen’ konzipiert, 
der sich paradox jenseits aller Zeitigung zwischen Bewegung und Ruhe befinde. ” 
Both: Hong, 2001, 36.  
60 This dissertation subscribes to the idea, propounded by Hong, that Walser’s 
protagonists remain essentially unchanged and “geschichtslos” throughout their 
path described in the novels, hence a development in the strictest sense either way 
does not occur. However, it will also be shown that across the two novels, and 
encapsulated in the dream texts, a shift becomes noticeable which reveals a change 
in gender focus. This shift can be read as a turn toward the Law of the father, i.e. a 
development in psychoanalytical terms. However, this thesis will propose that this 
does not constitute a development in the sense of the Bildungsroman/anti-
Bildungsroman along with an adaptation to social norms, but that it signifies rather 
a shift in perspective or outlook, referring to the male protagonists of the novels 
and to the author behind the writing. 
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literature due to the emerging interest in consciousness, the individual and 

self. – It needs to be highlighted once more, that Walser used a great variety 

of literary dream forms – both traditional and modern – and that his 

modernism in terms of Dream can not be located by associating it solely 

within the psychoanalytical dream theory. It rather lies exactly within the 

eclecticism of his choices and needs to be viewed in a wider context. 

 

The historical and cultural understanding of and attitude towards the 

anthropological Dream (which has mainly the nightdream and its 

interpretation as its subject) also informed the use of texts as dreams in 

literature in the various epochs. The importance which the preoccupation 

with interpretation bestowed on dreams indicates the age-old willingness to 

see dreams as inherent phenomena of human existence. This is mirrored 

therefore in the literary rendition of dreams. The prophetic dream form, for 

example, is prominent in biblical and ancient literary texts and is used 

throughout the centuries.  

However, the understanding of (night-) dreams, reflected in theoretical and 

literary writings, has changed over the centuries.61 Most notably, the 

Enlightenment and its preoccupation with rationality had dismissed any 

metaphysical meaning attributed to such dreams and considered the 

nightdream as an occurrence purely due to physical sensations. 

Nevertheless, the idea of dreams as carriers of meaning and hence Dream 

interpretation never went away completely and continued to appear in 

literature. A paradigmatic shift occurred around 1900 with Sigmund Freud’s 

publication of Die Traumdeutung. With a new understanding of the psyche 

and of Dream – and the unconscious specifically – a whole new wave of 

modern literary works emerged which had the psychoanalytical Dream at its 

centre. Therefore, Dream and subjectivity became significant characteristics 

of modernist literature. Lenk, for example, identifies Dreamlike texts 

explicitly as part of modernist writing in its complexity:  

 

[...] Moderne [...], wo der Traum seine Zersetzungsarbeit 
vollendet hat und selber zum Konstruktionsprinzip wird. 

                                                
61 See Alt, Peter-André: Der Schlaf der Vernunft. München: C. H. Beck 2002. 
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Es entsteht eine traumartige Literatur, das heißt das 
traumartige Gewebe wird zum Gewebe des Erzählens 
selbst.62 

 

Although it cannot be assumed that Robert Walser engaged consciously 

with the new theoretical Dream theory – nor can it be determined in how far 

he was even familiar with it – his Dreamlike writing and the inherent 

consciousness processes place him firmly into this discourse. The link is 

established, for example, by Tamara S. Evans in her assessment of Walser’s 

writing as follows: 

 “Das Vorhandensein dieser gleitenden Grenze zwischen Wachen und 

Träumen, die Verkoppelung verschiedener Bewusstseinsebenen und 

Realitätsgrade ist ein zentrales Kriterium der Kunst der Moderne.”63  

Other aspects, such as the concept of perspective – which will be addressed 

further in a later section and which is also going to be identified as an aspect 

of the “I” shift as part of Dream nature – is equally linked to Walser’s 

modernist writing. 

“Ist es in Geschwister Tanner vor allem das Spiel mit der Erzählperspektive, 

das den Roman als Paradigma der Moderne auszeichnet, so ist Der Gehülfe  

modern, wie er der Handlung einen nachgeordenten Rang zuweist.”64  

 

Intertextuality 

In addition, self-referentiality and particularly intertextuality – a well 

examined aspect in secondary literature about Walser – needs to be 

addressed as a characteristic of literary modernism:  

 

Zu den signifikantesten Merkmalen von Robert Walsers 
Œvre gehört für die moderne Poetik grundlegende 
Selbstreferentialität seiner Prosa und szenischen Texte 
sowie ihre durchgängige, in der späten Prosa sich immer 
mehr facettierende Intertextualität.65  

 

                                                
62 Lenk, 1983, 8.  
63 Evans, Tamara S.: Walsers Moderne. Bern, Stuttgart: Francke Verlag 1989, 24. 
64 Schilling, 2007, 43. 
65 See preface by Dieter Borchmeyer, in: Dieter Borchmeyer (Ed.): Robert Walser 
und die moderne Poetik. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1999, 7, 8.  
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Intertextuality is a modernist concept which also plays a significant role 

when it comes to understanding the contents and the formal presentation of 

the dream texts.  

A dream model which is frequently employed within the two novels is the 

dream allegory.66 Such intricate examples, as can be found in Geschwister 

Tanner and in particular in Jakob von Gunten, are hardly known within the 

short prose. It is in particular the prophetic dream form – as utilised in the 

Dante-inspired Beatrice texts – that are evidencing the use of the literary 

canon. Such examples appear in stark contrast to some of the other dreams 

which are configured as psychological or personal, and suggest the varied 

intentions transported by such a variety of dream forms which shall be 

analysed in detail in the respective chapters in Part II. 

 

This aspect of intertextuality needs to include a brief look at Walser’s 

knowledge of literature. It is known that Walser read extensively and many 

of the names of writers are mentioned or made subject in his prose. Walser 

is particularly known for his Dichterfantasien67 in which he imagines other 

writer’s lives and experiences, including outstanding authors such as von 

Kleist, Brentano and Hölderlin. 

He also mentions numerous literary names within his prose, revealing 

predilections for Dostoevsky and French writers. He knew Shakespeare, 

admired Goethe and drew from ‘fairy tales as much as from theatre and 

lightweight reading’.68 During his walks with Carl Seelig, Walser also 

discussed and evaluated literary greats such as Gottfried Keller as well as 

several of his contemporaries such as Hermann Hesse and Albin Zollinger, 

but he also drew from antiquity and myths: “In der kurzen Prosa [...] gibt es 

Skizzen über Figuren und Situationen der antiken Sagenwelt. [Da] sind es 

                                                
66 For definition see section: Definitions/Terminology. 
67 See also Keutel, Walter: Röbu, Robertchen, das Walser – Zweiter Tod und 
literarische Wiedergeburt von Robert Walser. Tübingen: Stauffenburg Verlag 
1998. 
68 See preface by Dieter Borchmeyer. In: Dieter Borchmeyer (Ed.): Robert Walser 
und die moderne Poetik. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1999, 9. 
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[...] bei Walser Odysseus, Herkules, Theseus. Entfesselte Intertextualität 

also.”69  

 

The more explicit expression of the discourse of modernity displayed within 

Walser’s novels is highlighted by Schilling: 

  

Das Gespräch zwischen Ernst und Kaspar – schon die 
Namen sind Abzeichen ihres Programms – ist nicht die 
Erinnerung an familiäres Geplauder in einer 
schweizerischen Kleinstadt, oder Berliner 
Atelierswohnung. Es ist der Diskurs der Moderne, einer 
widersprüchlichen Moderne.70 

 

However, Hong goes further and identifies the characters of Hedwig and 

brother Klaus in Geschwister Tanner as representatives of the negativity of 

modernity. He describes Simon’s sister and brothers as exemplary 

modernist figures, defined by ‘melancholia and sadness’, which Hong 

attributes to the disappointment with modernity, to ‘the broken promises’ 

and “Entzauberung” der Welt.71  

 

At this point it becomes obvious that Walser also displays anti-modernist 

tendencies, however, not in a backward orientation which desires the 

reversal of modernity, but as a proposal to overcome the negativity and the 

isolation of modern man. In this sense, it can be said that Walser exposes 

the ‘fallen into the They’72 or – using a hybrid concept – the ‘being lost in 

the prosaic world’73 of the modern person through the figures of the siblings 

and holds against it, perhaps as a sort of solution, the poetic Being which 

Dream consciousness offers. 

Hong further explicates this point of transition to the anti-modern 

perspective, (to which he also counts Simon’s dreaming in particular). He 

                                                
69 Žmegač, Viktor: Robert Walsers Poetik in der literarischen Konstellation der 
Jahrhundertwende. In: Dieter Borchmeyer (Ed.): Robert Walser und die moderne 
Poetik. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1999, 33-34. 
70 Schilling, 2007, 38. 
71 Hong, 2001, 41. 
72 Heidegger’s terms. See Heidegger, Transl. 1996. 
73 This is following Lenk’s concepts. 
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calls Simon “eine literarische Reflexionsfigur Walsers”74 and understands 

Simon’s life in terms of self-fulfillment. His refusal to be successful means 

the following: “Dies bedeutet nicht, daß er sich selbst aufgibt, sondern er 

sieht darin – d.h. im Abschied von allen Prinzipien der Moderne – die 

einzige Gelegenheit, sich bis zum äustersten selbst zu besitzen.”75  

Hong therefore critically points to the appropriation of the topos of the 

“Taugenichts” for Walser ever since Walter Benjamin’s references, and 

judges this – by extension – to be an inadequate approach to define Simon,76 

a sentiment that is shared with various other theorists.77 

 

The following quotes add to and round up the scope of evaluations 

regarding Walser’s modernism which are preeminent in secondary 

literature. Jochen Greven summarises the following by referring to and 

quoting Christopher Middleton, the translator of various works by Walser:    

 

Ausgehend von der Tatsache, daß nicht nur die 
Öffentlichkeit, sondern gerade auch die Literaturkritik 
Walsers Werk bis heute gleichsam übersehen hat, sieht er 
die Ursache dafür in deren unbewußter 
Voreingenommenheit für ideenträchtige, sokratische 
Literatur, wogegen er in Walser den Typus einer 
preeminently non-ideational intelligence bestimmt. Als 
solcher markiert er einen zu Unrecht totgeschwiegenen 
oder abgewerteten, autonomen und authentischen 
Gegenpol zur großen deutschsprachigen Literatur der 
Moderne (etwa Robert Musils, Hermann Brochs, Thomas 
Manns),[…].78 

 

Hong understands and phrases this aspect of Walser’s work as follows: 

 

Läßt sich dieser Bildungsroman, die narrative Darstellung 
des Perfektibilisierungsprozesses des Subjekts als die neue 
Form eines geschichtsphilosophisch-utopischen 
Romanmodells als eine ‘Antwort auf die Moderne’ lesen, 
so sollten Walsers Romane, die gerade das Modell der 

                                                
74 Hong, 2001, 35. 
75 Hong, 2001, 36. 
76 Hong, 2001, 34, 35. See also sections: Introduction and Reception.  
77 See also: Kurscheidt, 1987, 131-155. 
78 Greven, 2009, 14-15. 
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Moderne prinzipiell ablehnen, als ‘Antwort auf die 
Antwort auf die Moderne’ gelesen werden. Dabei soll 
diese Walsersche Antwort als das Anti-Moderne betrachtet 
werden. .. Dann läßt sich sagen, daß Walsers Romane am 
Anfang des 20. Jahrhunderts an der Destruktion des 
Modernen arbeiten.79  

 

The difficulty in categorising Walser does not end in the divergence 

between modernist and anti-modernist tendencies but extends to the allusion 

to postmodernism as the following comment by Žmegač states. However, it 

also brings the discussion back again to an ontological perspective: 

 

Heute wird man dazu neigen, in historisierender Sicht bei 
Walser Motive anzunehmen, die verwandt sind mit den 
Motiven postmoderner Lässigeit. Man darf vermuten, daß 
der Autor selbst eine andere Interpretation bevorzugt 
hätte: eine Deutung, die nicht von geschichtlichen 
Zusammenhängen ausgeht, sondern von ontologischen 
oder anthropologischen Gesichtspunkten.80  

 

II.4 Aim of Dissertation  

 

This dissertation consists of two distinct parts. Part I provides a theoretical 

framework regarding Dream and strives to encircle the Dreamlikeness in 

Walser’s novels. Part II attends to specific dream texts in order to attempt a 

poetology of dreams. Their examination is informed by the conceptual 

matrix established in Part I. 

Walser did not leave any writings which could reveal a discursive approach 

to Dream. Thus, a framework of Dream theories is used and Walser’s text – 

in this case the novels Geschwister Tanner and Jakob von Gunten – are 

being examined in order to draw inferences. The subject of the dissertation 

is not confined to the analysis of denoted dream texts alone. It is an 

objective of this dissertation – and a previously untried approach – to show 

that the examined texts as well as the novels and Walser’s general writing 

can not only be approached from the angle of Dream, but can also be 

understood through the prism of Dream. It shall be shown that 

                                                
79 Hong, 2001, 13. 
80 Žmegač, 1999, 35. 
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understanding the defining aspects of Dream can shed new light on the 

investigated texts and Walser’s writing in general.  

 

The basic assumption of this study sees the examined novels underpinned 

by Dream consciousness through the writing process. This means they are 

generated by the creative consciousness processes related to reverie, which 

finds its expression in specific stylistic characteristics such as paradox, 

repetition, episodic structure. It is also a fundamental assumption of this 

dissertation that Dream, which is a manifestation of poetic consciousness, is 

an experiential state of Being. Dream, Being and the writing process thereby 

form a triad, determining Walser’s life and work and contributing to a 

portrait of Walser devoid of deficiency and pathology. Walser has to be seen 

as a writer pursuing autonomy and authenticity.  

This thesis treats Dream as a broad complex consisting of a totality of 

meaning, categories and consciousness processes and acknowledges the 

validity of Dream as an independent reality. On this basis, this study wants 

to exploit the potential that Dream offers beyond literary examination of 

specific dreams alone.  

 

This new approach is warranted as the many aspects of Dream indeed 

permeate Walser’s novel texts, writing and – through this – also his life. 

Therefore, the interrelated links between the Dream aspects and Dream 

elements are forming the framework in which this study is to be situated. 

This project shall thus provide a basis for the understanding of Dream as a 

comprehensive complex consisting of various levels of manifestation. The 

most immediate level within this complex might be seen at the 

anthropological or psychological level involving a dynamic consciousness 

process. This level can be extended to the understanding of Dream as a form 

of Being on an ontological level. At the other pole of the conceptual 

dimension of Dream lies the textual level of denoted literary dreams as the 

output of the creative consciousness processes.  

 

The determination of this fundamental understanding of and around Dream 

is thus at the centre of the first Part of this study. It is deemed essential to 
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demonstrate these inherent concepts and idea of such theoretical background 

in order to put the examined texts in a well-defined context, but also to 

acknowledge Dream’s own reality. Preliminary work concerning Dream 

must thus precede the study of the texts. As Dream elements and 

characteristics are being applied to understand the examined texts it might 

be said that this dissertation makes Dream a ‘method’. 

  

Three key elements of Dream – dissolution of the “I”, of ordinary time and 

of space – provide a blue print which allows a systematic examination of 

Dreamlikeness and of literary dreams alike. Therefore, this dissertation 

formulates a theoretical matrix by incorporating aspects visited in previous 

works of research and by further extending the engagement with Dream. 

Having determined a theoretical and programmatic basis, an important new 

objective shall be included: secondary literature has pinpointed many 

individual stylistic characteristics such as tropes – like paradox and 

repetition to name but two – amongst other poetic operations, which 

determine Walser’s writing. It is the aim to disclose these literary elements 

as expressions of Dream which can be added to the pillars of temporality, 

dissolution of space and the “I” and positioned under the umbrella of an 

overall Dream complex which in fact determines the often described 

Dreamlikeness.  

 

The final specific objective in Part II is the coherent examination of the 

array of individual night- and daydreams in the two novels Geschwister 

Tanner and Jakob von Gunten. Such systematic and comprehensive 

engagement with the entirety of these dream texts has not yet been 

undertaken.  

The Berlin novels were written during a furtive period in Walser’s life and 

within a relative short period of time of each other. These factors therefore 

provide narrow space- and time coordinates which can accommodate a 

study with the view to comparison and continuity. The two approaches 

deemed most useful in this context are psychoanalysis and intertextuality, as 

mentioned above. The reason for this is the fact that both are significant 

factors of modernism which is of high relevance in this context. They also 
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represent responding poles in the engagement with the inner and outer world 

in general and in terms of poetic consciousness in particular.   

 

It shall not only be attempted to investigate the meaning, role and function 

of individual dream texts in their own right but to distil patterns regarding 

concepts and motifs to gain insights into potential intentions and 

understandings of Dream which Walser may have had. This refers not only 

to the content but also to the understanding and use of various dream forms 

such as night- and daydream, reverie and visions. 

Acknowledging poetic or Dream consciousness as a significant base, the 

particular focus of this study shall then attempt to understand the role of the 

individual dream texts within the continuance of the overall Dreamlike 

texture. It is a thesis of this dissertation that some categories of the denoted 

dreams – this concerns the simulated nightdreams and dream allegories – 

are in fact reversing the Dream nature by revealing rational intentions as 

their functions. These classifications of dreams can demonstrate a partial re-

integration of “I” aspects which become concentrated, for example, in the 

Beatrice model as an amalgamating figure, and also imply a linear 

development along ordinary or vulgar time concepts, thereby ‘regressing’ to 

the prosaic sphere. Thus, it is a further claim of this study that some of these 

denoted dream texts in fact punctuate the novel texts with the ‘other’ 

consciousness mode, outside the pure Dream consciousness, and inverse the 

natural Dream process. These simulated dreams therefore represent 

inclusions of intention which bind the Dream- or poetic consciousness to the 

ontic, the ordinary world of the Other, and create a text unifying the two 

poles of experience. This proves the integrity of Walser’s writing as of and 

within the world and undermines the simplistic outsider status of the 

“Taugenichts”.  

 

Beside the examination of role, impact and function of dream forms and 

Dream nature, attention is also being paid to the content of the novels 

Geschwister Tanner and Jakob von Gunten. It shall be demonstrated that 

there exists a fundamental preoccupation with the relationship between the 

female and the male which eventually makes evident a continuous shift 
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from the former to the latter, culminating in the last dream in Jakob von 

Gunten, the Desert dream. This gender theme runs through the novels like a 

thread but is accentuated and potentiated by the dreams. The issue of the 

female/male relationship shift in particular has a significant impact on the 

discussion about the novels as potential Bildungsromane. This issue will be 

discussed further in the section about dream texts in Jakob von Gunten.  

Other dreams – which are significant for their psychological value – appear 

to be instances of confessional moments originating from the authorial 

source. They thereby link into the Dreamlike nature of the novel. Thus, the 

eclectic dream reservoir bears witness to the wide array of historical dream 

forms and thereby portrays the period at the beginning of the 20th Century, 

where this adopted conglomerate of literary and cultural influences shapes 

the modern character of that time. Moreover, the distinct application of the 

various dream forms, such as nightdream versus daydream and allegorical 

versus psychological dreams, and their employment for diverse functions 

indicates that Walser had at least some level of understanding of Dream.  

 

II.5 Previous Research 
 

After the outline of objectives and the presentation of theoretical 

foundations above, this section now assesses the state of research into 

Dream and its relevant elements in Walser’s writing. As the subjects of this 

dissertation are not only denoted dream texts but also the wider topics of 

Dream and Dreamlikeness – which implies a wider scope of issues such as 

poetic consciousness, subjectivity and authenticity – there are several 

strands of research to be considered for this review. The following summary 

therefore indicates the range of secondary literature that contributes to the 

present inquiry from various angles. 

 

Some individual dream texts in Walser’s novels have previously been 

analysed or made subject to exploration in the course of specific topical 

treatments, although without being reviewed as part of a complex 
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programmatic study into the poetology of dreams.81 Some articles have 

approached the topic of daydream or reverie in Walser’s writing and 

identified a link with the writing process and/or consciousness processes. 

However, those links and associations have not been exhaustive, no doubt 

due to the limited scope of such articles or their objectives, and have only 

tentatively been connected to the idea of a deliberate pursuit of Being within 

poetic consciousness. Furthermore, some aspects which can be understood 

as relevant to and constituent of Dream have been equally addressed, albeit 

without being explicitly connected to the phenomenon of Dream as essential 

characteristic, i.e. the issue of temporality. To date, there has been no 

expansive or cohesive investigation into the dreams. Though Dream 

consciousness has been linked to Walser’s writing as a characteristic, it has 

hardly been considered in a central role as a tractive force generating the 

creative output. Equally, no extended connections have been made between 

poetological style and idiosyncrasies, consciousness state and ultimately 

Dream. The following section reviews a selection of relevant research which 

covers the aspects deemed pertinent to this project and which refers back to 

concepts introduced earlier as significant to Dream. 

 

Overview of section: 

Individual dreams: 

 Geschwister Tanner and the mother figure: See Karin Fellner 

 Jakob von Gunten as religious text: Susanne Sethe 

Dream as form: 

 Daydream/Reverie: Wolfram Groddeck; Peter Rusterholz. 

Themes that indirectly refer to the topic of Dream: 

 Ontological perspective and subjectivity: Jochen Greven 

 Diffusion of Identity and the “I”: Christian Angerer 

 Temporality: Kil-Pyo Hong 

Stilistic characteristics deemed pertaining to Dreamlikeness: 

                                                
81 For dreams in JvG see Sethe, Susanne: Robert Walsers Jakob von Gunten als 
religiöse Dichtung. Dissertation. Universität zu Köln, Philosophische Fakultät. 
1976. Also for dreams in Geschwister Tanner: Fellner, 2003. 
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 Hans H. Hiebel, Agnes Cardinal 

  

Individual dreams 

Susanne Sethe writes about the dreams in Jakob von Gunten as part of her 

religious reading of the novel. Her specific treatment thus only includes 

references relevant to Sethe’s topic. Jakob’s report of the nightdream in 

which he had beaten his mother, for example, describes in detail the 

expression of suffering in the mother’s face and likens her to the Mater 

dolorosa.82 Any other possible aspect, such as a psychoanalytical reading, is 

therefore excluded.  

Karin Fellner, on the other hand, explores the role of the female in 

Geschwister Tanner from a psychoanalytical viewpoint. In this context, she 

particularly interprets the first dream in Geschwister Tanner and offers quite 

a complex analysis – which also provides references to literary sources in 

this instance. Other denoted dreams within the novel are outside the specific 

remit of Fellner’s project and are therefore neither subject to the same 

analysis nor are they considered to fall under the umbrella of a wider Dream 

complex. 

Dreams have received attention in several other works of research. Dagmar 

Grenz,83 to take one example, recognises a desire in Walser’s protagonists 

for a ‘different’ existence, although she treats the dreams as spaces for 

escapism from reality and for wish-fulfilment, thereby not exploring the 

potential of dreams on an ontological level.  

 

Dream as formal model  

Daydreams have been equally addressed in previous research, though were 

usually not distinguished from nightdreams and therefore received the same 

analytical treatment. The daydream had not been considered as a distinct 

dream form with its own particular specifics. However, some sources, like 

                                                
82 Sethe, 1976. 
83 Grenz, Dagmar: Die Romane Robert Walsers – Weltbezug und 
Wirklichkeitsdarstellung. München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag 1974. 
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Groddeck,84 went further and have made contributions to the discussion 

around daydream and the unconscious, i.e. consciousness processes, which 

include Walser’s writing process. Though the propositions therein have not 

yet explicitly been considered as part of an overarching ontological 

investigation of Being and Dasein. Equally, the various investigations have 

often revealed a negative bias, implying pathology or deficiency on the part 

of the author and neglect to afford him a sufficient sense of self-

determination. 

Peter Rusterholz,85 on the other hand, sees the imagination process of the 

daydream as a mere creative model for Walser’s writing, an intentional 

means without including its relation to the wider framework of Dream and 

poetic consciousness. 

 

Specific themes 

The aspects relating to Dream – which are introduced above – have been 

addressed in various ways. An extensive work on the ontological grounding 

of Walser’s writing as the manifestation of, or rather strive for, ‘pure Being’ 

has been provided by Jochen Greven’s dissertation. He identifies “reines 

Sein” as Walser’s true aim. Greven himself is aware of the problem of the 

terms he is using: 

 

Begriffe wie das Absolute, das reine Sein usw. stellen, das 
muß in diesem Zusammenhang betont werden, nur einen 
methodischen Behelf dar, um jene den endlichen 
Erscheinungen entgegengesetzte oder transzendente 
Sphäre zu kennzeichnen, die in Walsers Dichtungen 
positive v.a. in Metaphern aus dem Bereich der Natur, 
negativ allein in der ironisch-kritischen Aufhebung des 
Endlichen oder Scheinhaften umschrieben wird. Sie bleibt 
inhaltlich unbestimmt – sie ist gerade das, was der 
rationalen Erfassung und Bestimmung unzugänglich ist.86  

 

                                                
84 Groddeck, Wolfram: Robert Walser und das fantasieren – zur Niederschrift der 
Geschwister Tanner. In: Text+Kritik, No 12/12a, October 2004, 55-69. 
85 Rusterholz, Peter: Der Tagtraum als Imaginationsmodell des Schreibens bei 
Franz Kafka und Robert Walser. In: Vesna Kondrič Horvat (Ed.): Franz Kafka und 
Robert Walser im Dialog. Berlin: Weidler Buchverlag 2010. 
86 Greven, 2009, 98.  
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This problem notwithstanding, the work addresses important issues for the 

understanding of Walser’s work and the relationship with ‘worlds’ that he 

and his protagonists encounter in various states of Being. These worlds 

include the socio-societal, cultural and natural worlds. 

Particularly important in this context is the significance of the ‘state of 

sleep’, which Greven mentions repeatedly in his Dissertation. The 

connection to Dream as a defining feature or significant foundation, 

however, is rarely made.  One exception is to be found in the conclusion of 

part III of Greven’s Dissertation where the idea of Dream is again 

associated with a state of deficiency, ‘only as a sketch’. In relation to 

Geschwister Tanner and Jakob von Gunten Greven sees “Überwindung der 

existentiellen Problematik” as “Form einer Utopie, die [..] ihre Vollendung 

und Realisation im Leben aber nur in einem Traum findet, als Entwurf.”87 

Otherwise there is no clear identification of this state of pure Being with 

Dream. The state of sleep, mentioned above, is only marked as a space of 

‘unreflective Being’.88 

Tamara S. Evans, on the other hand, delivered a work addressing dreams, 

Dream and the importance of fluctuating consciousness states as part of 

literary modernity in her exegesis on the Swiss writer and therefore 

furnishes a valuable link to Robert Walser’s modernism,89 which shall 

provide the facet which must be visited in order to put this theme on a 

historical footing. 

 

Dissolution of the “I” 

Deemed to be one of the most important elements of Dream nature is the 

dissolution, diffusion or instability of the “I”. Some secondary literature 

addresses “I” dissolution or diffusion of identity specifically as a stand-

alone issue but without considering it as an aspect of Dream.  

                                                
87 Greven, 2009, 99. 
88 Greven, 2009, 111: regarding JvG, a.o.: “Dort sucht er den Eingang in ein 
schlafendes, unreflektiertes Dasein [..]”. 
89 See Evans, 1989. 
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Christian Angerer addresses the “provizierende Unverbindlichkeit”90 of 

Walser’s writing on the grounds of the ‘lack of identity’ and reads the 

identity-diffusion in Walser’s writing as a result of role play. He – despite 

referring to ‘aesthetic subjectivity’ in his introduction – takes his approach 

overall from a sociological viewpoint and prosaic aspect.91 Focusing on the 

shift between identities which are understood as social roles, he does not 

fully address the scope and depth within the shifts between characters and 

genders in the novels, for example, nor the underlying meaning connected 

with these shifts. He judges these role plays in the novels to be Walser’s 

own pursuits in avoidance of social identity, but sees this as a failure due to 

insufficient building of personal identity in adolescence. He may be right in 

the assumption that Walser’s difficult relationship with his mother may have 

contributed to this development. However, like Fellner’s similar 

assessment,92 the evaluation is exceedingly negative and emphasises a 

pathological angle. Angerer claims that Walser’s withdrawel from identity 

results in the ultimate dissolution, the negation of the “I”: 

 

Mehr noch, das Ich der Texte büßt im Reigen 
widersprüchlicher Selbstzuschreibungen seine Konsistenz 
als Subjekt ein und schrumpft zur beliebig einsetzbaren, 
gleichsam zitierbaren Leerformel, zum bloß nominellen 
Bezugspunkt der Kombination, zu einer Funktion in der 
ironischen Textbewegegung.93  

 

The creative mental processes and literary competence at work in bringing 

these identity shifts to expression, the positive will to poetic consciousness 

and authenticity, are overlooked.   

 

Temporality 

Kil-Pyo Hong examines the concept of temporality in Walser’s writing. In 

reference to Jakob von Gunten he writes: 

 

                                                
90 Angerer, 1995, 9. 
91Angerer, 1995, 17. 
92 See more in the later section: Dream. 
93 Angerer, 1995, 205. Within this quote Angerer references Ch. Bungartz 
(Zurückweichend vorwärtsschreiten, 1988, 66-67). 



II. Part I 

41 
 

Dieses radikal anti-teleologische und -geschichtliche 
Bewußtsein löst sich immer häufiger ins Träumende auf, 
wobei hervorzuhaben ist, daß das Träumerische, Visonäre 
weder Vergangenheitserinnerung noch Zukunftstraum 
darstellt. Es sind vielmehr Bilder des absoluten Präsens.94  

 

However, he sees this aspect as separate from Dream. For him it is rather a 

coincidental phenomenon which may precede Dream, but is not an inherent 

characteristic of Dream. 

Angerer and Evans have addressed the issue of ordinary or vulgar time 

dissolution and the significance of temporality, equally without identifying 

it as a constituent of Dream, even though dreams were coincidentally 

consulted in the process of their respective inquiries.  

 

Stylistic characteristics  

Several examinations and studies, which are concerned with the poetics in 

Walser’s writing, highlight stylistic elements and literary procedures which 

can be read as aesthetic manifestations of inherent Dream. Some of these 

elements are classified as literary figures of speech or tropes, such as 

paradox, contradiction, repetition, excessive accumulation of adjectives; 

furthermore, there are themes like evasiveness and verbosity. These essays 

and articles are helpful in extrapolating evidence for the thesis that those 

elements constitute Dreamlikeness, reveal Dream consciousness and will 

thus be consulted in the later section: Dream and Walser. However, some 

examples of secondary literature shall be presented here to indicate not only 

where they touch on aspects of Dream but also to state their limits in this 

respect.  

 

Hans H. Hiebel, for example, approaches Walser’s critical involvement with 

the societal ‘codes of pressure and de-individualisation’ under the 

perspectives of deconstruction of same codes. He begins his Article with the 

observation that Freudian displacement is a vital element in Walser’s work. 

“Walsers Geschwätzigkeit hat die Struktur der Freudschen Verschiebung. 

                                                
94 Hong, 2001, 192. 
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Die metonymische Verschiebung konstatiert nach Lacans strukturaler 

Darstellung der Freudschen Theorie die Bahnen des Wunsches, des 

Begehrens [...]”95 Although displacement and wish-fulfilment are the central 

components of Dream according to Freud, this connection is not made in 

Hiebel’s article. Other secondary work on Walser uses similar 

psychoanalytic connotations but a link to Dream has hardly been explicitly 

made. These texts are therefore useful sources for this dissertation in order 

to establish that such attended aspects are in fact observed facets of an all-

encompassing Dream complex in which individual dreams are single 

components. 

Another example of work identifying Dream constituents without 

categorising them as such is given by Agnes Cardinal, who approaches 

paradox and contradiction within Walser’s writing as an indeterminable part 

of his ‘play with language and Interpretation’. Again, no mention of Dream 

is made but a connection to Walser’s creative process – therefore 

implicating reverie and consciousness processes – is indirectly drawn. 

 

Damit verstrickt Walser sich und seinen Leser in ein Spiel 
mit Sprache und Deutung, dessen Regeln nie ergründet 
werden können; der Leser wird im selben Labyrinth der 
Widersprüche immer weiter herumirren, dem schon 
Walsers eigene schöpferische Kraft entsprang. 96 

 

This paragraph, therefore, is a presentation of the state of research and 

equally an introduction to the poetic aspects which will be expanded on 

later. Such stylistic elements will then be addressed in the attempt to pull 

together those individual or isolated strands of consideration – which up to 

now have been the subject of a variety of separate investigations – into the 

Dream complex that underlies the novels examined. 

 

                                                
95 Hiebel, Hans H.: Robert Walsers Jakob von Gunten – die Zerstörung der 
Signifikanz im modernen Roman. In: Kerr, Katharina (Ed.): Über Robert Walser. 
Vol. II. Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp 1978, 308. 
96 Cardinal, Agnes: Widerspruch und kulturelle Paradoxien in Walsers Werk. In: 
Klaus-Michael Hinz und Thomas Horst (Eds.). Robert Walser. Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp 1991, 85. 
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II.6 Fundamental Concepts 
 

II.6.1 Definitions / Terminology 

In order to proceed with this exploration some fundamental basics must be 

established before analysing the individual dreams of the novels and before 

their role, function and significance can be examined. 

It needs to be stated that the specific individual and limited experience of 

Dream consciousness – for example in the form of sleep dream (here: 

nightdream) or wake dream (here: daydream) – shall be denoted as ‘dream’ 

in lower-case; an undistinguished sense of that Dream consciousness within 

a generalised cultural and literary understanding shall be denoted as 

‘Dream’ in upper-case; most importantly, Dream is also used for the defined 

complex of aspects which has already been introduced in the section: Aim 

of Dissertation. 

The concept of a realistic life plan envisaged in the future – often called a 

dream – shall not be considered in this dissertation. 

 

To analyse the novels as distinctly as possible, a distinction shall be made 

between sleep dream/nightdream and wake dream/daydream. The terms 

nightdream and daydream shall be used despite their questionable references 

to time of day. It is in fact exactly this irrelevant connotation in relation to 

time which makes daydream and nightdream preferable to ‘wake’ and 

‘sleep’; two terms that could prove too ambiguous because of implications 

that connect them to the pivotal concepts of consciousness/unconsciousness. 

 

Beside the term reverie, phantasy shall also be used synonymously with 

daydream as a product of imagination, along with the verb, to phantasise. It 

is distinct therefore from the term fantasy which denotes a particular genre 

with preconceived associations. However, it shall be assumed that 

phantasies may be products of imagination but do not necessarily show the 

same involvement of deep unconsciousness levels as daydreams can. 

Phantasies can also be constructed by predominantly conscious thoughts, 

such as forward-directed planning. 
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Products of the mind in the novels which can be denoted as visions shall be 

treated as nightdreams due to a level of unconsciousness assumed and the 

polarity of dreamer and vision content which becomes an object of 

reflection for the dreamer. A vision is commonly perceived as a mental 

experience where messages, i.e. contents, are received from a source, 

usually divine, outside the dreamer and apparently beyond his control, 

therefore resembling prophetic nightdreams. 

 

The term Dream ‘state’ is deemed too static and not fitting the dynamism of 

Dream nature; it shall be replaced as much as possible with the terms 

‘process’ or ‘consciousness’. However, in some instances it might still be 

used in order to suit a logical or idiomatic structure. 

 

II.6.2 Dream, Function and Categorisation 

Consulting theoretical sources produces the following range of assumed 

functions which the Dream can deliver. This list may originate from 

engagement with the natural Dream phenomenon but yields possibilities 

which have been exploited for the use of literary Dream. Thus, theories 

about natural Dream can be frequented for assessing the literary dream texts 

in the novels on hand because it is in particular these literary dreams that 

benefit from focus on function and intention as they are deliberate and 

designed texts. The functions are as follows:  

 

Wish-fulfilment, subjective and egoistic (see Freud), 

or idyllic, utopic, what should be;  

Demonstrating a current situation, (see Steinhoff); 

Proposing possibilities, (see Medard Boss); 

Compensation, (Jung, Steinhoff).  

 

There is no comprehensive or agreed categorisation or typology of dreams 

to date. However, the classifications for dreams in use are for once defined 

by their assumed source and also their inherent function, i.e. prophetic 

dreams, psychological dreams and Leibreiz dreams – dreams due to stimuli 
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from the body. Keeping in mind that these types can refer to both natural 

and literary dreams alike, there are however distinctions which identify 

purely literary inventions. The following section will introduce the 

commonly used terms and categories. 

Within psychological dreams – associated mostly with natural dream – there 

exists a categorisation which is defined by the theoretical approaches, i.e. 

the psychoanalytical approach and the phenomenological approach. Jung’s 

distinction between ‘big’ and ‘small’ dreams marks a transition between 

psychological and literary dreams, in so far as the archetypical examples of 

the big dreams tend to be objective and ‘trans-individual’.97 

In terms of literary dreams, there are categories that subscribe to a 

classification along the line of abstract concepts, such as dream allegory, 

dream satire, dream parable or the form that is reminiscent of a real dream 

experience: the dream report. Often neglected but significant is the 

distinction between sleep dream and wake dream. This point will be 

revisited in its own section below.  

 

Literary Dream 

Dreams in literature have been subject to categorisation by several theorists 

which – notwithstanding the use of different terminology – usually overlap 

each other. The first basic category is the dream report,98 which is the 

narrative that retells a dream event – and a report or notate is the only way 

to communicate a natural nightdream – but is in its nature a literary 

construct. The second form of literary dream is an appropriation of a dream, 

i.e. a dream simulation99 that has all the hallmarks of an anthropological 

dream. In addition, there is the text that is labelled as dream and bestowed 

with some basic dream characteristics but assumes the functions of parable, 

satire or allegory. Steinhoff describes these text forms as being ‘dressed’ as 

a dream.100  Engel focuses on the rhetorical characteristic in his 

                                                
97 See Steinhoff, 2008, 69. 
98 In German often found: “Traumbericht”, “Traumerlebnis”, “Traumnotat”. 
99 In German also: “Figurentraum”, “Traumeinkleidung”. 
100 See Steinhoff, 2008. The term “Traumeinkleidung” was already suggested by: 
Berger, Wilhelm  Richard: Der träumende Held – Untersuchungen zum Traum in 
der Literatur. Göttingen, Vandenhoek & Ruprecht 2000.  
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terminology.  Engel provides a comprehensive mapping of literary dreams 

and most importantly additionally identifies a ‘Dreamlike representation’ 

which emerges in romantic and modern texts: 

 

[..] literarische Träume, die sich im wesentlichen auf drei 
grosse Traditionslinien verteilen lassen: (1) Die der 
rhetorischen Traumverwendung – vor allem in 
Traumsatiren, Traumparabeln, Traumallegorien, 
Traumreisen und Traumutopien: Hier geht es nicht um die 
Fingierung von authentischer Traumhaftigkeit, Der Traum 
wird vielmehr als blosse Rahmenkonstruktion verwendet, 
die nur dazu dient, uneigentliche Rede zu markieren oder 
eine Minimalkonzession an das Gebot der 
Wahrscheinlichkeit zu machen. (2) Die literarische 
Traumfingierung im engeren Sinne, die sich  - nach den 
Vorgaben der jeweils aktuellen Traumtheorien, teilweise 
sicher auch geleitet vom je eigenen Traumwissen des 
Autors – darum bemüht, Träume zu erfinden, die 
zumindest ein Minimum an Traumhaftigkeit aufweisen.(3) 
Vor allem in der Romantik und der Moderne geht aus 
Texten der zweiten Traditionslinie eine dritte hervor: die 
der traumhaften Darstellung. Mit ihr lösen sich 
Schreibweisen, die dem Traum abgeschaut sind, vom 
literarischen Traum ab und werden bestimmend fuer 
Textteile oder ganze Texte, die nicht mehr ausdruecklich 
als Traum markiert sind.101 

 

For the purpose of this dissertation, the terms dream report, dream 

simulation, invention and creation may be used. Important part of the array 

of simulated dream forms is the dream allegory102 which features in both 

novels. 

                                                
101 Engel, Manfred: Literatur/ Kulturgeschichte des Traumes. In: Hanne Castein, 
Rüdiger Görner (Eds.): Dream Images-in German, Austrian and Swiss Literature 
and Culture. München: IUDICUM Verlag 2002, 26-27. 
102 The dream allegory shall be understood as a specific form of literary dream. It is 
reminiscent of a theatrical play in the way it represents the dream content. It is 
often characterised by a ghost-like figure or voice which divulges experiences of 
the protagonist’s past or a prophesised future. See also Alt, Peter- André: Der 
Schlaf der Vernunft. München: C. H. Beck 2002, 96-109. The allegorical nature of 
the relevant dream texts by Walser is based on abstract concepts represented by 
images. It will be shown that a hermeneutic or exegetical aspect is absent in 
Walser’s dream allegories as he names and explains the concepts alongside the 
visual descriptions. The ironic tone of some of these texts is unmissable and the 
Morality dream in JvG is reminiscent of dream satire. 
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A theoretical foundation for the understanding of dream concepts – such as 

prophetic, realistic or romantic – is provided by Alt.103 Some of the terms 

used here are taken from Steinhoff, who developed a Poetologie des 

Traumes of Ingeborg Bachmann’s work. Though Bachmann is irrelevant to 

this study, the structure used in Steinhoff’s Dissertation proves nevertheless 

fruitful for this investigation.104  

 

II.6.3 Concepts of “I”, Identity and Ego: 

In addition to the adoption of the Freudian concepts of the Id, Ego and 

Superego in their relevant context, clarification is required in relation to 

concepts such as the “I”, self and “identity”. The term identity shall be 

understood as a conglomerate of aspects – including roles – that relate to the 

social entity.105 Angerer offers an outline relating the concepts of the ego 

and identity which nevertheless views the ego as the centre-point of the 

personality construct and identity at the end of its intentional aim. 

   

Die Tatsache, daß man sich als Ich erfährt, muß nicht 
zwangsläufig zur Forderung führen, die eigene Identität zu 
bedenken.106 Ebensowenig ist mit der Abgrenzung einer 
Ego-Instanz in der menschlichen Psyche die Frage nach 
Identität schon beantwortet. In seiner psychoanalytischen 
Fassung vertritt das Ego, eingeklemmt zwischen Es und 
Über-Ich, den Kern der Persönlichkeit. Weil es aber in 
dieser Eigenschaft versucht, trotz der Zwingkräfte, die es 
bedrängen, ‘Herr im eigenen Haus zu werden [...] , zu sein 
und zu bleiben’, macht es sich zum Anwalt von 
Selbstbestimmung und Identität.107  
 

In conclusion, the “I” shall be the denotation for the being which 

experiences itself in its entirety. 

                                                
103Alt, 2002. 
104 Steinhoff uses also established terminology, such as Jung’s terms kleine Träume  
and große Träume. 
105 See also Angerer, 1995. 
106 Angerer, 1995, 17. Angerer refers here to D. Henrich (Identität, 1979) as 
follows: “D. Henrich bezeichnet dieses allen Identifikationsprozessen 
vorausliegende Phänomenen als kriterienlose Selbstzuschreibung”. 
107 Angerer, 1995, 17, with reference to E.H. Englert 1987. 
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Following the categorisations in regard to “I” and identity, it may be 

concluded that the refusal of Identity formation – which Angerer108 

convincingly identifies as Walser’s intention – underlies Walser’s pursuit of 

writing and aims at retaining a free and unfettered “I” or Self. Martin 

Jürgens formulates this as follows: 

 

Simon Tanner, Joseph Marti, Joseph von Gunten, der 
‘Räuber’: Sie alle vernachlässigen die Ausbildung ihrer 
Identität mit provokanter Selbstverständlichkeit. Ihnen 
sind die klassischen Mahnungen, ‘wesentlich’ zu werden 
im Leben erkennbare und dauerhafte Gestalt zu gewinnen, 
ebenso fremd wie unsere Sorge, unserem umhegten 
Pflänzchen Identität könne etwas zustoßen. Was Identität 
angeht, machen sie also ihre Aufgaben nicht; mit noch 
größerem Genuss geben sie sie immer erneut auf, indem 
sie sich in der Feier einer überfordenden Natur verlieren 
oder zu den Träumen überlaufen.109  

 

II.6.4 Consciousness, Unconsciousness 

In addition to the distinct Freudian terms of the unconscious/conscious and 

pre-conscious mind, the terms consciousness and unconsciousness are 

essential for this dissertation. Both of these terms are usually applied in 

ways that reveal a diversity of understanding and can at times be conflated 

with the psychoanalytical concepts. It shall therefore be noted that these 

terms are being generally used to denote fluctuating mental processes 

relating to modes of the general waking state, as well as having a specific 

psychoanalytical assignation. The meaning is self evident within the 

relevant context.   

It shall be suggested that consciousness processes, like Dream states, are in 

fact dynamic and can shift from one mode to another, just as reverie mode 

and sleep dream mode can turn into each other as illustrated in the Boat 

dream in Jakob von Gunten, as will be discussed in Part II.  

 

                                                
108 See Angerer, 1995, 84-85. Angerer nevertheless judges this act as a result of 
negative development. 
109 Jürgens, Martin: Die Aufgabe der Identität. Robert Walsers Helden. 
In: Text+Kritik, No 12/12a, October 2004 (69-83), 75. 
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II.6.5 Reality 

Für die Frage nach dem ontologischen Horizont des 
Traums und seiner Deutung ist es vor allen Dingen 
wichtig und zu betonen, daß für den Träumenden das 
Geträumte volle Wirklichkeit ist; für ihn selbst ist es 
weder Bild, noch Vorstellung, noch zunächst Symbol. – 
Der Traum als Traum ist Welt, und zwar nicht nur eine 
Welt unter anderen Welten, sondern die wirkliche Welt, in 
der der Träumende ist, Andererseits ist er aber, solange er 
die Welt ist, noch gar nicht als Traum.110  

 

The term ‘reality’, which commonly refers to the physical or outside world, 

is often used as an exclusive concept which denies other forms and realms 

of experience their validity and relevance. 

The reality as it appears in the dream is nevertheless the reality of the 

dreamer at that time and therefore part of his existence.  

 

[This banal beginning to our strange dream] tells us most 
impressively that we exist no less in dreams than we do in 
waking life. We exist in the sense that even in the dream 
we are always within a world, the reality of which we had 
best not deny too hastily.111  

 

This means that Dream, and this includes both dream forms – nightdream 

and daydream – is not independent and separate from the ‘normal’ reality of 

a dreamer which is in fact the world of the waking consciousness. Like all 

considerations regarding natural Dream, the issue of reality has thus 

significance for the reverie-driven writing and equally for its transpositions 

into literary dream inventions, i.e. as either conscious or unconscious 

operations.  

While the consciousness modes, as mentioned above, are dynamic and can 

seamlessly change from one into the other, there seems to be no particular 

boundary to reality either. In fact, it appears that reality, if not constant, is 

always present; and it is the focus of attention, driven by consciousness 

which is shifting for the dreamer. As it is the communicated experience that 

is relevant in the exploration of dreams, it seems that it is rather the 

                                                
110 Von Uslar, 1990, 9. 
111 Boss, Medard: The Analysis of dreams: London, Rider, 1957, 85-86. 



II. Part I 

50 
 

representation of the respectively experienced world which varies so 

fundamentally. “Wer den Traum als bloße Illusion bezeichnet, meint 

natürlich den Traum nach dem Realitätsentzug, den er durch das Erwachen 

erfährt, das ihn zur Illusion stempelt – einer Illusion, die freilich 

erschreckende Kraft für die Erinnerung behalten kann.”112  

Dreams relate to a dreamer’s existence and therefore to his reality, as the 

dream content incorporates potentially all aspects of a life experience.  

 

In unseren Traum ist der gesamte Erfahrungsbereich 
eingeschlossen, über den wir verfügen, von der frühesten 
Kindheitserinnerung bis zum scheinbar belanglosesten 
Erlebnis des gerade abgelaufenen Tags, von den 
finstersten moralischen Degradationen, in die uns 
manchmal ein Traumgeschehen hinabstoßen kann, bis 
zum spirituell durchhellten und kreativ-erleuchteten 
Traum, in dem man ein Gedicht, eine Theaterszene, eine 
Erzählung, einen Roman, eine Sonate oder sogar – wie es 
Schubert mit der achten, der Unvollendeten, der h-
moll.Sinfonie gegangen sein soll – ein ganzes 
Orchesterstück träumen kann.113  
 

More importantly, as dreams are understood as essential to human existence 

and have been ascribed diverse physical and psychological functions, they 

are not only interlinked with our so-called everyday reality, but they do in 

fact impact on our existence and reality in various ways. Considering the 

range of assignations, theories and interpretations, dreams therefore mirror 

and extend our sense of reality. This relationship is at the centre of many 

current perspectives, which is reflected in this following quote by Berger 

and referring to Jonathan Winson:114 

 

Der Traum sei, so Winson, auf jeden Fall ein 
grundlegender Bestandteil der Hirnfunktion von Säugern; 
in ihm übe das einzelne Individuum immer wieder aufs 
Neue seine Daseinssituation durch, indem es die in der 
Tagesrealität gemachten Erfahrungen der 
Traumwiederholung verarbeite und festige, und zum 
andern eben dadurch Strategien herausbilde, die zur 

                                                
112 Von Uslar, 1990, 15 
113 Berger, 2000, 30-31. 
114 Winson, Jonathan: Brain and Psyche – the Biology of the Unconscious 1987. 
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Bewältigung der im Tagleben auftauchenden Probleme 
geeignet seien, wir benutzen also den Traum, um uns 
dadurch für neue Daseinssituationen zu konditionieren; 
der Traum ist gleichsam als Spielmaterial zu 
interpretieren, das zum Zweck besserer  
Existenzbewältigung von uns in jeder Nacht neu 
durchgespielt wird.115  

 

The problem of the relationship between reality and Dream has also been 

mirrored in the historical understanding of dream. As Petra Gehring116 

explored, Freudian theory still saw the reality of dreams as an extension of 

real life, therefore the reality in dreams was not seen as a reality in its own 

right. The hermeneutic approaches to the dreams in Walser’s writing and the 

references to his personal life also contribute to this perception. However, 

Walser’s contribution as described by Avery does transcend these 

assumptions through the imaginative processes at work within the Dream 

consciousness. Robert Walser, by insisting on pursuing his way of life and 

writing, has contributed to a discourse which in some ways is still open for 

discussion. George Avery writes in this sense:  

 

Kein anderer Deutschschweizer Dichter der ersten Hälfte 
dieses Jahrhunderts hat wie Walser dazu beigetragen, den 
Wirklichkeitsbegriff aus seiner Unbeweglichkeit zu heben 
und in ein schwerfaßliches Fließendes, Unübersehbares 
und Bedingtes hinüberzuführen.117 

 

                                                
115 Berger, 2000, 30-31.  
116 Gehring, Petra: Traum und Wirklichkeit. Frankfurt & New York: Campus 2008. 
117 Avery, George C.: Das Ende der Kunst – zum Problem der Interpretation von 
Robert Walsers Spätprosa. In: Schweizer Monatshefte, Vol. 48.3, June 1998,  286.  
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II.6.6 Writing and Dreaming 

Der Träumer vollendet sich im Dichter.118 

 

Berger uses a quote by Heiner Müller, which considers this relationship 

from the other end compared to the one reflected in the statement put 

forward by Schmidt-Hannisa. In this quote, dramatist Müller states the 

desire of an author to ‘reach the quality of his dreams’. Whichever way one 

wants to decide this issue, it certainly links writing firmly with the 

consciousness process of Dream.  

 

In einem Interview mit der Zeit hat der Dramatiker Heiner 
Müller einmal gesagt: ‘Das Problem des Schriftstellers, 
überhaupt des Künstlers, ist doch, daß er ein ganzes 
werktätiges Leben versucht, auf das poetische Niveau 
seiner Träume zu kommen.’ – Wenn das stimmt, so ist 
daran zweierlei bemerkenswert. Erstens ein 
produktionsästhetisches Moment: dass nämlich ein 
Schriftsteller offenbar den Zustand, in dem er ein 
literarisches Werk produziert, jenem anderen Zustand 
anzunähern wünscht, in welchem er seine Träume 
produziert. Damit ist indirekt eine hypostasierte 
gemeinsame Wurzel von Traumerleben und kreativer 
poetischer Tätigkeit ausgesprochen, die den dichterischen 
Akt wegrückt aus dem Bereich rational gesteuerter, 
nämlich diskursiver Textverfertigung in eine dunkle Zone 
des schöpferischen Impulses, zu der unser bewusstes Ich 
keinen unmittelbaren Zugang mehr hat, so wenig eben wie 
zu den Geschehnissen, die uns im Traum widerfahren.119  

 

Walser himself addresses the inherent link between Dream and literature by 

posing the rethorical question: “Sind nicht auch die Dichtungen Träume, 

und ist denn die offene Bühne etwas anderes als ihr grossgeöffneter, wie im 

Schlaf sprechender Mund?”120 This connection between writing and Dream 

can be determined in more detail. 

                                                
118 Klages, Ludwig: Rhythmen und Runen. Leipzig: Barth 1944. The connection 
between Dream and Poetry has already been made by Schmidt-Hannisa. This quote 
for example has been used in Schmidt-Hannisa, Hans-Walter: Der Träumer 
vollendet sich im Dichter. Die ästhetische Emanzipation der Traumaufzeichnung. 
In: Burkhard Schnepel (Ed.): Hundert Jahre Die Traumdeutung. 
Kulturwissenschaftliche Perspektiven in der Traumforschung. Köln: Köppe, 2001. 
119 Berger, 2000, 16-17. 
120 Das Theater, ein Traum (I), GW VIII, 8.  
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The process producing Walser’s reveries, which are inscribed in his writing, 

could be called stream of consciousness or rather a conglomerate of stream 

of unconsciousness and stream of consciousness, according to the proposed 

flexibility of consciousness modes. The dynamic creative process does not 

preclude the practice of subsequent reworking of the literary product for 

publication.121 It has been mentioned that Walser’s walking inspired his 

work, like Der Spaziergang, and Urs Jenny referred in turn to Walser’s 

writing as “Spaziergänge auf dem Papier”.122 It can be assumed that the 

walking invites some sort of reverie, as is known in the case of Rousseau. 

However, putting the experienced reverie and emotions on paper happens of 

course not during the walking but is a new process that is removed and 

physically separate from the first one; it may be described as a new reverie 

harnessing the first one. Hence, the material for the texts may be inspired by 

activities such as walking, but – like other possible stimuli – is rather 

conceived from memory or as a re-living and re-imagining. Walser himself, 

like most writers probably, reflects but does not analyse his own creative 

and writing process discursively. He experiences them in an unmediated 

way which can therefore be understood as existential part of his Being. He 

states:  

 

Wie ich zum Dichten kam, weiß ich selber nicht recht. Ich 
las Gedichte, und da fiel mir ein, selbst welche zu 
schreiben. Das gab sich, wie sich sonst was gibt. …Nun, 
es fing bei einem Zipfelchen an und nahm mich fort. 
Kaum wußte ich, was ich tat.123 

 

Agnes Cardinal describes her insight into Walser’ writing process by 

detailing the various strands of consciousness processes which are 

eventually constructing the written work:  

 

                                                
121 See for example: Walt, Christian: Schreibprozesse: Abschreiben, Überarbeiten. 
In: Gisi, Lucas Marco (Ed.): Robert Walser Handbuch. Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler 
2015. 
122 Jenny, Urs: Spaziergänge auf dem Papier. In: Kerr, Katharina (Ed.): Über 
Robert Walser. Bd. II. Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp 1978, 204. 
123 GW, IX, S 63. 
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Diese Erfahrungsanalyse erstreckt sich über die ganze 
Skala seines persönlichen Bewusstseins: Intellektuelle 
Spielerei, Spekulation und Maskerade folgen auf 
Anekdoten und Träumereien. Beschreibungen von 
Gefühlszuständen und Launen, von Landschaften und 
Städten werden dicht ineinander verwoben. Für ihn 
unterschieden sich Leben und Kunst nur dadurch, dass das 
Erleben vorerst passiv erduldet werden muss und dass sein 
Schreiben dann als spontane Reaktion auf das Erduldete 
erfolgt.124  

 

However, the listing of reverie as a separate and isolated element within the 

said writing process, as suggested in this quote, raises a question mark over 

the understanding and definition of reverie as an emancipated consciousness 

state. It shall here rather be understood as an encompassing process which 

contains and utilises the above elements of inner experience like memory 

(anecdotes), affective reflection and outer stimuli such as perception 

(descriptions). 125 

 

II.6.7 Imagination and Consciousness. 

Es ist schwierig, das Imaginäre mit sprachlichen Mitteln 
zu beschreiben, denn unsere Sprache hat das, was das 
Imaginäre nicht ist, als das Positive gesetzt.126  

 

A crucial element of reverie – beside the concepts already mentioned above 

– which has not been addressed thus far, is ‘imagination’. It is closely 

related to and dependent on consciousness states and needs to be more 

rigorously encircled, if not defined, as it is a constitutional element in the 

creative process as well as the Dream process.  
                                                
124 Cardinal, 1991, 79. 
125 Berger writes the following about Arno Schmidt, but the fundamental 
mechanism can also be adapted, at least in principal, to Walser. “Bei Schmidt nun 
ist es eine Mischung aus Ich-Erzählung und innerem Monolog, die diesen Traum 
so realistisch erscheinen lässt. Diese Stilhaltung prägt nicht nur die Traumsequenz, 
sondern auch den Roman insgesamt: zwischen der Schilderung von 
Tageserlebnissen und Traum gibt es stilistisch keinen prizipiellen, allenfalls einen 
graduellen Unterschied. Was Arno Schmidt in seiner Prosa zu protokollieren sucht, 
ist der stream of consciousness, der Bewusstseinsstrom, der in einer 
ununterbrochenen Folge von Eindrücken, Assoziationen, Wahrnehmungen, Bildern 
Erinnerungsfragmenten und Wirklichkeitspartikeln durch uns hindurchgeht.” 
Berger, 2000, 167-168. 
126 Lenk, 1983, 82. 
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Imagination can be understood as the very force which drives reveries and 

generates unique and ‘wonderful’ results, as Bachelard puts it. He addresses 

the issues and problems in relation to the definition of imagination and 

which – explicitly or implicitly – are at the root of the process of this 

project. He writes:  

There is no power of the psyche more confusedly 
described by classical psychology than that of the 
imagination. Not only is imagination hopelessly 
confounded with ability to ‘reproduce’ what has been 
imagined before, thus chained to an entire history of 
moribund perceptions, but this same imagination, capable 
of generating imagery of the most fantastic kind, is 
attributed to absolutely any creative mental activity at all, 
to every instance of cleverness over the course of a life. 
Imagination is attributed to scholars, politicians, even 
financiers. […] But to extend the meaning of the word 
imagination in this way is to undercut all more specific 
psychological study. When psychologists speak of the 
‘imagination’ of a mathematician, for example, this is a 
much as to admit the lack of a vocabulary adequate to 
describing the inventive and associative capacities of 
rational thought. An idea, in short, cannot be imagined. In 
fact, those who labor in the field of ideas are obliged to 
hunt images down. The invention of an idea and the 
imagination of an image are very different psychological 
exploits. Ideas are invented only as correctives to the past. 
Through repeated rectifications of this kind one may hope 
to disengage an idea that is valid. There is no original 
truth, only original error. Scientific ideas have a long 
history of error. The poetic imagination for its part has no 
history at all. It admits of no past preparation. The poetic 
image is truly the work of a spoken instant, an instant one 
will fail to grasp in the attempt to plot it against the untorn 
and untearable continuity of Bergsonian consciousness. To 
pick up on all of the surprises in poetic language it is 
necessary that one gives oneself over to kaleidoscopic 
consciousness.127 
 

The consideration regarding imagination becomes relevant for the 

categorisations of reverie or daydream. It seems that there exists a cultural 

understanding which distinguishes between a simple daydream and a 

revered process of reverie which is ascribed to the mind of an artist. 

                                                
127 Bachelard, Gaston: Fragments of a Poetics of Fire. Transl. by Kenneth Haltman. 
Edited by Suzanne Bachelard. Dallas: Dallas Institute Publications 1990, 6-7. 
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Imagination then is creative and appears to be the ingredient in reverie 

which is deemed responsible for lifting a random daydream into the state of 

a valued piece of art or literature. However, such determination is highly 

arbitrary as it is impossible to evaluate a product of reverie until it is 

communicated, at which stage it has become a text. Thus, considering 

imagination and consciousness becomes relevant in any oneiric output and 

particularly so in relation to literary dream forms.  

At this point, the other aspect of this study, the Dreamlikeness, shall be 

referred to again. It derives, as stated above, from the interlacing of the 

writing process with the reverie process. Therefore, any issues inferred from 

and ascribed to the reverie- or Dream process will also relate to the overall 

writing, not only to the distinct and labelled text parts.  

 

II.7 Dream and its Forms 
 

It goes without saying that a dream in literature is not the same as a real life 

dream. A real – or natural – dream is only known and experienced by the 

dreamer himself. To anybody else the dream is mediated and communicated 

by language and therefore already turned into literary work in the form of a 

dream report. Creative intentions by the author and assigned functions 

incorporated in dream texts, which are imbedded into a bigger text like a 

novel, imply the simulation or attempted recreation of a real Dream 

experience. Literary dream texts therefore rely on rules that underlie the 

common understanding of Dream and need to avail of expected Dream 

characteristics. But these literary operations are not merely applied to make 

literary dreams appear like real dreams, they also open up possibilities, as 

literary dream tradition shows, for gaining insights into characters and 

narratives alike, which otherwise may not be achieved. They can impart 

meaning to texts which in turn become accessible by treating them similarly 

to real life dreams, i.e. by subjecting them to interpretations.  

 

Literarische Traumdichtungen sind zum einen eine 
Fortschreibung des außer-literarischen Traumdiskurses, 
zum anderen führen sie die kulturelle Aneignung des 
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Traumes mit spezifisch literarischen Mitteln fort, die 
ebenfalls dazu dienen, seine radikale Fremdheit – mehr 
oder minder – in unsere wache Erfahrungswelt zu 
importieren.128  

 

It can also be assumed that the author’s own dream experiences can come 

into play – deliberately or coincidentally – and in particular his own 

consciousness processes, specifically in wake- or daydreams. This if of 

course significant in Walser’s case, where the Dream consciousness is so 

narrowly intertwined with his writing process.  

But Walser has also chosen and incorporated a variety of dream forms, and 

therefore implicit consciousness forms, in the novels Geschwister Tanner 

and Jakob von Gunten, which pose interesting questions concerning 

Walser’s own understanding and appreciation of dreams and his intentions 

by using them in his writing. The dream texts displayed in the novels 

encompass a wide range - there are staged and stylised nightdreams 

seemingly purporting a programmatic function for the novel text, for 

example the third dream in Geschwister Tanner, conveyed from a traditional 

auctorial narrator’s point of view; dream fragments, apparently revealed 

through immediate utterances from the unconscious, creating a sense of 

intimacy and directness; startling revelations reported in dream notates, 

which provide more information through the reaction and utterances of the 

dreamer than the dream itself; daydreams of a wishful nature and daydreams 

revealing distinct consciousness processes. Prior to analysing the dream 

texts in detail and before any evaluations, there are some more fundamental 

issues to be considered. 

 
Sleep dream/ Wake dream 

Looking closely at the nature of nightdream and daydream, there emerges a 

variety of differences and characteristics which warrant this distinction to be 

extended to the literary dream. The varied aesthetic, structural and 

functional differentiators of both dream forms imply significant impact on 

the presentations and meaning of relevant dream texts. Both of Walser’s 

                                                
128 Engel, Manfred: Kulturgeschichte/n?, 2010, 162 
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novels contain a selection of sleep dream, wake dream and visions which, in 

order to achieve a satisfactory analysis of these texts, shall be examined 

with these distinctions in mind. Thus, this section will investigate such 

differences in order to provide a sound basis for the understanding of the 

literary dreams in the two investigated novels.129  

 

Sifting through analytical writing and secondary literature which address 

dreams in literary texts usually shows no difference in the treatment, the 

assignation of meaning and function or categorisation between nightdreams 

and daydreams. This might be due to Freud’s assertion that both night- and 

daydream are expressions of more or less unconscious drives toward wish-

fulfilment.130 This assumption seems to extend to literary dreams.131 

A more in-depth investigation into the two types of dreams reveals a 

constitutional difficulty in defining the two forms unequivocally despite 

some essential distinctions. The following paragraph shall demonstrate this 

difficulty by consulting several theoretical treatments by various theorists. 

The consulted texts refer for example to the issue of consciousness states 

involved in the dream forms. It is apparent that the propositions found in 

secondary literature mainly involve attempts to draw a line between two 

fixed states of consciousness. This is likely a futile attempt, as modes of 

consciousness and their respective focal points are hardly stable but 

fluctuating and thus difficult to fixate. However, for the sake of finding a 

                                                
129 It shall be reminded again that the resulting conclusions in this section relate of 
course also to the writing process in terms of the inherent Dream consciousness. 
130 Freud, Sigmund: Die Dichter und das Phantasieren. In: Alexander Mitscherlich, 
Angela Richards, James Strachey(Eds.): Sigmund Freud – Studienausgabe, 
Bildende Kunst und Literatur Bd. X. Frankfurt a.M.: S. Fischer Verlag 1969. 
131 See also: “Phantasien hatten bei Freud verschiedene Erscheinungsformen. Er 
postulierte aufgrund typischer Phantasien die Existenz von unbewussten Schemata, 
eben den Urphantasien. Daneben unterschied er mehrere Ebenen von Phantasien; 
bewusste (Tagtraum, Phantasien), unterschwellige und unbewusste (unbewusste 
Phantasien, Urphantasien). Er vermochte die unbewussten von den bewussten 
Phantasien nicht genau zu unterscheiden, unterschied jedoch die Phantasien klar 
vom realitätsgerechten Denken. Sie waren bei ihm mit den Nachtträumen verwandt 
und bestanden aus Wunschvorstellungen (Wunschphantasie), die der 
halluzinatorschen Befriedigung dienten [...]”. Meier, Isabelle: Primärprozess, 
Emotionen und Beziehungsmuster in Tagträumen. Bern, Berlin, Bruxelles etc.: 
Peter Lang 2005, 18. 
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workable approach to this subject, it can be assumed that the dream forms 

each have a particular consciousness process which dominates the state of 

the dreamer over a specific period of time. This issue of consciousness is 

important as it has a decisive impact on the awareness and control of the 

dreamer over the content development, which in turn may influence the 

function of the particular dream text and determine its character. One 

problem to be encountered in the overview below refers to the issue of a 

coherent structure within the different dream forms which appears to be 

considered as a validating standard. The typical daydream is often treated as 

a linear narrative, compared to a discontinuous nightdream. Another 

important issue, following the aforementioned points, relates to the impact 

of the various dream forms on the content which then allows for a diversity 

of psychological interpretations respectively. Ultimately, these 

considerations lead to the question which dream form is most congruent 

with the poetic consciousness and which form is possibly more adequate for 

transporting a programmatic intent in a literary context.  

Any identified fundamental differences may thus have potentially 

significant repercussions for the literary dream texts in terms of meaning, 

function and aesthetic value. These differences may be reflected in the 

nature and direction of intent by the dreamer, in issues of temporality – both 

in linguistic and ontological terms – and in semantic and syntactic 

elaboration, for example. 

 

Independent from his own stream of consciousness process of daydreaming, 

which, as proposed earlier, underlies his writing, Robert Walser employs 

variations on both dream forms within denoted dream texts. These dreams, 

which are examined within the novels, are in fact varied in terms of 

structure, literary sources and as traditional models and are therefore 

thought to project different functions and intentions. Some motifs and 

concepts – like specific metaphors and the female – are recurring in both 

forms and indeed in the novel text, albeit presented in diverse forms. A 

particular insight is provided, for example, by the second dream in 

Geschwister Tanner which demonstrates and reflects on the dynamic of 

consciousness processes. This dynamic predominantly characterises 
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daydream rather than nightdream. However, it seems a natural occurrence 

that the consciousness processes oscillate between daydream and 

nightdream. This reveals an important implication: The boundaries of and 

between the dream forms can be flexible and dream forms should therefore 

be understood as denotations of dynamic processes rather than static 

entities. However, for the benefit of clarity, the two dream forms are still 

regularly denoted as fixed terms. 

The following shall examine different views and issues related to 

nightdream/daydream in order put this distinction on a theoretical footing.   

 

Inga Baumann provides an overview regarding the fundamental difference 

between both dream forms, which, in her original writing, are divided into 

“Rêve” und “reverie”.132 Her work – based on French literature and using 

the linguistic development of the French concepts of rêve and rêverie as a 

starting point – is naturally unique to French but can also provide some 

universally applicable insights. 

Baumann firstly identifies the level of consciousness as the major criteria of 

distinction between night- and daydream, which results in different states of 

control. The nightdream is in general experienced as state of complete 

abandonment to the dream force, a fact especially illustrated by nightmares. 

The control problem extends to the onset of the dream, duration and 

abandonment of the dream state, none of which is typically under the 

control of the dreamer of a nightdream. Daydream often occurs just as 

spontaneously and automatically, but is experienced more or less in a state 

of awareness, allows close monitoring, change and conscious emotional 

investment. Baumann attributes to the daydream especially the function of 

mental evasion – presumably from the world or from everyday reality: 

 

Hingegen ist die Träumerei in den meisten Fällen eine 
gedankliche Evasion, die der Träumer mehr oder weniger 

                                                
132 Baumann, Inga: Rêve und rêverie. Zwei Typen der lyrischen Imagination am 
Beispiel einiger Illuminations Arthur Rimbauds. In: Susanne Goumegou, Marie 
Guthmüller (Eds.): Traumwissen und Traumpoetik – Onirische Schreibweisen on 
der literarische Moderne bis zur Gegenwart. Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann 
2011. 
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bewusst sucht: Sie stellt insofern une sorte de rêve dirigé 
dar, als das träumende Subjekt den Inhalt der ‘reverie’ 
seinen Bedürfnissen und Vorlieben gemäß gestalten 
kann.133 

 

Baumann then continues to address patterns within and between the two 

forms and includes what she calls a pragmatic level which espresses itself in 

the difference of grammatical tense in the narrations of the respective dream 

forms.  

 
Die typische temporale Deixis des lyrischen Traums ist 
somit der Vergangenheitsbezug. Hingegen tendiert die 
Vertextung der ‘rêverie’ zum Gegenwartsbezug: Eine 
Träumerei wird üblicherweise nicht nachträglich 
wiedergegeben, sondern vielmehr im Gestus der 
Gleichzeitigkeit in ihrer Entstehung und schließlich in 
ihrer sinnlichen Manifestation gezeigt.134  

 

It may be argued that the literary rendition of a dream as text is always a 

subsequent affair to the original dream experience and the tense used in its 

articulation is only a stylistic choice. However, as shown previously, the 

writing process can indeed be immediately intertwined with the experience 

of the Dream process, in which case a degree of concurrency exists.  

A different aspect of time is provided by Bachelard who sees the 

significance of daydream in the positive outlook toward potentiality which 

is not under the intentional control of the dreamer of a nightdream. “A 

world takes form in our reverie, and this world is ours. This dreamed world 

teaches us the possibilities for expanding our being within our universe. 

There is futurism in any dreamed universe.”135 

 

Another point that Baumann makes in trying to determine the nature of 

daydream refers to the significance of the starting point of a given 

daydream. She locates such dream experience-evoking stimulus in the 

                                                
133 Baumann, 2011, 45, using a quote by Michel Martinez (Les Fleurs du Mal, 
Baudelaire. Paris 2000). 
134 Baumann, 2011, 45. 
135 Bachelard, Gaston: The Poetics of Reverie – Childhood, Language, and the 
Cosmos. Transl. by Daniel Russell. Boston: Beacon Press 1969, 8. 
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outside world, which is presumably set against an entirely internal scenario 

in the nightdream. However, it seems convincing that this is not the only 

possible origin for a daydream, i.e. reverie, but that a starting point can 

equally be drawn from an internal stimulus, thought, memory or emotion. 

On the other hand, the nightdream knows Leibreiz stimuli and also external 

stimuli which have an influence on the dream content and can possibly also 

be the starting points to nocturnal dream, although this is perhaps 

impossible to determine.  

Furthermore, Baumann understands a reverie as a structured text that is 

divided into sequential phases, therefore following linearity of time, which, 

again in comparison, is arguably dissolved in a nightdream. This argument, 

relating to temporality, therefore constitutes a more convincing indicator 

with respect to the difference of dream forms. Again, these distinguishing 

characteristics must be regarded as tendencies, and not as absolutes.  

Baumann again invokes the active role of the dreamer and his ability to 

manipulate material into ‘plays’ or stories as a fundamental characteristic 

which is absent in the nightdream. 

 

Elisabeth Lenk has also addressed the difference between daydream and 

nightdream.136 In the introduction she refers to different evaluations of those 

dream modes by Freud and Ernst Bloch. She concludes that Freud regarded 

the nightdream as inferior because of the underlying wish-fulfilment 

function, while daydream is marked and ruled by thinking, not phantasising. 

This of course derives from the fact that psychoanalysis puts a higher value 

on reason than on imagination.  

Lenk points out that Bloch, though eventually subscribing to Freud’s wish-

fulfilment theory, sees the nightdream as the negative, nightmare-ridden, 

memory-driven expression, which, so Lenk’s understanding, impresses a 

truth value on its content. In contrast, Bloch sees the daydream as the 

expression of true wishful thinking and forward planning which is guided by 

                                                
136 “Während also bei Freud die Geringschätzung des nächtlichen Traumes darin 
zum Ausdruck kommt, daß er ihm Wunschdenken unterstellt.” See Lenk, 1983, 12. 
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the desire for a better world and life.137 The problematic argumentations not 

withstanding, a strong differentiation between daydream and nightdream is 

clearly evident in these theoretical treatments. 

                                                
137 “Nur der Tagtraum ist nach Freud eine Vorstufe zur Dichtung, denn man erlebt, 
halluziniert in ihm nicht, sondern stellt sich etwas vor, man weiß, daß man 
phantasiert, sieht nicht, sondern denkt [Sigmund Freud, Vorlesungen zur 
Einführung in die Psychoanalyse, (1916-17). Gesammelte Werke, chronologisch 
geordnet, London, 1973, Bd.XI, S. 115]. Es ist die größere Nähe zum Denken, die 
dem Tagtraum diese höhere Schätzung der Psychologen einbringt. Später wird 
deutlich werden [:vgl. KapII], daß Freud hier nur eine viel ältere Wertung 
wiederholt. Ernst Bloch, der im übrigen eine interessante Freudkritik versucht, hat 
seinerseits die Grenze zwischen Tagtraum und Nachttraum scharf gezogen. Der 
tagsüber Träumende sei ersichtlich ein anderer als der Träumer in der Nacht. Der 
Tagrträumer schläft nicht, er sinkt nicht mit dem Nebel nach unten. In Blochs 
Utopiebegriff, in sein Prinzip Hoffnung läßt der himmelblaue Tagtraum sich eher 
einfügen als der dunkle nächtliche Traum. Der Tagtraum ist nach Bloch Traum 
vom besseren Leben. Er hat es mit Wunschbildern zu tun, die jedoch nicht 
unrealsierbar sind, sondern zugleich auch Planbilder. Nachtträume hingegen 
speisen sich so Bloch, allermeist aus zurückliegendem Triebleben, aus 
vergangenem, archaischem Bildmaterial, und es geschieht nichts Neues unter 
ihrem bloßem Mond [Ernst Bloch, Das Prinzip Hoffnung, Frankfurt (Suhrkamp stw 
3) 1973, Bd. 1, S. 91]. Während der Tagtraum eine frohe Zukunft für alle 
heraufbeschwört, zeigt der Nachttraum allzuhäufig nur Schmerz und Grauen, 
Nachtfurien und Fratzen und schließlich Tod als das Beil, das das Leben zukünftig 
endet. An dieser Stelle setzt nun zunächst auch Blochs Kritik an Freuds 
Wunscherfüllungsthese ein. Freud hat selbstverständlich Schwierigkeit, auch die 
Nachtfurie als schenkende Fee zu deuten. [Bloch, a. a. O., S. 93/94] Die 
Angstträume seien in der Mehrzahl, nicht die glücklichen Träume. Während also 
bei Freud die Geringschätzung des nächtlichen Traumes darin zum Ausdruck 
kommt, daß er ihm Wunschdenken unterstellt, wohingegen das wissenschaftliche 
Denken den unerbittlichen Gesetzen des Realitätsprizips ins Gesicht schaue, sieht 
es so aus, als ob nach Bloch gerade nur das Tagesbewußtsein die Verhältnisse in 
Richtung auf Wunscherfüllung korrigierte, während der nächtliche Traum 
unerbittlich die Grenze der Wunscherfüllung zeigt. 
  Also nicht deshalb soll dem nächtlichen Traum mit Vorsicht begegnet 
werden, weil er die Unwahrheit, sondern gerade, weil er die Wahrheit sagt, und 
weil diese Wahrheit ins optimistische Konzept des Prinzip Hoffnung nicht 
heineinpaßt. Allerdings löst nun Bloch diesen Wiederspruch auf. Nachdem er 
zunächst kritisch gefragt hatte: Kommt denn die negative Wunscherfüllung oder 
Angst ausschließlich vom Subjekt her? [Bloch, a. O., S. 96], nachdem er dann 
selber die Antwort gab, die Todesangst brauche nicht erst nach rückwärts zu 
laufen, um im verschwindenen Libidoobjekt des eigenen Ichs ihre Erklärung zu 
finden, vielmehr wurzele sie in etwas Objektivem, in Schmerz und Grauen objektiv 
erwarteter Nacht, geht er auf einmal daran, seinerseits die Angst wegzuerklären. 
Blochs Erklärung ist nun allerdings nicht psychologisch, sonder soziologisch. 
Angst entstehe aus gesellschaftlichen Blockierungen des Selbsterhaltungstriebes, 
sie sei der vernichtete, ja in sein Gegenteil verkehrte Inhalt des Wunsches. 
Triumphierend endet Blochs Exkurs über den nächtlichen Traum: So gilt selbst für 
den Nachtmahr wie erst für die Wiese unter dem Brunnen und ihre Symbole: jeder 
Traum ist Wunscherfüllung. [:Bloch, a. a. O., S. 96] Bloch übernimmt also bei aller 
marginalen Kritik an diesem Punkt letzten Endes das Freudsche Schema. Seltsam 
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Lenk then makes a very important point with her observation that Freud and 

Bloch are solely considering the contents of both modes. 

 

Bei beiden ist immer nur von Inhalten die Rede, und, 
sofern sie der Form überhaupt Erwähnung tun, nur von 
Verkleidung, Maskierung, Symboltrubel. Ihrer beider 
Erklärung der Form ist immer zugleich schon ihre 
Auflösung, Entsymbolisierung, wie Bloch diesen Vorgang 
nennt.138 

 

But it is exactly the often neglected form of the dream modes which 

warrants a closer investigation into the literary versions of dreams. As 

mentioned above, if literary dreams are more than just labeled texts and are 

indeed imbued with specific function and meaning, a bridge has to be built 

between inherent characteristics of natural dream modes and their literary 

expression. The aspect of the form is a natural component in any literary 

text and in the case of dream texts becomes even more poignant. This will 

become evident in the later examinations of the individual dreams.  

 

However, returning to the point made above, it is more helpful to see 

dreams as a conglomerate of processes occurring within fluctuating 

consciousness, rather then defined as objects with clear boundaries or 

simply as spaces, a term that is equally limiting. Different dream forms 

certainly pertain to particular spheres, but the boundaries are variable. Only 

through textual and oral rendition do dreams become what we are used to 

understanding: distinct snippets of insights into mental workings. 

When Lenk argues that the split between the wake state and the dream state 

originates in the historical reorganization of society, mirroring the split into 

the poetic and the prosaic world, she also clearly identifies the fluctuating 

nature in which these states existed and which have since been, so to speak, 

frozen in those stale forms in which we think of them today. The second 

dream in Geschwister Tanner supports the idea of the shifting nature of 

                                                                                                                        
genug, daß weder er noch Freud die so naheliegende Frage nach der ganz anderen 
Form der nächtlichen Träume stellen.”  
Lenk, 1983, 12-13. 
138 Lenk, 1983, 13. 
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states and also of the poetic and prosaic realm, as will be addressed in the 

relevant section later in this dissertation. 

 

Bachelard addresses the problem of the distinction between daydream and 

nightdream with some statements which contradict ideas by previous 

authors. He recognises the importance of the dynamism in the nature of the 

dream forms by highlighting the space between the two forms which he 

calls what has been translated as “twilight state”: 

 

Psychology has more to lose than to gain if it forms its 
basic notions under the inspiration of etymological 
derivations. Etymology can minimize the clearest 
differences between dream (rêve) and reverie. And further, 
since psychologists seize upon what is most characteristic, 
they study the astonishing nocturnal dream (rêve) first, 
and they pay little attention to the reveries which for them 
are only confused dreams without structure, history, or 
mystery. Reverie is, then, just a little nocturnal matter 
forgotten in the light of day. If the oneiric matter 
condenses a little in the soul of the dreamer, reverie falls 
into dream; the “gusts of reverie” noted by psychiatrists 
asphyxiate the psychism, the reverie becomes somnolence, 
and the dreamer falls asleep. Thus a sort of fatal fall marks 
the passage from reverie to dream. It is a poor reverie 
which invites a nap. One must even wonder whether, in 
this “falling asleep”, the subconscious itself does not 
undergo a decline in being.139 
 

And further:  

 

[..] in many respects, diurnal reverie deserves direct study. 
Reverie is a spiritual phenomenon which is too natural – 
and also too useful in psychic equilibrium – to be treated 
as a derivative of the dream or be placed categorically in 
the order of oneiric phenomena. In short, in order to 
determine the essence of reverie, it is quite sufficient to 
return to reverie itself. And it is precisely by 
phenomenology that the distinction between dream and 
reverie can be clarified, since the possible intervention of 
consciousness in the reverie bears decisive significance.140  

 

                                                
139 Bachelard, The Poetics of Reverie, 1969, 10. 
140 Bachelard, The Poetics of Reverie. 1969, 11. 
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The consciousness issue is therefore arguably the most poignant argument 

made for the distinction between day- and nightdream. As may be shown in 

the dreams in Walser’s novel, the distinction of the dream forms and 

respectively the consciousness processes can highlight the different 

intentions and functions in those dreams. 

It needs to be emphasised again that the nightdream, as it is communicated, 

is never the dream itself, but always a rendition of a memory and mediated 

by mental elaboration. It is removed from the original experience and 

through this distance it is already similar to a dream text placed within a 

literary work, which is deliberately simulating a real life dream form. 

However, even a literary dream creation needs to be recognisable as an 

inner experience. Hence, the author’s effort needs to at least attempt to 

achieve some sort of correspondence between real and literary dream. 

 

The ‘literarisation’ of dreams has its own issues. 

A problem which highlights the difference between daydream and 

nightdream within the conversion to the literary text becomes evident in 

Frisch’s statement regarding the remembrance of a vanished nightdream:  

 

Es geschieht wohl, daß wir jenes Sonderbare oder einen 
Teil davon im Wachen und mit geschlossenen Augen in 
uns wiederzuerwecken vermögen, aber was wir so noch zu 
fassen bekommen, ist das machtlose Glied einer 
zerissenen Kette, etwas Glanzloses, ein schattenhaftes 
Ungefähr; denn der Ablauf unserer Vorstellungen 
vollzieht sich jetzt nach anderen Gesetzen und 
Verbindungen, die wir so wenig regieren können wie den 
Kreislauf unseres Blutes.141  

 

The discussion so far has centred on the mental processes of the different 

dream forms. As the literarisation or literary rendition makes evident, the 

products of such forms are also varying. The strangeness of a nightdream is 

not equalled by the daydream. While scenarios of daydreams might be 

unreal and belonging to another, desired or feared reality, possibly erratic in 

their sequence, they nevertheless possess – unless in pathological cases – 
                                                
141 Frisch, Efraim: Ein Jüngling. Jakob von Gunten. In: Katharina Kerr (Ed.). Über 
Robert Walser. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1978, 70-71. 
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coherent, linear plotlines and visual elements of identifiable relevance to the 

human experience. It is also unlikely that daydreams have the degree of 

distortion or displacement which Freudian wish suppression must assume. 

The nightdreams have, on the other hand, an extreme potential for complete 

absurdity and concealment.142 Thus, the two dream forms also suggest 

different aesthetic values.  

All these considerations are mirrored in the literary utilisation of the dream 

forms and are essential to any examination. 

 

To conclude this section, a quote from Groddeck shall demonstrate the 

relevance of the interconnections between the consciousness-, unconscious 

processes and writing. The following passage is made in connection with 

Der Räuber but can equally relate to Walser’s other writing. 

 

In Komposition und Kombination von Versatzstücken 
trivialer Räuber-Romantik, in der wachen Wahrnehmung 
der Grenze zum Pathologischen und in der Offenlegung 
der Techniken von “Verschiebung” und “Verdichtung” als 
den beiden Grundbewegungen einer Poetik des 
Unbewussten zeigt gerade der “Räuber”-Tagtraum ein – 
aus der Sicht der Psychoanalyse – intuitives Wissen um 
unbewusste Zusammenhänge, von denen man behaupten 
darf, dass Walser sie nicht einfach fantasiert, sondern als 
Fantasien sehr genau beobachtet hat. Eine ‘Beeinflussung’ 
zwischen Walser und Freud kann man aus verschiedenen 
Gründen ausschließen, aber die Entsprechungen zwischen 
den beiden ‘Diskursen’ sind dennoch frappant. Walsers 
Entdeckung des Tagtraums als einer modernen poetischen 
Technik entspringt wohl eher seiner bewussten 
Aufmerksamkeit auf den eigenen Schreibprozess, der 
seinerseits offensichtlich mit hoher Lust besetzt ist und 
den er in dem eingangs erwähnten Prosastück 
“Geschwister Tanner” selber noch einmal für die 
Niederschrift seines Roman-Debüts beschrieben hat.143 

 
                                                
142 Alexander Stillmark quotes Schopenhauer: “Unsere Darstellungsfähigkeit im 
Traum uebertrifft die unserer Einbildungskraft himmelweit […] denn auch in der 
tiefsten Stille der finstersten Nacht vermag die Phantasie nichts hervorzubringen, 
was jener objektiven Anschaulichkeit und Leibhaftigkeit des Traumes irgend nahe 
käme”. He refers to: Arthur Schopenhaurer, Werke. Grossherzog Wilhelm Ernst 
Ausgabe, Insel Verlag, Leipzig 1920, Vol. IV, p267f. Here in: Stillmark, 2002, 
109. 
143 Groddeck, October 2004, 65-66. 
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II.8 Dream and Walser 
 

To expound further the significance of Dream and Dream consciousness in 

Walser’s novels the focus shall now be directed to stylistic elements and 

idiosyncrasies in Walser’s novels and his writing in general. These points 

have already been addressed in previous research without necessarily – at 

least not explicitly – being associated with the Dream process or an inherent 

Dream consciousness which is what determines Walser’s writing. These 

points have equally not yet been considered in explaining its Dreamlikeness. 

Initially, the main constituents of Dream as established earlier – “I” 

dissolution, temporality and dissolution of space – will be examined in more 

detail and specifically interrelated with Walser’s writing by consulting 

relevant examples from secondary literature which have previously 

addressed these single elements in Walser’s work.144 It then follows the 

attempt to illustrate that tropes and typical stylistic elements within Walser’s 

texts  such as paradox, repetition, avoidance, verbosity, arabesque etc. –  as 

identified by authors such as Evans, Cardinal, Rodewald and Andres for 

example – can in fact be understood as characteristics and furthermore as 

manifestations of Dream. This allows the inference that they indeed signify 

the inscription of Dream consciousness into the writing and, moreover, 

account for the Dreamlikeness of the texts. 

  

The following section will use the form of the nightdream as a model of 

reference for the sake of theoretical rigour and clarity. The reason for this is 

the fact that there may be some issues that differ in respect to daydream, 

which shall however not be pursued further here 145 and which do not 

require separate investigations to make the relevant points in this context. 

As shown in the section Sleep dream/ Wake dream, temporality, spatiality 

and the issue of the “I” are equally components of daydream. But especially 

problems of temporality and of the “I” are deemed less pronounced in 

                                                
144 See also section: Previous Research. 
145 See section: Sleepdream/Nightdream. 



II. Part I 

69 
 

daydreams and may give rise to other issues and viewpoints which are 

beyond the scope of this work. 

However, it seems appropriate to focus on the elaborations regarding 

nightdream, as it may prove to be a suitable template which is, at least to 

some extent, also applicable to daydream. The conclusions derived from the 

following examination shall benefit the discussion of the literary dream 

texts in Part II. 

 

II.8.1 Dissolution of the “I” 

The dissolution of the “I” is a complex topic. It derives from the essential 

experience of the dreaming self within an anthropological dream and 

extends to the narration of Dream and equally to creative literary work, as is 

so noticeable in Walser’s novels. “I” dissolution opens up the question 

whether the dissolution of boundaries does in fact lead to a diluting, 

weakening or even abolishing of the “I” – here of the characters in the 

novels – or if in fact the “I” is thereby multiplied, expanded or even 

liberated.  

As von Uslar points out, the first problem occurs when the “I” which 

dreams (and experiences the events as a dream) is treated as a separate 

entity from the “I” which acts within the dream (and experiences the events 

as a reality).146 In other words, a primary split is exposed which is dealt with 

in a variety of ways in any narration of dreams – literary or otherwise – and 

which becomes relevant for example when the question of responsibility of 

the dream action arises.147 A case in point is the first dream in Jakob von 

Gunten, by Jakob about his mother, where Jakob dissociates his dreamer 

status from his “I” in the waking state and thereby distances himself from 

his acts in the dream. This split mirrors the one that exists of course also 

between author and protagonists in a literary text. This raises the question of 

who is actually speaking here – a topos most relevant to Walser. It never 

becomes clear in Walser’s novels where the “I” is actually situated, where is 

                                                
146 Von Uslar, 1990, 126-128. 
147 See  Schmidt-Hannisa, Hans-Walter: Der eiserne Szepter des Schlafes. Über die 
Unzurechnungsfähigkeit der von Schlaftrunkenen, Nachtwandlern und Träumern. 
In: (Eds.) Michael Niehaus, Hans-Walter Schmidt-Hannisa. 
Unzurechnungsfähigkeiten. Frankfurt a.M.: Peter Lang 1998. 
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the original voice, but it is commonly accepted that it is Walser himself. 

However, the assumption that there is no distinction between him and his 

protagonists is problematic and needs to be approached carefully. The 

diffusion between Author and protagonists is further complicated by the fact 

that the characters of the novels seem equally interchangeable to a certain 

extent and that concerns and issues seem to spill over to other figures – such 

as is evident between Klara and Simon, Klara and Hedwig in Geschwister 

Tanner, etc.  

 

However, the spread of facets across characters as the result of the splits 

represents not just role play, as is often presumed,148 or a masquerade in a 

deliberate attempt to hide the self, but it shall be seen here as the diffusion 

which occurs as part of the expansion within Dream and as such ultimately 

offers expansion of the experience of Being. It shall be shown in Part II of 

this dissertation, that within the individual dreams, the diffusion extends to 

other characters and across gender and even dream/novel divisions, as is 

especially evident in Geschwister Tanner. The importance of female roles 

within this context is striking and has been noticed by – amongst others – 

Nagi Naguib, although he does not bring this into relationship with ego-

diffusion. In Geschwister Tanner he notices that it is mostly women who 

have insight into Simon’s consciousness, and is thereby in fact revealing the 

shared experience of a diffused “I” with an emphasis on the psychological 

connection with the female:  

 

Es ist bezeichnend, daß andere Gestalten des Romans – 
mit Ausnahme von Klaus nur Frauen – um das 
Bewußtsein der Hauptfigur zuweilen Bescheid wissen. Es 
sieht benahe so aus, als ob sie in sein Inneres blicken 
könnten. Besonders trifft dies auf Klara Agappaia zu.149  

 

It suggests that the female is assigned a particular function in which the 

reflective self of the author predominantly choses to disclose itself.   

 
                                                
148 See Angerer, 1995. 
149 Naguib, Nagi: Robert Walser – Entwurf einer Bewusstseinsstruktur. München: 
Wilhelm Fink Verlag 1970, 25. 
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Identity 

Gerade in der agilen Verweigerung einer festen 
Zuordnung verkörpern die Figuren Walsers immer wieder 
eine unaufdringliche Rebellion gegen traditionelle 
Rollenvorstellungen.150  

 

The lack of the precisely fixed “I” in Walser’s novels has been interpreted 

as either the refusal of identity – a position that is linked to the overall view 

of this dissertation – or else an inability to find an identity, depending on the 

perspective taken by the relevant authors. Angerer defines identity as a 

concept derived from social roles.151 Though this social aspect must 

certainly be included as part of the topic at hand, it alone is too narrow to 

cover the complex issues regarding the “I” and its dissolution in Walser’s 

novels, as will be discussed later in individual dreams within Part II.  

By addressing the refusal of identity (“Verweigerung von Ich-Identität”)152 

further, Angerer provides a valuable consideration which transcends the 

often associated, but limiting social perspective, and evokes the ontological 

dimension of authentic Being:  

 

Vielleicht läßt sich Identitätsverweigerung in Walsers 
Werk als Versuch auffassen, Individualität zu 
kommunizieren: Individualität verstanden als spontanes 
Mit-sich-vertraut-Sein, als Instanz experimenteller 
Bedeutungsveränderungen und Sinnentwürfe in der 
Sprache, als beweglicher, unkontrollierbarer, aus nichts 
anderem ableitbarer Selbstbezug, der gerade in negativer 
Abhebung gegen die Idee einer (personalen) Identität“ zu 
denken ist.153 

 

It must be reiterated that the protagonists of the novels are in general 

identified, convincingly, with Walser himself to a great extent. Also, as he 

was a writer who inscribed himself into the text through the merged process 

of reverie and writing, as suggested earlier, it seems plausible that the 

distinction between author and his figures has become problematic if not 

                                                
150 Fellner, 2003, 9. 
151 Angerer, 1995, 9. 
152 Angerer, 1995, 210. 
153 Angerer, also quoting M. Frank (Die Unhintergehbarkeit von Individualität. 
1986), 1995, 211. 
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obsolete. Therefore, the “I” of the author in this case can be understood as 

being diffused throughout an array of characters.  

‘The flowing transition between the verifiably biographical and the 

fictional’, as Baur154 puts it, marks the inherent unreliability of the basic 

roles which the author and the protagonist factually represent. From this 

basic relationship springs a variety of possible combinations of characters 

which can merge, diffuse or share identity aspects and this can occur within 

text parts such as the dreams or throughout an entire novel, even between 

literary works and also between real life of author and others. 

 

Perspective 

Another approach which often features in connection with identity is 

concerned with the concept of perspective which may be understood as a 

modality of the “I”-complex. 

William H. Gass describes this issue of the “I” as a matter of shifting 

perspectives of the narrator, therefore keeping within a notion of a preserved 

integrity of the characters, thus shying away from conceiving the idea of the 

disintegration of the characters’ seemingly unified “I”.  

 

His narrators consequently split their point of view, 
merging their removed and alienated angles of vision with 
the way the observed believe and wish themselves to feel: 
at weddings, happy as all git-out; at funerals, sad as Niobe 
or Job; enjoying their gluttonies without anxiety or future 
pangs, exercising their tyrannies without guilt or fear of 
overthrow.155  

 

Despite avoiding the concept of “I” dissolution, Gass nevertheless identifies 

a central functional aspect of exactly this dissolution: the representation of 

various experiences. The shifting perspectives, which he sees in Walser’s 

writing must therefore not only be understood as intentional viewpoints, 

expressed either by a traditional narrator or an authorial voice, but can also 

be identified as various splinters of the disintegrated “I” within a Dream 
                                                
154 Baur, Wolfgang: Sprache und Existenz – Studien zum Spätwerk Robert 
Walsers. Göppingen: Verlag Alfred Kummerle 1974, 3. 
155 Gass, William H.: Robert Walser. In: Finding a Form. Essays. New York: 
Cornell University Press 1996, 68.  
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process. The instability of the narrating position within the novels becomes 

evident in an example from Geschwister Tanner. An inner monologue is 

ascribed at its end to Simon, however, in a fashion that seems to have the 

narrator doubting his own position by not assigning a definite verb: “Kaum 

hatte Simon dieses gemurmelt oder gedacht…”156 Many passages in 

Geschwister Tanner contain ponderings constituting reveries which appear 

authorial by nature and free-floating. Only the insertion of Simon’s name 

punctuates and ties these text parts to the personal narrator. Therefore, 

Diana Shilling’s following assumption needs to be scrutinised when she 

states the following with regard to Geschwister Tanner:  

 

Bereits dieser erste Roman ist nahezu konsequent personal 
erzählt, wo die Persepektive sich ändert, erscheint sie als 
ironische Auktorialität. [...] Es ist zugleich die 
programmatische Auskunft über das Schreiben Robert 
Walsers.157  

 

Concrete examples of “I” dissolution that occur within the dream texts and 

are reciprocally related to other text levels will be addressed individually in 

the relevant chapters of Part II. It will be shown that the split of an 

unspecified “I” into various character identities or the spread across those 

characters – the process which essentially occurs between Walser, as the 

author, and his figures – is in fact underpinned by the motivation of the 

unconscious, the force which thus shapes the literary expression. This fact 

therefore also implicates the Freudian concepts of displacement 

(Verschiebung) and contraction (Verdichtung).  

 

At this point, attention should also be brought to speech acts by Walser’s 

characters, which are generally regarded as Walser’s monologues or 

‘Pseudo dialogues’.158 Naguib observes that there is no real communication 

between characters, only monologues. “Das eigentümliche Schweben 

                                                
156 GW IV, 63. 
157 Schilling, 2007, 34-35. 
158 See Naguib, 1970, 26. Daniela Mohr calls it “Pseudokommunikation”. Mohr, 
Daniela: Das nomadische Subjekt – Ich-entgrenzung in der Prosa Robert Walsers. 
Frankfurt a.M.: Peter Lang 1994,134. 
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zwischen Gespräch und Selbstgespräch”.159 Thus, this phenomenon on the 

one hand indicates the impossibility of distinguishing between separate 

characters as there are no real dedicated roles of speaker or listener that 

delineate boundaries, and on the other hand, these speech acts can be seen – 

precisely because of this – as points of integration of the previously distinct 

“I”-splinters, a form of re-fusion of the “I” as they demonstrate a ‘sameness’ 

of speaker and listener, i.e. of characters. Thus, it may be stated that the 

language level provides a unifying function. This speech aspect could be 

examined for every individual dream but may indicate a function that is 

specifically significant for some categories of Walser’s dreams, where this 

aspect of speech act is a pronounced feature. Such example is presented in 

the first dream of Geschwister Tanner, where confusion between 

monologue and dialogue is mirrored by the splitting of Klara’s character 

into a dreamer which addresses herself as an object. 

 

II.8.2 Temporality 

Tamara S. Evans (Robert Walsers Moderne, 1989) streicht 
als ein Kennzeichen, das Walser mit der literarischen 
Moderne verbinde, seinen (im Sinne Nietzsches) 
unhistorischen Umgang mit der Vergangenheit heraus. 
Private und historische Vergangenheit würden je nach der 
Bedeutung für die Gegenwart ‘selektiv aus 
Erinnerungssplittern konstruiert’ (s. 60-61), statt 
gewissenhaft nach ihrer chronologischen Abfolge 
organisiert (S. 71-73).160 

 

The vulgar timeline which pervades the waking reality disintegrates in a 

nightdream. There, linearity is hardly experienced. On the one hand, this is 

reflected in the process of reconstitution within a dream report, which often 

mirrors the confusion about linearity of events and can question cause and 

effect. On the other hand, it is also an impossible task for language to 

translate such a complex dream experience into a rational linearity, which 

the dream – with its kaleidoscopic visual system – had transcended in the 

first place.  

                                                
159 Naguib, 1970, 26. 
160 This quote by Angerer summarises an extended statement by Evans. See 
Angerer, 1995, 81.  
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However, apart from this problem of transposition of an experiential event 

from one reality to another, there is also the original dream experience itself 

which forgoes any representation of its real nature. It is this experience of 

Dream consciousness that we can only remember after the event, which 

gave rise to the considerations regarding time and temporality in many 

secondary works.  

Von Uslar notes the complexity of temporality: “daß […] Zeitlichkeit bei 

näherem Hinsehen sich doch als ein verwickeltes Gefüge und als ein 

wesentlicher Zug der Traumwelt zeigt [...]”161 He addresses, for example, a 

particular point within temporality which concerns the approaching or 

arriving of a moment (“dieses Kommen”).162 More specifically, it is a 

moment which is experienced during the expectance of an imminent event, 

but which is also connected to the past.  

Baur remarks that the ‘suggested present […] has an unclear relationship to 

past and future’. For the problematic time concept which permeates 

Walser’s novels, or indeed the work in general, he coins the term 

“Überzeitlichkeit”.163 

Moreover, there are deeper implications, as von Uslar propounds in his 

book. By using a specific dream example – unrelated to Walser – von Uslar 

demonstrates the experience of temporality, for example when the dreamer 

is met with sudden surprise. It is also evidenced by a deep, seemingly 

innate, metaphysical ‘knowing’ when the dreamer is faced with particular 

events while dreaming.164 This means that “Gewesenheit”,165 and what von 

Uslar calls “Plötzlichkeit”, can be simultaneously present within the dream 

experience almost like free-flowing entities. This in turn informs the dream 

experiences in such a way that it can lead to the construction of new and 

unreal meaning, distinctive of nightdream. The modes of temporality impact 

on the dreamer’s experience, not only in terms of a subsequent 

interpretation of the dream events, but in terms of feeling one’s own 

existence. According to von Uslar, the dreamer can experience his Dasein 

                                                
161 Von Uslar, 1990, 121. 
162 Von Uslar, 1990, 120. 
163 Baur, 1974, 2. 
164 Von Uslar, 1990, 119-122. 
165 Heidegger, Martin: Sein und Zeit. Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag 1967. 
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within the dream as complete when he is ‘knowing’ of the complexity of 

temporality, or he can ‘get caught out by the past’ or experience an 

undefined ‘coming’ of something which lets him experience existential 

Angst. “Die Zukunft ist mir hier augenblicklich auf den Leib gerückt. Die 

Zeit scheint ihre Dehnung, den Spielraum des Augenblicks, verloren zu 

haben: - die Angst. Die Angst, das Gebanntsein und Gelähmtsein, ist also 

etwas eminent Zeitliches.”166 Thus, von Uslar places into this context the 

relationship with “dem Unheimlichen”,167 which is particularly relevant to 

nightdream, and extends the experience to “Sein zum Tode”.168 Two 

examples that raise this issue by demonstrating engagement with death can 

be found in dream one and dream two in Geschwister Tanner.  

These occurrences of temporality addressed here are equally present in the 

waking state, but it is the non-linear nature of the occurrences of points of 

temporality which adds to the strangeness of Dream.  

Interestingly, such loss of linearity and complex representations of 

temporality – as noted by Hong and Angerer – are more evident in Walser’s 

overall writing, i.e. at novel level, than in the denoted dreams and therefore 

pertain to the achievement of Dreamlikeness. Some exceptions though are 

apparent in Klara’s dream.169 

 

History 

Particulary Walser’s characteristic approach to time, which makes his 

characters appear “geschichtslos”, has been recognised within his writing by 

Hong, for example. This approach establishes the systematic avoidance of 

subordination to ordinary time. It is the permeating timeless-ness which 

forbids a ‘becoming’ of the characters. This means there is no real sense of 

progression of time itself, but an impression that the figures stay static and 

do not develop nor acquire a history.170 Therefore, the concept of the 

Bildungsroman – referenced regularly and especially in connection with 

                                                
166 Von Uslar, 1990, 120. 
167 See Freud, Sigmund: Das Unheimliche. Bremen: Europäischer Literaturvertrieb 
2012. 
168 Heidegger, 1967. 
169 See dreams in Geschwister Tanner in Part II. 
170 See Hong, 2001, 200. 



II. Part I 

77 
 

Jakob von Gunten – is undermined and ultimately deconstructed. Within 

this context belongs the trope of repetition and its function which were 

already introduced above.171 Hong develops this point as follows: “Simon 

verschafft sich vielmehr durch den entzeitlichenden Modus der 

Wiederholung ‘Zwischenräume’, in denen Vielfältiges, Heterogenes 

geschieht und die Kategorie der ‘Geschichte’ unterminiert wird.”172 One 

example of repetition within the narration in Geschwister Tanner can be 

found in the incidents in which Simon inquires about accommodation. The 

repeated interactions, consisting of questions by the landladies and Simon’s 

declarations regarding his situation, background and intentions, appear each 

time like “déja vu” – exchangeable and inconsequential for the development 

of the character. These scenarios also indicate the absence of particular 

‘spaces’ in which development must take place, according to Herbert 

Seidler.173 The locations in this case have no potency as possible stage 

markings for a journey toward transition. 

 

The following quote – though revealing Žmegač’s uneasiness towards 

Walser – can nevertheless be read as a statement which expresses the 

realisation of Walser’s unique position in writing from within poetic 

consciousness and its anti-historic nature.  

 

Bei Walsers [...] Figuren herrscht eine hinterhältige 
Bonhomie und raffinierte Einfalt vor, bei der man nie ganz 
weiß, woran man ist. Das Erstaunliche an dieser Handlung 
ist der Umstand, daß in ihr gewissermaßen die 
Zurücknahme einer das neunzehnte Jahrhundert 
beherrschenden Entwicklung gesehen werden kann: als 
habe die Entfaltung des psychologischen, relativierenden 
und analytische Denkens niemals stattgefunden.174  

 

                                                
171 See section: Modernism, Anti-modernism, Postmodernism? In: Reception and 
Standing in Literature. 
172 Hong, 2001, 36. 
173 Seidler, Herbert: Wandlungen des deutschen Bildungsromans im 19. 
Jahrhundert. In: Jahrhundert. In: Selbmann, Rolf (Ed.): Zur Geschichte des 
deutschen Bildungsromans. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft 1988, 
265-290.  
174 Žmegač, 1999, 28. 
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The issue of temporality in this discussion so far has been mostly addressed 

within the the novel texts and has been identified as an element creating 

Dreamlikeness. Time and temporality in denoted dream sections, however, 

seem rather like employed devices and elicit a different understanding. 

Occasionally a sense of timeless-ness is seemingly being constructed by re-

arranging logical sequences in order to simulate a Dream atmosphere in 

literary dreams. This is evident in the first part of the Paris dream in 

Geschwister Tanner. However, in particular the dream allegories featuring 

the soul guide motif reveal their constructed nature by their marked display 

of coherent sequences of events. This leads once more to the assumption 

that dream texts are in fact islands of rational intent. 

 

II.8.3 Dissolution of Space 

Diese vorhöllische Fröhlichkeit ist das Geheimnis von 
Walsers Geschöpfen. Sie leben jenseits von Verdammnis 
und Heil. Sie kennen weder Mensch noch Gott, weder 
Gesetz noch Schicksal. Auf immer verloren, verweilen sie 
schmerzlos in ihrer Gottverlassenheit.175 

  

This stark and disputable evaluation by Agamben is not obviously related to 

the issue of space or time. However, within the description of forlornness 

beyond perdition and salvation, Agamben sees Walser’s characters outside 

any worldly dimension, which can also be understood as the epitome of the 

complete absence of space. This ultimate non-space is of course limbo, in 

which Agamben places Walser’s figures who are unaware, ‘deprived only of 

God’s presence’ and in a ‘state of unnatural cheerfulness’. 

Such aspects of absence of space appear in some dreams in Walser’s novels 

in various forms. The issue is particularly evident for example in the first 

dream in Geschwister Tanner – Klara’s dream – where detailed examination 

will show ordinary understanding of existence, consciousness and space 

being brought into question. The dream describes an experience which is 

independent of ordinary space, as will be demonstrated later.  

                                                
175 Agamben, Warum war und ist Walser so wichtig? Walsers philosophischer 
Spaziergang, 2005. 
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On the surface then, dream texts featuring descriptions of locations seem to 

be in contrast to such non-spacial experiences. However, even the images of 

sea, lake and sky, which are significant in Geschwister Tanner, are shown to 

be in fact indistinguishable from each other, morph into each other, and 

appear to be symbolic motifs rather than locations and real spaces. 

 

Location 

Thinking about space in dreams naturally draws attention to such locations, 

which are defined by both physicality and resemblance to the natural world. 

The relationship with such resemblance of familiarity includes of course the 

negative form: unfamiliarity, strangeness and eeriness of dream locations 

gain their effect from incongruence with such images of familiarity. 

Location is an obvious issue in dreams in general and therefore great 

emphasis is often placed on describing such details in literary dream texts, 

making ordinary spaces appear strange in order to simulate natural Dream 

experiences. This is particularly evident in dream allegories where a sense 

of strangeness must be established by re-arranging the appearance of a 

natural space. The dream allegories in Geschwister Tanner and Jakob von 

Gunten are examples. 

However, location is only one aspect and space in a dream needs wider 

considerations, including physicality and beyond. There is also a 

relationship between space and the body within dream. Space is not to be 

separated from one’s own physicality.  

 

[…] erweist sich doch die eigene Leiblichkeit als gerade 
ganz ursprünglich zur Räumlichkeit gehörig. – Der 
ursprüngliche Raum, wie er sich im Traum erschließt, ist 
auf den Leib bezogen. – Er kann freilich auch exzentrisch 
sein, ich kann außer dem Leibe sein, um gleichsam mir 
selbst zuzuschauen – was vielleicht eine andere und 
besondere Bestätigung der Leiblichkeit ist […]176 

 

Von Uslar expands further on the relationship between inside and outside, 

body and space. He states, for example, that space in dreams is much 

                                                
176 Von Uslar, 1990, 119. This point is also associated with the issue of perspective. 
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‘richer’ than in real life and that it is characteristic that space cannot be 

separated ‘from what is within it’.177 

He then identifies the factor of condensation within the experience of 

spaciality in dreams, but attributes it to a ‘moment of Being’, rather than 

defining condensation as a purely mental operation:  

“Den größeren Reichtum dieser Räumlichkeit könnten wir auch als eine 

verdichtete Räumlichkeit bezeichnen, wenn wir diesen Vorgang der 

Verdichtung nicht als eine Gedankenarbeit, sondern als ein Moment des 

Seins betrachten…”178  

 

Such considerations thus transcend physicality, dimension and corporeal 

extensions. In his work, von Uslar further extrapolates the relationship 

between space and Being and thereby demonstrates the various links to 

Dream which have been initially introduced above. 

“Räumlichkeit ist hier überhaupt nicht bloße Dimensionalität. Das Seiende 

steht nicht nachträglich in einem Raum wie in einer vorgegebenen 

Dimension, sondern die Dimension ist eine Weise, wie Seiendes ist.”179 The 

concept of space as we know it therefore becomes deconstructed, and space 

dissolution gains a new meaning. These ideas illuminate aspects of Walser’s 

writing which, however, are more relevant to the overall work associated 

with reverie and Dreamlikeness than to most of the individual dreams.  

 

II.8.4 Dream as Style 

Robert Walsers flanierende und wandernde Figuren 
verkörpern ebenso wie sein digressiver Schreibstil die 
Tendenz, Festschreibungen zu vermeiden.180 

 

In order to substantiate the main thesis of Dream consciousness permeating 

the novels, this section shall focus on an array of observations, topics and 

tropes which critics have gathered as part of a wide range of poetological 

investigations. These observations have been repeatedly cited in order to 

                                                
177 Von Uslar, 1990, 117. 
178 Von Uslar, 1990,118. 
179 Von Uslar, 1990, 117. 
180 Fellner, 2003, 9. 
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characterise the particularities and the style marking Walser’s writing. The 

following represents a selection of such stylistic elements and relevant 

references which shall illustrate the point but does not, however, claim to be 

exhaustive. This collection of elements shall be presented as text objects 

which are meant to highlight the Dream nature of the writing they inhabit. 

They embody either elements which represent constituents of Dream, as 

determined above, or are concepts that can be interpreted in congruence 

with Dream and Dream consciousness as a result of an alternative 

perspective. They thus facilitate a new understanding, beyond the formal 

categorisation of a traditional and often prosaic-oriented system.  

  

Avoiding determination 

Observations concerning the un-definability or impossibility of mapping 

integrated identities onto characters, as well as the un-determinability of 

language into finite terms, have been recounted in several works of 

secondary literature. Thus understood as Walser’s specific idiosyncratic 

characteristics, these issues are often analysed as problems of language and 

style. In addition, some works explore psychological or ontological issues 

behind the writing. However, the characteristics observed in these analyses 

can be understood as expressions of the shifting, fluctuating and dissolving 

nature of Dream – for example either as aspects of displacement or else 

ascribed to “I” dissolution. In this way, the noted effects would owe less to 

intentional implementations of literary tropes or aesthetic considerations 

than to intuitive expression of Dream. The next section will present some 

examples. 

 

Paradox 

Der Traum ist für sich genommen ein Paradox, die 
eingangs gewählte Formulierung vom unmöglichen 
Gegenstand ist durchaus wörtlich gemeint.181  

 

Agnes Cardinal has already observed that there is another level of meaning 

behind Walser’s poetic idiosyncrasies and particularities, such as avoidance, 

                                                
181 Gehring, 2008, 15. 
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arabesques and contradictions. In her examination about paradox and 

oxymoron she states: 

 

Wenn aber Gegensätzlichkeiten sich derart anhäufen, 
werden sie zu gezielten, sinngeladenen Arabesken, wobei 
gerade aus der Widersprüchlichkeit neue Bedeutung 
gewonnen wird. In der kapriziösen Verneinung der 
Sprache, die sich über Worte und Konzepte geradezu 
lustig zu machen scheint, wird unmerklich eine neuere und 
differenziertere Bedeutung angestrebt.182  

 

Such procedures are usually thought of as intentional operations within the 

rationality applied in the construction of a literary text, not necessarily as 

inherent elements of the creative process. However, Cardinal describes here 

in fact a particular form of displacement without actually implicating 

Dream. However, paradox and also oxymoron are both important elements 

of Dream. Cardinal also identifies a wider connection which can be 

understood as reference to poetic consciousness and Walser’s overall 

philosophical position, when she writes further:  

 

Um nun zwei Arten von Paradoxien zurückzukommen: 
Walsers paradoxische Denkfiguren stammen in erster 
Linie aus der komplexen, vom Widerspruch geradzu 
besessenen Persönlichkeit Walsers selbst. [...] Doch gibt 
es auch noch eine weitere Art paradoxalen Denkens, die 
sich nicht gegen sich selbst, sondern gegen die 
überlieferte, althergebrachte Denkweise, die Doxa, 
wendet. So erklärt, zum Beispiel Thomas de Quincey 
schon 1863: ‘A paradox, you know, is simply that which 
contradicts the popular opinion – which in too many cases 
is the false opinion’.183  

 

Association 

The summation of some of Žmegač’s thoughts does not only show a 

relevance to Dream but can also almost be read as a definition of Dream:  

 

[...] die berühmten Abschweifungen beim Erzählen von 
Anekdoten [...]. Die narrativen Mäander [...] beruhen [...] 

                                                
182 Cardinal, 1991, 72. 
183 Cardinal, 1991, 76-77. 
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auf der Freiheit assoziativer Verknüpfung, durch die der 
Grundsatz logischer und sozialer Gliederung, Abstufung 
und Ordnung außer Kraft gesetzt wird. Das Ergebnis ist 
eine Art Montage, die Disparates in ein komplexes 
Vorstellungsfeld zwingt.184  

 

An equal case of inadvertently defining Dream is presented by Waidson. In 

particular the description of the inconsistent flow of associations and the 

comparison to the ‘moving panorama from view to view’ yields a 

tremendous resemblance to Dream and equally to an understanding of the 

nature of Walser’s writing. 

  

The sketch flows in one paragraph, its sentences being 
short and often simple. It can be imagined as an exercise, 
where the thought pours out in a succession of impressions 
which are linked together by association, not by argument. 
The panorama moves from one section of the view to 
another, description of the physical surroundings being 
interrupted by factors such as the singing in church, the 
visits of the actors and the comments from father and 
mother.185  

 

Baur, in particular, pinpoints characteristics within Walser’s writing which 

can be easily substituted for the characteristics of Dream as ascertained 

above. He lists the following formalised literary operations as part of his 

work about Walser’s late work, i.e. Der Räuber. However, they are also 

applicable to Walser’s writing as a whole, although the use of those items is 

more pronounced in his later work. The collection contains: 

“Bedeutungsverschiebung, assoziativer Satzzusammenhang, Ausweitung 

und Verallgemeinerung von Motiven, Unverbundenheit der Gedanken bei 

formaler Überleitung.”186  

This process of writing is closely related to arabesque, an element which is 

also driven by playfulness and meandering associations reminiscent of 

Dream and often found in reviews about Walser. The following quotation 

refers to Walser’s short prose from the Fritz Kocher collection, one of the 

                                                
184 Žmegač, 1999, 30. 
185 Waidson, H. M.: “Robert Walser”. In: Alex Natan (Ed.): Swiss Men Of Letters. 
London: Oswald Wolff 1970, 218. 
186 Baur, 1974, 30.  
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earlier works offering an indication of the playfulness which underlies the 

use of arabesque and other poetic means: 

 

The essays are on subjects such as Man, Autumn or 
Friendship, themes set by the teacher and developed by 
the pupil into delicate arabesques that characterize them 
unmistakably as the work of Walser. A theme is presented 
with simplicity, then diverted by a small touch into satire, 
or less frequently into a direct expression of the writer’s 
sensibility of heart.187 

 

Abandonment of Linearity 

The issue of the absence of linearity has been addressed above as part of the 

temporality of Dream. The pursuit of spontaneous associative arrays, 

juxtapositions of ideas and inconsistent episodic structure all correspond to 

the dissolution of ordinary time and to the defragmentation of logical 

organisation. Schilling puts this as follows:  

 

Die Struktur des Romans ist die Negation epischer 
Linearität. [...] In Walsers Roman erscheinen die 
Abschnitte nahezu beliebig verteilt. Die episodische 
Struktur, so hat es die Walser-Forschung beschrieben, 
entspräche dem alten Modell des Abenteuerromans. Doch 
die Etiketten passen nicht mehr.188  

 

Hong, on the other hand, identifies the ontologically determined aim behind 

the episodic structure of Walser’s writing and refers to the process of 

consciousness which is being revealed through it. Thereby, the connection 

to Dream is made indirectly.  

 

[…] daß es sich bei dem Episodenhaften nicht um ein 
Formexperiment Walsers handelt, sondern um den 
Ausdruck des Bewußtseins des Walserschen 
Protagonisten, um dessen Charakterisierung es im 
folgenden handelt.189 

 

                                                
187 Waidson, H. M.: “Robert Walser”. In: (Ed.) Alex Natan. Swiss Men Of Letters. 
London: Oswald Wolff 1970, 216. 
188 Schilling, 2007, 35-36, including a reference from Jochen Greven’s afterword to 
the novel. 
189 Hong, 2001, 16. 
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A further comment, provided by Baur, explicitly highlights the problem of 

linearity in Walser’s writing – albeit referring to the later years – and still 

holds true for the earlier writing and the novels.  

 

Alle Motive des Stücks einfach in der Reihenfolge ihres 
Aufretens nachzuerzählen, ist hier – wie häufig in der 
späten Prosa – nicht möglich (außer in der Form eines 
ausführlichen Kommentars), weil durch das zeitliche 
Hintereinander der Nacherzählung eine Linearität 
suggeriert würde, sie schon beim oberflächlichen Lesen 
des Textes fragwürdig erscheint.190 

 

Lack of Logical Organisation 

The following observation by Žmegač describes the same phenomenon of 

disconnection and defragmentation in terms of space and thus ties in with 

the Dream characterisation, exposing a further dimension.  

 

Statt logischer, hierarchischer Ordnungen herrscht ein 
flächenhaftes Nebeneinander vor. Die Syntax suggeriert 
Beziehungen, doch die mangelnde Logik läßt die 
Beziehungslosigkeit dadurch noch deutlicher 
hervortreten.191  

 

Diana Schilling‘s following quote demonstrates an awareness of a mode of 

consciousness committed to experience and Being. This form of 

consciousness is not concerned with events or the everyday occurrences and  

thus rejects – by association – progression and vulgar time. It can be read as 

a different perspective on Dream consciousness, equally relating to the 

absence of organisation and space. It establishes the fundamental concern in 

Walser’s writing.   

“In Walsers Roman interessieren nicht das Geschehen, sondern die 

Wahrnehmung von Welt, die Vergewisserungen eines Ichs, das in der 

Ereignisstruktur von Wirklichkeit keinen Ort hat.”192 

 

                                                
190 Baur, 1974, 18.  
191 Žmegač, 1999, 23. 
192 Schilling, 2007, 44. The context in which this quote is set refers to Der Gehülfe. 
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Alienation Effect 

Yet another aspect which shall contribute to the present demonstration 

relates to concepts which support and extend the idea of discontinuation, 

breaking linearity and organisation. Žmegač identifies characteristics to 

function as alienation effects in Walser’s work which he lists as inadequate 

attribution, unusual linking’ for example: “...scheinbar inadäquate 

Attributierung, ungewohnte Verknüpfungen, irritierende 

Anschaulichkeit.”193 Once more, these characteristics describe the 

deconstruction of a traditional order and can easily be understood as 

manifestations of the inherent Dream consciousness which is indeed 

underlying the writing in general.  

To conclude: all of the above examples reveal that the phenomenon of 

Dream within Walser’s texts has already been noted – yet without having 

been acknowledged as such. The references discussed may thus serve as 

evidence for the inherent Dream nature of Walser’s writing. 

 

                                                
193 Žmegač, 1999, 32. 
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III. Part II 
 

 

III.1 Geschwister Tanner 

 
Robert Walser spent the years between 1905 and 1913 in Berlin. This period 

proved to be very fertile for his writing and significant for him in many 

other ways. He wrote most of his novels here. Beside Geschwister Tanner, 

Der Gehülfe and Jakob von Gunten, there was at least one other novel 

which has been lost. Written in 1906 and published in 1907, Geschwister 

Tanner is the first of three novels published during this period; all of these 

written within a relative short time of each other. This novel is commonly 

described as the most autobiographical of all of Walser’s novels,194 

describing and featuring many of his family members. The authentication is 

given by Walser’s own remark during his walks and conversations with Carl 

Seelig,195 where he expresses his fears of having revealed too much about 

his siblings in the novel. Simon, the main character, is easily recognisable as 

Walser himself, Kasper as his brother Karl and Hedwig as his sister Lisa. 

The figure representing the love interest Klara,  however, cannot be ascribed 

to a real person and rather appears – just like Lisa Benjamenta in Jakob von 

Gunten, and to a lesser extent the wife of the inventor in Der Gehülfe and 

also other characters – as an idealised female model. In this novel, Klara is 

the figure linked through her name to two of the three major dream sections. 

She is the dreamer in this, the first dream text, and features in the third 

dream by Simon. However, she is also implicitly involved in the second 

dream as part of the conglomerate model which makes up the female ideal. 

 

The novel begins with the protagonist Simon introducing himself to a 

bookshop owner in order to persuade him to give him a job. Not long after 

this opening he uses the same verbose stance he displayed during the first 

                                                
194 See afterword by Jochen Greven, GW IV, 340. 
195 Seelig, 1989, 9. 
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encounter again in order to justify to the same bookshop owner why he is 

leaving this position. The further text then describes Simon’s apparent 

aimless journey during which he visits various places where he meets some 

of his siblings and acquaintances, in particular Klara, who is married to 

Agappaia. Simon meets her when he enquires about an advertised room in 

her house for him and Kaspar. But while Simon idolises Klara, she herself 

falls in love with his brother.  

This constellation, consisting of Walser’s alter ego,196 an idealised, 

unobtainable woman and another man as her real love interest, is an often 

repeated motif in Walser’s writing. On his journey Simon is visiting his 

sister Hedwig; having conversations with his older brother Klaus; living 

with his artist brother Kaspar in the house of Klara and her husband. In 

between, Simon describes an array of interactions with other characters, 

such as friends Rosa or Sebastian, an artist friend of his sister Hedwig, for 

example.  

 

All these experiences are interspersed with reflections, monologues and 

descriptions of nature or events such as the evening in a theatre. There are 

three major dream texts included. However, it is not easy to draw a line 

between passages representing inner experiences in its various forms and 

distinct texts of clearly defined reverie or daydream. Thus, there might be 

text parts that are considered by some as daydreams but which shall remain 

unexamined here due to a lack of a coherent or sustained text structure. In a 

particular passage, Hedwig ponders about her life and how she had once 

dreamed of a bourgeois existence as a wife and mother. (Another similar 

text is uttered by Simon in reference to Rosa and constitutes an equally 

bourgeois projection). Such thoughts are commonly labelled a dream or a 

life’s dreams but are in fact rather life plans or projections. Although these 

forms involve imaginative thought processes, they should be differentiated 

                                                
196 “Die Helden in Walsers Dichtung werden oft als Träumer bezeichnet. Sowohl 
die Künstlerfigur Jakob von Gunten als auch Joseph Marti und Simon Tanner sind 
in ihrem eigentlichen Wesen Träumer und damit Ebenbilder Rober Walsers.”  
Büchel, Alois : Die evozierte Zeit oder die provisorische Existenz - 
Untersuchungen zu Robert Walsers Prosaaufsätze aud der Berliner Zeit. Diss. 
1968. Vaduz: BVD Vaduz 1982, 97. 
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from the kind of imagination that relates to a true Dream experience.197 

Hence, such text parts are not considered to the same extent as the other 

dreams. However, some other short dream texts will be considered in brief 

at the end of this section. 

 

Introduction to the dreams 

This chapter will highlight the eclectic choice of dream forms and models 

that mirrors the range and irregularity of Walser’s style in general. This 

eclecticism, a typical characteristic for writing of that period, reflects his 

position in modernist literature.  

It is not unusual to find a variety of dream models and influences of theories 

taken from antiquity, romanticism to elements of psychoanalysis in 

literature at the turn of the century. Therefore, equally different discursive 

approaches will have to be consulted to examine the dreams. Peter Utz had 

argued in favour of a multi-discursive construct.  

 

Insofern ist diese Form der Kontextualisierung konstruktiv 
und mimetisch zugleich. Sie soll zeigen, wie die 
diskursiven Nervenbahnen der Zeit in der ganzen 
Längsrichtung durch Walsers Werk verlaufen, wie es 
unvermutet literarische Synapsen, Anschlußstellen, 
Übergänge bildet, wie es sich jedoch im Wildwuchs der 
Zeitwörter auch zu behaupten und ästhetisch abzugrenzen 
versteht.198  

 

In illuminating the diversity of influences on dreams in Walser’s writing, 

the dream texts in Geschwister Tanner will be examined by adopting 

predominantly psychoanalytical and poetological approaches, as outlined in 

the theory section, and includes attention to intertextuality.  

 

                                                
197 See also Bachelard in section: Definitions, Imagination.  
198 Utz, Peter: Tanz auf den Rändern – Robert Walsers Jetztzeitstil. Frankfurt a.M.: 
Suhrkamp 1998, 55. 
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III.1.1 Klara’s dream    

This section begins with the analysis of the first dream, an unusual 

conceptualisation which is being experienced by the female love object. 

Klara’s dream is notable as it is not a rendition of the traditional forms of 

“Figurentraum” or “Traumeinkleidung”, following Steinhoff’s 

terminology,199 or in Engel’s terminology: “Traumfingierung”, or 

“rhetorische Traumverwendung”.200 (The closest English terms are: dream 

report and dream simulation respectively). This dream event is not retold or 

reconstructed by neither the dreamer nor an authorial narrator. It is in fact 

conveyed through speech as it occurs. The text is the literary rendition of a 

mental event consistent with a fever dream or vision where the phenomenal 

processes arise whithin a sleep state marked by physical inertia.  

 

Sie hatte sich, wie es schien, ausziehen wollen, um zu Bett 
zu gehen, und war, von einem heftigen Anfall gepackt, 
umgefallen. [...] die herrlichen Arme zuckten fieberisch 
am Boden. Ihre Brust hob und senkte sich stürmisch, 
während ein verwirrtes Lächeln um ihren Mund flog, der 
weit geöffnet war.201 

 

The fact that Klara's state is not induced by natural tiredness, but rather by 

possible pathological causes such as a 'hysterical fit', suggests that her 

experience does not represent a strict sleepdream model. Nonetheless, this 

dream text will be treated here as a regular sleepdream because of the split 

between Klara’s states of consciousness, which brings the spoken words 

into the realm of sleep talk, and furthermore, because the emerging 

utterances constitute a dream scenario in structure and content. 

 

Essentially, the literary presentation of this dream is marked by vocal 

expression and listening although the content itself is determined by both 

speech and images. The vocalisation and auditory experience within this 

dream is poignant and dominant. The existence of these aspects within the 

‘real’ dream, however, are challenged by Berger, who, following Freud’s 

                                                
199 See: Steinhoff, 2008.  
200 Engel, Manfred: Literatur- /Kulturgeschichte des Traumes, 2002. 
201 GW IV, 92. 
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assumption, states that there are no extended speeches in dreams, but only 

short, pithy statements which are often even embedded in the visual material 

as a text.202 Discussions around such arguments have relevance for the 

literary dream creations as far as such dream texts are to be taken as 

psychologically convincing renditions of identifiable Dream experiences. In 

contrast, literary dream construct frequently uses vocal and auditory 

material, often without any attempt to mimic such an experience.  

However, in this case the vocal aspect reveals a congruence between inner 

experience and its immediate utterance. In this dream text this becomes 

instrumental. It acts as a means for the disclosure of Klara’s inner state for 

the benefit of the reader and the characters who are witnesses to her 

utterances. This gains relevance in this instance as the assignation of 

perspective in the novel is prorated between authorial voice, Simon’s 

personal narrator and Walser himself and remains constantly uncertain. In 

this particular situation, the all-knowing narrator seems absent and Simon 

himself is present but excluded from the experience itself. The vocal aspect, 

therefore, has the clear literary function of divulging an otherwise 

unknowable inner experience, which, at the same time, remains a closed and 

inconsequential event with no obvious trajectory in the narrative or effect on 

the characters. It thereby reiterates Klara’s isolation, as does the absence of 

the authorial narrator and Simon’s exclusion. 

The dream is interesting for its potential for analysis. Despite the relative 

shortness of the text (or maybe because of it), it allows for a wide variety of 

connotations and interpretations. It is this potential that will provide the 

basis for the establishment of patterns and models within the dream texts 

and shall be later compared to other such texts in Walser’s writing. 

 

                                                
202 Berger: “[..] Träume aber, in denen man eine längere, einwandfrei artikulierte, 
auf einen diskusiven Sinn abgezogene und rational zu vermittelnde Rede hört – 
solche Träume gibt es praktisch nicht.” See Berger, 2000, 40. This particularity, 
however, seems arguable. Freud’s argument appears to be that those assumed 
speeches within dreams tend to ‘crumble’ at point of therapeutic reconstruction, 
and he attributes their occurrence to secondary elaboration at recall. Berger claims 
that speech is often not heard, but ‘known’. A counter argument could see the issue 
simply as a problem of recollection and memory rather than a dream characteristic. 
Also, it can be argued that thoughts are also a form of language. 
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The Dream Nature 

Klara experiences the fever dream or vision203 during a visit by Simon and 

Kaspar to her and Agappaia’s house. As the dream constitutes a rendition of 

an immediate experience, it is conveyed in the present tense and not in the 

past tense form of the usual dream report.  

During the apparent fit, Klara is described as “die Bewußtlose” and “schien 

jetzt zu schlafen”.204 However, Klara is murmuring words which constitute 

the dream text. This talking while being unconscious or asleep allows the 

bystanders, Simon, Kaspar and husband Agappaia, to witness dream words 

uttered directly and unfettered by secondary elaboration or forgetting. This 

makes the passage unusually intimate, evoking a sense of trespassing into a 

hidden world inside Klara’s mind. This disclosure of uncensored and 

uncontrolled utterances from Klaras’s mouth portrays an extreme 

vulnerability, deepened by the physical incapacity she finds herself in while 

the other figures are standing around her.  

What is it then that Klara reveals?  

 

Im Wasser, nein, sieh doch, tief, tief. Das hat lange 
gebraucht, lange, lange. Und du weinst nicht. Wenn du 
wüßtest. Es ist so schwarz und so schlammig um mich 
herum. Aber sieh doch. Ein Veilchen wächst mir zum 
Munde heraus. Es singt. Hörst du? Hörst du’s? Man sollte 
meinen, ich wäre ertrunken. So schön, so schön. Gibt es 
nicht ein Liedlein darauf? Die Klara! Wo ist sie nun? Such 
sie, such sie doch. Aber du müßtest ins Wasser gehen. Hu, 
schauert dich, nicht wahr? Schauert mich gar nicht mehr. 
Ein Veilchen. Ich sehe die Fische schwimmen. Ich bin 
ganz still, ich mache gar nichts mehr. Sei doch lieb, sei 
gut. Du blickst böse. Die Klara liegt da, da. Siehst du, 
siehst du? Ich hätte dir noch etwas sagen wollen, aber ich 
bin froh. Was hätte ich dir sagen wollen? Weiß es nicht 
mehr. Hörst du mich klingen? Mein Veilchen ist es, das 
klingelt. Ein Glöckchen. Das habe ich immer gewußt. 
Sage es nur nicht. Ich höre ja nichts mehr. Bitte, bitte.205 

 

                                                
203 Hysteria is implied in this context, but its narrow definition and close 
association to Freudian theory and pathology might overshadow a poetological 
reading and shall therefore not be addressed explicitly at this point.  
204 GW IV, 92. 
205 GW IV, 92-93. 
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Her dream is introduced with the following sentences: “[..] kurze, 

abgerissene, halb gesungene, halb gesprochene Sätze.”206 The sentences– 

though short – are actually comprehensible and meaningful sentences of an 

apparent monologue. They consist of descriptions, reflexions, exclamations, 

rhetorical questions and metaphors. This is completely consistent with 

Walser’s overall poetological style and subject of many theoretical articles 

dedicated to it.207 The irregularity displayed here in the text conveys the 

heightened sense of defragmentation through the extreme discontinuity of 

‘train of thought’ and shift of motifs within the passage.  

This closeness of the dream text style to Walser’s usual style suggests a 

degree of deliberate design, resulting in a literary dream ‘creation’ within 

the consistent poetological method. In reverse, however, this passage can be 

understood as exposing the inherent Dreamlike style of Walser’s general 

writing. 

However, the question arises as to what Walser is creating with this dream 

passage; what is it expressing, what is its function? The first obvious 

consideration is the content of the dream. It is left to the reader to try and 

decipher the meaning, to fill in the gaps, identify characters, place or 

narrative and to put in order the associations evoked by the words. This is in 

fact impossible to determine positively, the text remains mysterious and 

open to various interpretations. 

 

Monologue/Dialogue? 

Walser chooses not to re-imagine or re-enact Klara’s innermost thoughts 

and emotions in an authorial voice, in the form of reflection or comment, as 

he does in other dreams (e.g. the second Boat dream in Geschwister Tanner) 

and in his famous Dichterphantasien, for example. This passage is left 

unelaborated to an unusual degree, messages are undisclosed and remain 

strongly under the ownership of Klara herself.  

                                                
206 GW IV, 92. 
207 See section: Reception for details and also collection of articles in: Kerr, 
Katharina (Ed.): Über Robert Walser. 3 Volumes. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1978-
79. Esp.: Hiebel, Hans H.: Robert Walsers Jakob von Gunten, in Vol. II, 1978 and 
Siegrist, Christoph: Robert Walsers kleine Prosadichtungen, in Vol, II, 1978. 
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Klara’s – the dreamer’s – situation, defined by the absence of her physical 

and mental control or defence, could open up complete literary freedom for 

Walser and be used as a device to divulge and reveal innermost secrets. 

Klara’s utterances though are not as obviously revealing as might be 

expected. Even the bystanders in the scene do not react and there is no 

narrator’s voice to add any insights. 

The syntactic composition and utterances – consisting mostly of isolated 

and concise single sentences – forbid a coherent flow of narration and lack 

an instructive dream image which would allow a meaningful context or a 

setting. The speech takes the form of an apparent monologue directed at an 

undisclosed person, only visible to Klara in her dream reality. This 

addressee then has on a certain level an obvious functional role in the 

construct as a device to externalise an internal event. Furthermore, as the 

dream is experienced by Klara alone, and neither shared by Simon nor a 

narrator, it evokes a certain degree of separation as a result of this particular 

construct. However, this concept of separation or demarcation will 

eventually gain a wider importance as part of dissolution of the “I”. The 

event of isolation and alienation suggested in this incident seemingly 

opposes the all-encompassing notion of dissolution which characterises the 

novel and thereby highlights this very tendency.  

 

A crucial aspect of the literary dream is the literal rendition of what is 

essentially a visual mental experience. This in itself constitutes some sort of 

displacement from one medium to another. The visual experience of the 

dreamer has to be transmitted via a monologue or, put more accurately, a 

dialogue whereby the reader is simply excluded from ‘hearing’ the 

addressed person. But no rich description with adjectives and details is 

given, as would be usual for dream notates or transcripts. The few facts 

about the dream environment had to be woven into the monologue with 

quite scarce verbal means. The only thing the reader can glean from this is 

an enclosure of water and mud. These are common symbols in the everyday 

dream repertoire. Mud and water can for once be read as symbols for being 

lost, trapped and in an entirely un-liveable environment. Klara, the 

protagonist and dreamer, is in a state of unconsciousness. Klara, the object 
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of and within the dream on the other hand, is encased in mud and water, not 

in a particular location but in a situation.  The absence or dissolution of a 

‘real’, defined place is of course also a typical Dream element. 

 

The Addressee 

The dialogue partner in the dream is not just a receiver of the spoken text 

but is also equipped with the capabilities of an agent with discrete – albeit 

sparse – characteristics, distinctly different to Klara’s own. The addressed 

person therefore becomes a functional character in the dream and needs to 

be considered as a constitutional element of the text. 

We know that this person is afraid to go into the water in order to search for 

Klara and that he/she looks sullen, “böse”, but does not cry. “Und du weinst 

nicht.” The person is mostly spoken to, is being asked questions or 

instructed: “Hörst du?”; “Sei doch lieb, sei gut.”; “Die Klara! Wo ist sie 

nun? Such sie, such sie doch.”; “Sage es nur nicht.” 208 Who is this person 

that is being addressed? It never becomes clear; possibly it is even Klara 

herself or rather an aspect of her. This possibility arises because Klara also 

talks about Klara as a third person or object and introduces a level of 

removal from the self and hence a disintegration of Klara as a person, 

indicating the dissolution of the “I”.  

The addressee is asked to participate in a passive way. He/she does not cry, 

but really should: “Wenn du wüßtest”.209 The Other is somehow present in 

relation to Klara but essentially separate from her inner experience and the 

meaning therein, to which only Klara, the dreamer, is privileged.  

 

Klara 

Klara exists here twice. She is split between the dreamer and the Klara 

which she talks about. The Klara of the dream, i.e. within the dream 

structure, hence becomes an object situated between the “I” of the dreamer, 

i.e. Klara the character of the novel, and the addressee. The split of the “I” is 

of course one of the typical characteristic of Dream as is shown above. One 

possible reading in this case relies on Walser’s characteristic play with 
                                                
208 All GW IV, 93. 
209 All GW IV, 93. 
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words and concepts. This suggests that the doubling of Klara is at first 

glance simply a playful game with the addressee and reader, suggested by a 

playful language. However, the division of figures suggests another 

possibility. Klara, the object, appears to be someone in trouble, trapped in 

an unsafe and unliveable environment of water; someone who – at first 

impression – needs to be found and possibly saved from the water. The 

addressee is asked to look, to look at her and implicitly for her. This is 

contrasted with the “I” of the dreamer, the other Klara, who describes 

herself as being enclosed in ‘mud and water’, seeing the fish swimming, 

‘not being afraid of water anymore’, being still and not able to say anything. 

This sounds like a dead, probably drowned person: Klara the dreamer, as a 

dead person, but seemingly in a peaceful state. However, Klara the dreamer 

paradoxically continues to speak, but about Klara as an object, as well as 

about herself as “I”. This ‘doubled’ figure of Klara, therefore is on the one 

hand ‘kind of dead’ but on the other hand wants to be found, seen, looked at 

and heard, and thereby saved. Klara the dreamer becomes the disembodied 

voice in the dream, like the spirit that looks at Klara in the water from 

above. The addressee becomes implicitly assigned with the role of a 

potential saviour – not necessarily of the flesh, but of the soul – and thereby 

becomes a ‘stand-in’ for Lacan’s Symbolic Other with which interaction is 

sought. “Lacan argues that it is only in the Symbolic order of language that 

things can be missing.”210 Klara’s search for the Other through language, 

which she can only do in this particular ‘state’ of consciousness, turns this 

dream state into a mode to reach the Symbolic form (Lacan). This stands 

contrary to the often assumed concept of dream as a self-contained state of 

the Real. 

 

Literary Influences  

Walser may not utilise the most original metaphors but in doing so he refers 

back to material which provides a canvas for easy-to-make associations. 

Behind the apparent level of mystery in the Dreamlike style, there are 

symbols that offer keys to recognisable meaning.  

                                                
210 Samuels, 1993, 2. 
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As discussed in the chapter about modernism, the literary influences on 

Walser are extensively explored in secondary literature – extending to the 

use of genres (diary-form in Jakob von Gunten), contents, reference and 

general intertextuality – and is acknowledged as part of his modernism.211 

Romantic and 19th Century influences are evident in this particular dream 

text. This is reflected by the choice of images, which clearly hints at an 

understanding of the potential of romantic Dream motifs, such as the water. 

One example is the symbol of the flower which is growing out of Klara’s 

mouth. It can be read as a metaphor for word, language or expression in 

general, but is – again a typical Walser device – doubled in its meaning by 

adding the fact that it is singing, and its potency is tripled by the additional 

metaphor of a little bell. The progression seems to show the transformation 

from the passive flower metaphor to the exceedingly assertive form of 

expression in the shape of the bell. 

This achieves more than the simple intensification through accumulation of 

signifying images. In addition, the developed chain of metaphors in this case 

again constitutes a process of displacement typical of Dream, from one 

associative source to another. The metamorphosis from the flower – a 

‘shrinking violet’, an object of the glance, even in the negative sense of 

‘being ignored’ – to the bell that rings illustrates the transformation longed 

for by Klara. Out of her mouth, like a last breath that she exhales or like a 

metaphor for her spirit leaving the body, comes the flower which starts to 

sing and eventually turns into the ringing bell (a symbol of alert and 

awakening). Klara can only speak and be heard when she is dead or 

unconscious. 

But who shall hear her? The addressee? The bystanders in her room? The 

Other in the world, or – as Klara is the female, disempowered in her 

marriage, – is he a representative of the ‘male order’? Walser uses the same 

image of the bells in another text, equally as a metaphor for freedom and 

becoming and therefore counters the apparent drowning of hope and eternal 

                                                
211 See for example: Borchmeyer, Dieter (Ed.): Robert Walser und die moderne 
Poetik. Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp 1999. See also section: Modernism, Anti-
modernism, Postmodernism?  
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silence of death. One of the Mikrogramme from 1924-25 ends as follows: 

“[…] Ich habe alle Verliebtheiten abgeworfen, ich schimmere und klinge / 

von Fähigkeiten, irgendwas zu werden. / Die von Befreiungen 

durchdrungenen, / die Glöckchen, hört ihr sie?”212 This text could easily be 

part of Klara’s dream and provides more than hope. The little bells, in this 

light, do not only symbolise a desire to be heard, but are already imparted 

with freedom; they are the solution. The voice morphs into the bells, the 

process of signification creates a ‘body’. 

However, this motif is seemingly negated at the end of the dream 

experience, as Klara is drifting back into a state of resignation and surrender 

which signifies the return to the ordinary or outside world. 

 

When considering the use of the metaphor of the flower, literary 

associations abound. For example, Goethe’s poem Das Veilchen creates a 

suitable analogy as it describes the longing of the little flower to be found 

by the shepherdess but eventually is overlooked and crushed. Here, coming 

from Klara’s mouth, it can be seen as a call for wanting to be discovered 

and known. The visual symbol is merged with the speech; to be discovered 

means to be heard. 

Another reference links the blue flower violet to Novalis’ “blaue Blume”, 

which symbolises a deep metaphysical searching associated with 

romanticism and is also a symbol for ‘longing’ and ‘utopia’.213  

 

The reference to Novalis’ Heinrich von Ofterdingen and the blue flower 

extends to the figure of the woman in the water. In Novalis’ novel, Heinrich 

dreams of a sinking boat which takes Mathilde down with it. He sees her in 

the water but she paradoxically remains in a state of resolve and peaceful 

joy.  

Berger comments on the nightmarish character of the scene in Heinrich’s 

dream as follows:  

 

                                                
212See GW VII, 414. 
213See Steinhoff, 2008, 175. 
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Dabei ist es gar nicht einmal so sehr die Unglücksszene als 
solche, die den Charakter des Alptraumartigen hat, als 
vielmehr der rätselhaft-unheimliche Widerspruch, den der 
Träumer zwischen dem drohenden Versinken des Kahns 
einserseits und der heiteren, friedlichen Landschaft und 
dem unbeirrten Lächeln der Ertrinkenden andererseits 
empfindet.214  

 

Just like Mathilde, Klara is the love object and at the centre of the 

juxtaposition between the threat of death and peaceful resolve. This 

apparent contradiction bears several hermeneutic possibilities. However, in 

Klara’s dream, she herself is the protagonist; everything that happens is 

within her own experience, seen from her perspective. It is almost as if 

Klara is experiencing – like an extension of Heinrich’s dream – Mathilde’s 

point of view; only here it is her own dream and she is the one that is 

speaking. In this reading, the addressee of Klara’s dream can be understood 

as the equivalent to Heinrich, the seeker. Novalis describes the blue flower 

morphing into Mathilde’s face – which becomes an object. Klara, however, 

has the flower growing from her mouth, making Klara a creative source 

which thus empowers her. This aspect supports a theme of emancipation. 

 

Klara is also reminiscent of other characters or aspects from literature, 

mythology or folklore, such as Melusine or Undine. Particularly 

Shakespeare’s Ophelia stands out as a model. Marion Gees, who deals with 

the female characters in Walser’s novella Ophelia in an article,215 describes 

Ophelia – by referring to the Greek origin of the name – in a way that 

corroborates the point made above, connecting Klara with creativity. The 

following passage is from an article written about Walser’s novella Ophelia 

but can also be ascribed to dream-Klara in Geschwister Tanner and reflects 

similar associations:  

 

Ihr Element ist das Wasser, und ihr Auftauchen in der 
Kunst und im Text bedeutet gemeinhin Aufbegehren. 

                                                
214 Berger, 2000, 89. 
215 See Gees, Marion: Um Ophelia wob etwas? – Weibliche Theatralität und 
Szenarien poetischer Entgrenzung. In: Dieter Borchmeyer (Ed.): Robert Walser 
und die moderne Poetik. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1999. 
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Singend und blumenhaft, vegetativ oder fließend ist sie 
dem Dichter Gabe, Nahrung, verständige Muse, 
mäeutische Hervorbringerin. Als Bedrohte oder Sterbende 
im Wasser löst sie idealisierende Imaginationen von 
Werden und Vergehen zugleich aus.216  

 

Furthermore, Gees evokes the reliance of the poet on Ophelia’s access to 

Dream. In her role as the muse, so Gees, she is almost part of the poet 

himself, and as such assumes the voice of the poet:  

 

Der Künstler versteht es, ihre außergewöhnliche  
Sensibilität, ihren Zugang zum Traum sowie ihren Zustand 
der Ich-Entgrenzung außerhalb von – Raum und Zeit 
einzusetzen, zu benutzen. Sie ist ihm eine Schwester, denn 
sie dient dem Willen des Unbewußten und eröffnet ein 
Bilder- und Gebärdenrepertoire bei der künstlerischen 
Ausgestaltung von imaginären Kehrseiten der Vernunft.217  

 

Gees then introduces Klara of the novel Geschwister Tanner and draws the 

connection to Ophelia explicitly. She reads the dream as a fit and the Klara 

of the dream as an apparition of Ophelia herself. The dissolution of 

boundaries between poet and character, but also the merging with literary 

and cultural icons, becomes more evident. Gees though, relates the fit to a 

conversation between Kaspar and Simon, where Kaspar expresses doubt 

about the purpose of his artistic life. In this relation, Gees sees Klara only in 

the role of the muse who endorses the call for creativity. As his muse, 

therefore, Gees makes Klara subordinate to Kaspar in this context. Though 

the muse aspect has relevance, it neglects Klara’s own importance and 

defines her role too narrowly. It also has to be said that Klara is not actually 

present at the aforementioned conversation and hence could not have been a 

witness. In addition, during the day following the fit/dream event, Klara – in 

an elated state – reflects on God and nature and becomes aware that Kaspar 

is completely absent from her thoughts. This diminishes the weight that 

Gees has given to the importance of Kaspar and his art. It only rings true if 

the muse-poet constellation is extended to Walser himself.  

 
                                                
216 Gees, 1999, 188. 
217 Gees, 1999, 188. 
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To refer back to Gees’ opening of the essay, the sentence from Walser’s 

Ophelia asks: “Um Ophelia wob etwas?” If Klara becomes the substitute for 

Ophelia then this idea can be read as Klara’s attempt to ‘weave’ herself into 

Kaspar’s life. Klara tries to hang on to Kaspar through everybody that is 

close to him. Before the fit she talks with Simon and it appears as if she 

wants to include him platonically in her love relationship with Kaspar. An 

equal attempt is evident through the letter she writes to their sister Hedwig, 

shortly before the fit, where she again extends her love and affection to the 

sister whom she had briefly met. This is a form of ego dissolution but 

equally the dissolution of her love interest which seemingly only ‘circles’ 

around Kaspar, rather than focuses on him. The dissolution of herself and 

her love object is reflected in her sense of being lost within the dream. The 

disintegration of the boundary between herself and the love object is also 

evident when Klara says to Simon: “Ich will dich auch küssen, du bist ja 

sein Bruder”. But Simon refuses quietly: “Es war seine Gewohnheit, 

Zärtlichkeiten, die nicht ihm galten, sanft abzuweisen.”218  

This equally displays the role of the existential sufferer and is juxtaposed 

onto the role of the lyrical messenger Ophelia. 

Therefore it can be hypothesised that Klara of the dream becomes the voice, 

the unconscious will of powerless Klara of the novel, but as such merges 

with and morphs through the changing signifying images into Walser’s 

muse and own creative force, to become in effect his own voice. Gees 

rightly states the importance that this connection must not be seen under the 

pretext of pathology.219 It is rather a display of the significant element of 

Dream nature – the dissolution of the “I” in a variety of constellations and 

affecting several dimensions. 

 

The Female 

Walser’s potential for identification with female figures has been a topic in 

secondary literature. Gees refers here to Anne Gabrisch and her afterword to 

Geschwister Tanner in the edition Sämtliche Werke: “Ein erstaunliches 

Verständnis weiblicher Befindlichkeiten und eine ständige 
                                                
218 Both: GW IV, 56. 
219 Gees, 1999, 204. 
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Identifikationsbereitschaft mit weiblichen Rollen und Ausbruchsversuchen 

bescheinigt bereits Anne Gabrisch dem Autor Robert Walser[..].”220 At this 

stage a link can be established from the intertextual sources used within the 

poetological construction to the inherent psychoanalytical potential via the 

image of the mother. The female figure in its various literary incarnations 

within Walser’s writing firmly suggests projections of the mother figure. 

Descriptions and mentionings of Walser’s own real-life mother are well-

documented. He revealed in various writings his mother’s mental or 

emotional illness, and time and time again he refers to her suffering.221 This 

parallel between Walser’s mother and the loneliness and melancholy of his 

idealised female figure is obvious. Even when Simon is talking to Klara, the 

stories about his mother reveal her suffering and sadness and Klara herself 

becomes a version of this model. Klara’s need for human contact becomes 

apparent right after her introduction in the novel when Simon arrives at her 

house looking to rent a room. Klara invites both Simon and his brother, 

whom she has not met, to move in even without paying the full rent. Her 

marital situation is that of emotional neglect. Agappaia travels extensively, 

does not communicate with Klara and is therefore both physically and 

emotionally distant. There is no relationship which is mirrored by the 

physical separateness even when he is present in the house. The marriage is 

later dissolved when Agappaia goes bankrupt and leaves home for good. 

Klara, however, falls immediately and deeply in love with Kaspar, but even 

in this relationship she is essentially left alone. Kaspar remains emotionally 

unavailable. Klara’s feelings are communicated in the novel to a large 

extent. Kaspar, on the other hand, talks about his art or his doubts regarding 

it. His eyes are always directed away and into the distance, rather than at 

her. “Seine Augen waren kalt und ruhig in die Ferne gerichtet, als wüßten 

sie dort Besseres zu sehen.”222 She understands his art to be the only thing 

that he is committed to. It bears the question if the unobtainable figure of 

Kapar is at least partly merged with Simon’s. He in fact remains equally at a 

                                                
220 Gees, 1999, 193,194. 
221 Example: “Vor der Mutter fürchtete ich mich, weil sie litt, mich ängstigte mein 
Mitleid mit ihr.” In: Aus dem Bleistiftgebiet, 1924,25. Vol 1. Frankfurt a M: 
Suhrkamp 1985, 53. See also section: Biography. 
222 GW IV, 71. 
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safe distance to the women in his life and unobtainable, despite his declared 

admiration. Walser himself seems to be representing these ‘two sides of a 

coin’, and as such extends the element of dissolution and displacement. 

 

Walser’s women, each in their own way, seem to emulate at least aspects of 

his mother, which is highlighted by the protagonist’s pure admiration, the 

apparent lack of expressed sensual interest toward her. The oedipal 

association is left covert. Hiebel writes about Walser’s idealised women as 

follows: “Diese hohen Frauen, die von den Helden verehrt und verstohlen 

begehrt werden, sind Allegorien des Inzesttabus; sie sind Inkarnationen der 

zärtlichen Strebungen die sich von den sinnlichen schieden.”223 Extending 

this topic further toward the male characters, Hiebel states: “Die 

Vorgesetzten sind demgegenüber die Vertreter des ödipalen Verbotes, sie 

vertreten das Gesetz gegen den Wunsch.”224 

Another aspect which suggests a link to psychoanalytical reading and needs 

to be addressed further is the reference to pathology and namely hysteria. 

The elements that describe Klara’s state before and after the dream clearly 

are of a hysterical nature and this is emphasised by Agappaia’s hints that 

these fits occur on a regular basis. Again, this fact highlights Klara’s 

oppressed and helpless situation. 

Fellner categorises the fit as a “hysterische Kollaps”225 and positions it in 

the context of the 19th Century and Freudian interpretation which judges the 

female “Konflikt von Begehren und Moral, von sexuellem Wunsch und 

Zensur”226 to be pathological. Interestingly, hysteria is characterised by the 

displacement of inner distress onto physical symptoms, while here it finds 

its expression in language. “Die folgende Traumrede Klaras greift das Bild 

der Entfesselung und Entgrenzung auf und überträgt es vom Körper auf die 

Sprache”.227 This, however, contradicts Freudian theory where speech is 

exactly the process which relieves the psychic distress and is at the centre of 

the psychoanalytic talking cure. Klara’s speech should therefore in fact 

                                                
223 Hiebel, 1978, 313. 
224 Hiebel, 1978, 313. 
225 Fellner, 2003, 50. 
226 Fellner, 2003, 50. 
227 Fellner, 2003, 50. 
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counteract hysteria, but it is of course significant that she expresses 

language only in the unconscious state of Dream. This aspect therefore 

precludes the simplified diagnosis of a pathological state and rather draws 

attention to a wider potentiality of Dream and its interpretation.228 

All these considerations bridge the gap between Walser's literary world with 

his own private concerns and provide the link to the psychoanalytic 

approach of investigation, explored more in-depth in the next section. 

 

Psychoanalytical Theory 

In what way does the text allow for application of Freudian or Jungian 

theory? 

The reliance on the literary heritage within the dream text is obvious. The 

symbols, the setting, the reference to the Undine motif and “blauer Blume” 

establish the link to the romantic tradition. This is to be expected in a writer, 

like Walser, who found himself at the cusp of the 20th Century and was 

notably well read and extremely familiar with the romantic and other 19th 

Century literature. It is much more difficult to establish how far, if at all, he 

was influenced by a modern Dream discourse. Engel states about writing of 

that period in general: “[…] ist kaum ein moderner Autor gläubiger 

Freudianer.”229 Psychoanalysis is mentioned twice explicitly in Walser’s 

writing – in the prose piece Der Erzähler230 and in Tagebuchfragment von 

                                                
228 Gees also hints at hysteric symptoms and implies Freud’s Traumdeutung. 
However, the psychological aspect in her article remains rudimentary. 
229 Engel, Manfred: Kulturgeschichte/n? , 2010, 173. This statement refers to a 
particular aspects in Freud’s work regarding relationship of experience and 
rationality which, so Engel, most modern poets do not subscribe to. 
230 To Walser’s awareness of psychoanalysis see the following: “Nein, meine 
Damen und Herren, Robert Walser hat Freud nicht gelesen.” Thus starts a 
presentation by Stephan Kammer, delivered at the annual conference of the Robert-
Walser-Gesellschaft in Basel: Kammer, Stephan: Vortrag an der Jahrestagung der 
Robert-Walser-Gesellschaft, Basel, 15.Juni 2002. Viewed online on 3/6/2011: 
Website of the Robert Walser-Gesellschaft. This statement reflects the reasonable 
assumption that Walser had no deep knowledge of psychoanalysis as a discourse. 
However, some knowledge of psychoanalysis may be at least assumed as he 
mentioned it in his writing twice (see also footnote 229): “Doch nun bitte ich um 
Erlaubnis, sagen zu dürfen, er sei zeitweise zergliedernd, untersucherisch, 
gleichsam psychoanalytisch beim Abfassen von Werken oder Aufbauen von 
Erzeugnissen vorgegangen.” In: GW XII, 284. This prose piece was only published 
in April 1931 in the Frankfurter Allgemeine, according to the information provided 
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1926. 231 This may indicate some awareness of Freud’s theories. However, 

these texts were written very late in Walser’s creative life. Though Walser 

may not have been familiar with psychoanalytical Dream theories or the 

Dream discourse at the time of writing of the novels, it is likely that his own 

Dream experiences or personal understanding of Dream shaped by 

unconscious experience have found in one way or another, their way into his 

writing. This point is supported by the understanding of the role of writing 

and daydream as merged activities within a particular consciousness 

process.232  

 

Even if Walser did not use Dream intentionally in a psychoanalytical or 

even psychological sense, Klara’s dream is uncannily suited for 

psychoanalytical treatment. This has been a particular subject in the writing 

of Fellner and Reinacher.233 It is part of this dissertation to show a reading 

of this dream – within the psychoanalytical framework – as an expression of 

the unconscious and as such provides a particular set of functions for the 

wider text and in particular the characterisation of Klara. Both Freud and 

Jung should be consulted as possible reference points. 

This dissertation should not go so far as to claim a ‘proof’ of Jung’s 

Archetypes, but should acknowledge the significant frequency of well-

known elements that are inherent in everyday culture and folklore. The 

overlaying of a literary reading with psychoanalytical material demonstrates 

a merging of two distinct historical approaches equivalent to the conflation 

of 19th century and 20th century thinking. This is situated at the paradigmatic 

fold of the turn of the century and reflects on Walser’s position in regards to 

modernism. 

 

                                                                                                                        
in the volume edited by Jochen Greven, thus at a time when Walser was already in 
Herisau sanatorium.  
231“Ich unterhielt mich […] mit einem von unseren jungen Intellektuellen, einem 
Studierenden, über den Sinn und den Wert der Psychoanalyse.” In: GW X, 62. This 
text is dated 1926, according to Greven’s comments to the GW edition. 
232 See also section: Part I, Introduction. 
233 Reinacher, 1988. 
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Klara and Psychoanalysis 

The suggestion of Klara, lying in a watery grave, is reminiscent of the 

romantic “Todessehnsucht” but also of Freud’s concept of the Thanatos, the 

death drive, to some extent. This is supported by her experienced 

peacefulness, where she does not want to speak any more, and where 

everything is beautiful, “schön”.234 A reading of Freud’s theory of this 

dream as wish-fulfilment in terms of fulfilling the death wish is hence 

possible. This is to be contrasted with the romantic version of 

“Todessehnsucht”. 

 

One particular meaning regarding the water metaphor though derives from 

Jung’s theories. According to Jung, water is a metaphor for the 

psychoanalytical unconscious. This aspect is juxtaposed onto the featured 

chain of association that consists of the growing singing flower and the bell, 

which in this context defines the speech metaphor as the unconscious voice 

finding its way ‘out of her mouth’, i.e. finding a mode of expression. This 

particular interpretation can be also applied – and more convincingly so – as 

part of Jung’s idea of the individuation process, alongside Freud’s theory of 

wish-fulfilment, in this case the death wish. It means this dream reflects the 

process, originating from Klara’s helplessness and unhappiness, towards an 

act of emancipation. This is underlined by the scream expelled by Klara 

right before she loses consciousness. It had alerted her husband and the two 

brothers, and might be read as a parallel, mirrored expression – literal and 

loud, in contrast to visual and silent – to the unconscious desire to speak in 

order to be heard, which is portrayed by the flower and bell metaphors. 

However, towards the end this drive for being heard, for becoming, seeps 

away when Klara’s speech finishes: “Was hätte ich dir sagen sollen? Weiß 

es nicht mehr!...Sage es nur nicht. Ich höre ja nichts mehr…”235 It appears 

even in the Dream state there is no ultimate compensation or solution for her 

real life problem. The end is marked by her giving herself over to forgetting, 

silence and ultimate dissolution.  

 
                                                
234 GW IV, 93. 
235 GW IV, 93. 
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Klara and the Unconscious 

Returning to the dream, it is particularly interesting that the view of it as an 

explicit manifestation of the unconscious is validated by the literary 

presentation of the dream as a split construct: the active mental state in the 

process of divulging experiential content on one hand and the sleeping 

physical condition on the other. A corroborating argument is provided by 

the description of Klara’s state of mind after the dream vision the next day. 

“Am anderen Morgen war Klara wieder munter und wußte nichts davon, 

was mit ihr geschehen war.”236 She has returned to normal, seemingly not 

remembering anything. Walser’s treatment literally mimics the 

psychoanalytic conception of the mind as separate ‘entities’ in which the 

dream narrative occurs in its own state of consciousness or experience. This 

fact is interesting as Geschwister Tanner was written in 1906, which makes 

the knowledge of psychoanalysis possible though not probable. According 

to Berger: “die Breitenwirkung der Traumdeutung setzte erst mit der 

zweiten erweiterten Auflage von 1909 ein.”237 However, if this literary 

dream has not been informed by Freud’s theories it can still be speculated 

that the possible source for it is the unaware reproduction of personal 

material and dream experiences. As such, this personal material would 

equally be subject to psychoanalytical analysis. It should be mentioned at 

this point that Walser never wrote a dream diary but some references to his 

own dreams are known.238 It was mentioned in secondary literature that 

Walser, especially in his later years, spoke of his own dreams, particularly 

nightmares. The acknowledgement of those personal dreams indicates a 

certain degree of awareness and reflection on them. 

 

Dimensions 

The first utterance by Klara is: “im Wasser. Nein, sieh doch, tief, tief.”239 

This can initially be understood as a simple act of determining the setting, as 

                                                
236 GW IV, 93. 
237 Berger, 2000, 22. 
238 See for example various letters to his sister Lisa and to Frieda Mermet. In: Jörg 
Schäfer (Ed.) (with contributions from Robert Mächler): Robert Walsers Briefe. 
Zürich: Suhrkamp 1979, 19, 73. 
239 GW IV, 92. 
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the reader cannot participate in the ‘seeing’ within the dream. However, by 

drawing the attention to depth, duration and the inclusion of the addressee, a 

sense of space and time is evoked. The combination of depth and ‘a long 

time’ brings awareness to real dimensions, albeit in a negative sense as it 

actually only highlights their very absence. Rather than grounding this sense 

of space and time, this section achieves the typical Dream character 

determined by dissolution of space and time.   

Jung also attributed water to the female and in particular the maternal. A 

particular scene from Heinrich von Ofterdingen may serve as an example. 

When Heinrichs asks the serene Mathilde where they are located after the 

sinking of the boat, she answers: ‘with the parents’, suggesting a situation of 

unison and harmony. This aspect contributes to a sense of the desire to 

return ‘home’, to the ‘mother’ by merging with the water. Bachelard 

addressed these connections as well. The association of water with the 

female and mother in the first dream underlines the desire to withdraw to the 

origin, the shelter, but also signifies a rebirth. “One dives into water in order 

to be reborn and changed.”240 This notion is corroborated by the living and 

growing flower. More of this association with water shall follow in the next 

sections. 

 

Klara of the Novel 

Karin Fellner convincingly investigated the love relationships and 

underlying gender relations in Walser’s novels and in particular addressed 

this dream by Klara. She already made a reference to Bachelard, though 

without diving much deeper into the metaphoric structure. 

Fellner reads the split between Klara the dreamer and Klara the object as the 

attempt by Klara to rid herself of the role of a married wife and a life with 

Agappaia. This interpretation has some merit as the process of splitting 

infers a rejection of the separated part. However, it seems that Fellner 

attaches an undue importance to the figure of the husband who in fact 

remains distant to Klara and on the periphery throughout the novel. At no 

time does he present an obstacle to Klara and Kaspar’s affair. Aggapaia 
                                                
240 Bachelard, Gaston: Water and Dreams. An essay on the imagination of matter. 
Transl.: Edith R. Farrell. Dallas: The Pegasus Foundation 1983, 144. 
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arrives from abroad, stays for a while and then disappears again to some 

foreign land. There is no evidence that he lays claim to Klara or shows any 

concern in that regard. Klara herself never brings Agappaia into any 

conversation or consideration. There is no description of time spent together 

or of an emotional relationship.  

But Klara demonstrates an immense involvement in her relationship with 

Kaspar and in an almost equal measure in those with his siblings. In her 

interactions with them, there is no expression of worry, guilt or hesitation 

that she might feel towards her husband, nor does she display any moral or 

social anxieties when she spends time with Kaspar on the lake or even 

openly walks home with him from the theatre. Neither as a person nor in his 

societal function does Agappaia appear to be a hindrance to her love affair 

with Kaspar; the reason for the failure to achieve a satisfying love 

relationship lies in Kaspar alone. The asymmetrical constellation of the 

relationships cannot be overlooked. This understanding then renders the 

significance of the rejection of her role as a wife through the ego split 

unconvincing. In fact, moral or social scruples are neither part of Klara’s 

nor Simon’s relationships. In this respect, Klara is a different type than the 

‘modern’ characters241 of Hedwig or Klaus, who in their own ways 

surrender to social roles and rules under which they consequently suffer. 

Klara, like Simon in a different way, lives for the experience of Being. Her 

suffering derives from being refused by the Other. 

 

Context 

The dream part is situated within the novel after two longer passages of text, 

the first of which is an intimate dialogue between Klara and Simon; the 

second passage consists of a letter that Klara is writing to Hedwig, and 

occurs after the talk with Simon. It appears that the fit which foregoes the 

Dream experience occurs during or after the letter writing. This alludes to a 

causal connection between letter and dream and thus to the respective 

contents. 

 

                                                
241 See Hong, 2001. 
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Der Traum steht, mit anderen Worten, in einem 
literarischen Text in einem syntagmatischen 
Beziehungsgefüge, das stets mitgedacht werden muss, 
auch wenn wir ihn für unsere Zwecke aus dem 
Textverbund herauslösen und isolieren.242  

 

According to this statement, the text content leading up to the Dream 

experience can be significant as a loaded pretext or cursor portending the 

dream. In this case, the dream is preceded and hence introduced by the 

description of Klara with her hair undone: “Ihre Haare waren aufgelöst”, 

introducing associations with water. “…[Ihr] Mund […], der weit geöffnet 

war.” “Und immer schöner lächelte sie und fing an zu schwärmen in 

Lispeltönen, die wie Glocken aus weiter Ferne daherklangen, scharf, und 

doch kaum vernehmbar.”243 All these sentences anticipate the essential 

metaphors and themes – water and verbal expression symbolised as bells – 

of the subsequent dream. The text immediately following the dream also 

corresponds to this. Its association with water was already noticed by Gees: 

“Sie saß in einem dunkelblauen Morgengewand, das in edlen Falten frei an 

ihrem Leibe herunterfloß […]”244 This ‘infiltration’ of the dream into the 

novel is what Engel245 called the ‘infection’ of the text by the dream. In any 

case, a blurring of boundaries between text levels is evident. 

 

A particularly unusual aspect is the fact that none of the characters comment 

on either Klara’s fit – apart from Agappaia’s explanation that this is not an 

unusual occurrence – nor on the utterances. There is no reaction other than 

the assistance that is given to her, no attempt of deciphering, interpreting or 

rationalising of what the characters have heard and witnessed. That means 

that the content seems to be entirely ignored by the bystanders and has no 

apparent impact on the direct or subsequent actions of the characters – 

including Klara who seems unaware of her collapse and the dream – nor has 
                                                
242 Berger, 2000, 15. 
243 All GW IV, 92. 
244 GW IV, 93. 
245 Engel, Kulturgeschichte/n?, 2010, 162. Engel made this statement in regards to 
Dreamlikeness in Kafka’s writing but it is equally apt and applicable for Walser’s 
writing. 
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it any influence on the development of the proceedings or storyline. The 

reader is uncannily left alone with the task of making sense of the event. 

According to literary practice, one reason for placing this dream in this 

novel may be to reveal something about Klara’s psychological state or 

character. Using highly symbolised elements, this allows for the functional 

determination of the dream as a mythologising device in order to idealise 

the Klara character as a doomed, melancholic figure that cannot really 

survive in a lonely, patriarchal world. In this respect, she is the same figure 

as Lisa Benjamenta in Jakob von Gunten, except that Klara continues to live 

on and chooses to devote her life to charitable causes –therefore finding a 

positive solution – while this is denied to Lisa in the later novel by Walser.  

 

Walser 

To reiterate: The addressed person in the dream is not asked to save Klara in 

a physical sense. This person is not asked, for example, to pull her out of the 

water or to revive her. All he/she needs to do in terms of saving is to see, 

listen and be loving, intimating a loving glance. This coupling of both, 

firstly the implied saving – needed by Klara – and secondly the modes of 

seeing and hearing, creates an arc originating from a human need and 

reaching forth to the Other. From this constellation a further link may be 

drawn to Walser himself, which allows for a reading that reveals Walser’s 

own need to be understood by the Other. It is also the transcended world of 

being known, seen and heard. The Ophelia connection made above by Gees 

showed the way in which Walser as the poet and through his writing has 

used the creative process to connect to another state of Being, one of Dream 

consciousness. He may not have needed the world of presence-at-hand – the 

Heidegger term – or reality of everyday living, as often highlighted as part 

of Walser’s “Einzelgängertum”, but he strived to be in the consciousness of 

others, as a poet and through language. It could be said that it is this sphere 

that he functions in and chooses as the essential space of existence. This 

notion is first addressed in Jochen Greven’s dissertation.246 

  

                                                
246 Greven, 2009. 
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Function 

Bei Novalis dienten die Träume – vor allem der 
Doppeltraum von der blauen Blume – als Mittel zur 
‚Poetisierung der Welt‘, indem sie ein identisch erhöhtes 
Gegenbild zur prosaischen Wirklichkeit entwerfen.247   

 

Klara’s dream does not present a romantic design of such an ideal world or 

idea. Despite the romantic allusions achieved by the literary elements and 

the feel of an artistic construction along the lines of literary conventions, it 

shows a deeper and more existential preoccupation.  

The dream suggests an astonishingly modern concern with deep 

psychological processes – including death wish, suffering and drive for 

emancipation. The psychoanalytical aspects –  which emerge also in other 

dream texts like in Jakob von Gunten – namely the reference to the mother 

figure, oedipal complex, relationship with the Other and strive for 

individuation, extend the dream into a disclosure of Being which elicits 

assumptions that connects the text with the author himself. Furthermore, 

Klara’s dream reveals the basic tendency – and this shall be shown later in 

other dream texts in Walser’s oeuvre – to use this particular type of 

nightdream as a model, a space for allowing a disturbing darkness, loss, 

even provocation and eventually a deeper involvement with Being. This is 

corroborated by the fact that the dark and negative associations elicited in 

the dream are not fully carried over into the main story. They are seemingly 

confined to the nightdream texts, but are subtly infringing on the novel text. 

The possible tragic outcome for Klara, following the allusions in the dream, 

is not fulfilled in the novel. Like Lisa Benjamenta in Jakob von Gunten, 

Klara is suffering from not being loved enough. Klara though does not die, 

like Lisa in the later novel.  In Lisa’s case, Walser brings the isolation and 

emotional starving to a logical consequence. Klara’s fate is in comparison 

almost a half-hearted, unfinished affair. 

It raises the question as to why the dream text is included, as it does not 

seem to be used as a means to propel the action or development of the novel 

forward. There seems to be an air of standalone text about the dream. 

                                                
247 Berger, 2000, 92. 
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However, only in the wider context of the novel will an inherent connection 

to other dreams and access to specific meaning become apparent. It will be 

demonstrated later that the gender aspect becomes a main focus in this 

regard. 

 

III.1.3 The Boat on the Lake – Simon’s dream    

The second dream in Geschwister Tanner is going to be labelled a daydream 

for the purpose of this analysis, although upon closer inspection it is marked 

by fluctuating Dream states. The daydreamer in this instance is Simon. 

The dream text consists of a boat ride on a lake undertaken by Simon’s 

sister Hedwig and an unknown man. Upon closer examination, it becomes 

clear that both this and Klara’s first dream – despite all their apparent 

differences such as characters, defined imagery, mode of Dream and 

dreamer – are connected through several overlapping elements. They can be 

read as separate elaborations of the same theme, or equally as two variations 

of a specific conceptualisation of relationships and death, hence making 

them models of a particular constellation of the “I” and the Other in the 

world.  

This second dream connects to the first Klara-dream primarily through the 

theme of water and the concept of a split voice of a speaking “I”, and 

secondarily through the inherent associations and literary references that had 

already emerged in the treatment of the first dream within this dissertation, 

referring to a boat ride and death. One of the most relevant literary sources 

is once again provided by Novalis’ character Mathilde in Heinrich von 

Ofterdingen. 

 

The daydream is introduced by the authorial voice and follows a typical 

Walser description of a beautiful, idyllic day in which the townspeople, 

Hedwig and ‘the teacher’ are all described as happy and smiling. Within this 

idyllic scene Simon lies in the grass near a river and starts to dream.  

 

Am warmen Mittag lag er im hellgelben Gras unter dem 
herrlichen sanften Himmel, am Flußufer hingestreckt und 
durfte nicht nur, sondern mußte sogar träumen. Aber er 
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träumte von nichts Weitem, Entfernterem und Schönerem, 
sondern er sann und träumte glücklich in seine Umgebung 
hinein; denn er wußte von nichts Schönerem. Hedwig, die 
Nahe, war der Gegenstand seiner Träume. Er hatte die 
ganze übrige Welt vergessen und der Pfeifentabak, den er 
rauchte, führte ihn nur wieder ins Dorf, zu dem 
Schulhause, zu Hedwig.248  

 

Locating the dream  

The statement, “mußte sogar träumen”, is significant. It casts doubt on one 

particular fixed and unambiguous dream form, in this case the daydream. It 

alludes to a force other than Simon’s will or consciousness that is 

responsible for the dream. It therefore suggests that this dream is actually 

closer to a sleepdream, removed from control, intention and direction by the 

dreamer – elements akin to daydream. Lenk defines this aspect of the 

character of a daydream, which illustrates the stark contrast to the above 

uttering, as follows: 

 

Im einen Fall, im Falle des Tagtraums, der den Formen 
des diskursiven Denkens näher ist und dem widerum die 
Literatur der geronnenen Funktionen entspricht, bleibt die 
Ichperson intakt. Sie steht immer im Mittelpunkt der 
Träumerei, alles bewegt sich um sie, denn das genormte, 
identische Ich sieht alles aus der Zentralperspektive. Das 
Ich spielt die Hauptrolle. Das Ich , das sich hier spreizt, ist 
die Person, die die anderen sehen. In der Tagträumerei 
wird die Sozialfassade nicht demontiert, sondern lediglich 
verschönert.249 

 

The sense of nightdream – achieved through loss of control – however, 

changes quickly during the continuance of the dream, when Simon reflects 

and comments on it, and thereby transforms it into a typical daydream. Yet 

another turn occurs shortly before the end, when an image appears suddenly 

– that of the young girl – which, in the particular context, seems to be an 

element of nightdream. This notion, again, is then going to be negated at the 

end of the section, when Simon intercedes and consciously interrupts the 

flow of his own dream.  
                                                
248 GW IV, 137. 
249 Lenk, 1983, 22. Also see previous section: Daydream/Nightdream (Bloch, 
Baumann, Goumegou, etc.) 
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This description of a shifting process appears nevertheless to be a 

fluctuation between distinct forms and may be considered as what 

Bachelard describes as a special mode: “But there are other reveries which 

do not belong to this twilight state where diurnal and nocturnal life 

mingle”.250 

 

The dream text is enclosed by apostrophes, into which Simon ‘speaks’ his 

phantasy in the first person. Both, the enclosure and the change to “I” form, 

signify the otherness of the dream text compared to the rest of the novel. 

This distinction and separation should not simply be seen as devices to 

encircle a particular text form. As the text unfolds, it also highlights the 

inherent flow and dynamic which characterises the shifts of mind states. 

This is evident when apparent unconscious thoughts enter into the text 

expressed through the character of the young girl, for example. The shift of 

consciousness states also impacts on the determination of the “I”, which 

starts to float until the conscious self eventually ends the dream abruptly. 

It is clear that the rational sense of the dreamer Simon has intervened 

decisively. Just before this intervention, the dissolution of both the 

apparently pre-designed daydream narrative and the ego control of the 

dreamer evokes a transitional continuum between daydream and 

nightdream, which was just interrupted as the darker intentions and 

emotions appear, i.e. when the girl utters a demand for suicide. This is 

important in order to appreciate the implications of the 

daydream/nightdream distinction in terms of form, intention and content. 

However, those issues addressed here place this dream experience in a 

precarious situation, shifting between traditional dream forms, i.e. daydream 

and nightdream, and makes a clear categorisation difficult.  

 

Daydream/Nightdream 

The boundaries between nightdream and daydream are unstable – as is often 

the case in real life dreams – due to the nature of consciousness as a process, 

which is often neglected by literary treatments in favour of fixed states or 

                                                
250 Bachelard, The Poetics of Reverie, 1969, 10-11. 
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defined spaces.251 In this dream the process is made apparent by the 

fluctuations between content elements produced by the different 

consciousness states – the unexpected turn of events and jumps between 

perspectives for example – and is signalled by the change of control exerted 

on the narrative and direction by the dreamer. The most commonly adapted 

view of the dream forms are as follows: The daydreamer is to a high degree 

an architect of his phantasy, the nightdreamer gets drawn into his dream and 

becomes subjected to other unconscious forces. This particular Boat dream 

obviously shifts from the clear daydream to nightdream stage and back.252 

The dreamer’s control shifts from autonomy to loss and eventually he takes 

back the control. The first part, the daydream, is signified by Simon’s 

infusion of design into the characters he imagines. He chooses the setting of 

his daydream – taken from the natural landscape around him – by 

introducing the sky, and he simultaneously approves of the very idea as 

follows: “Ein schwebender, hängender See da oben, das passt gut.”253 And: 

“Die Landschaft, die ich da gemalt habe, war indessen sehr nett, aber auch 

nur deshalb, weil ich sie in den großen Zügen dieser natürlichen Gegend 

hier herum entnommen habe.”254  

 

The last part of the daydream marks a change in direction to such an extent 

that it becomes almost a complete new story. The sudden introduction of the 

young girl shifts the goalposts in terms of dream form and also introduces 

surprise, a shock disclosure and therefore a disruption to the previous 

coherence. The logical narrative is broken and the previous daydream 

phantasy is terminated. The completely unanticipated event occurs when the 

                                                
251 See: Baumann, 2011, 48. 
252 Hong addresses the issue of dream form as follows: “[..] sein Protagonist geht 
nicht ausschließlich im Akt der Imagination auf, was noch insbesondere im 
Rahmen der Emphatik des Körperlichen gezeigt wird. Dieses Charakteristische bei 
Walser zeigt sich auch in der Szene des Träumens im achten Kapitel des Romans, 
wo Simon im Zeichen des schon erwähnten ‚Hineinträumens in Hier und Jetzt‘ 
über seine Schwester phantasiert. Er ‚schweift‘ in die Imagination ‚hinüber‘, ohne 
den stillen Zusammenhang mit [sich] und dieser Gegend weiter zu würdigen. Aber 
dieses Träumen unterscheidet er dezidiert vom radikalen Akt der realitätsfernen 
Imagination, während er es an gewissem Punkt ganz bewußt abbricht.” Hong, 
2001, 68. 
253 GW IV, 138. 
254 GW IV, 141. 
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girl demands: “Geh, töte dich. Ich befehle es dir!”255 Simon, the dreamer, 

thinks she might be a princess, but is not sure. He is no longer the architect 

in control of the narrative. The dream text continues with a bizarre chain of 

seemingly free or rather wild associations of violent but also comic nature.   

Eventually Simon, the dreamer, is seemingly jolted out of that particular 

mental process and intervenes in this new train of association by re-asserting 

his control and ending the idea of killing oneself: “Man darf beim Träumen 

nie den Boden des Natürlichen aufgeben, auch bei Menschen nicht, denn 

sonst gelangt man sehr leicht zu dem Punkt, wo man eine der Figuren 

sprechen läßt; Geh, töte dich.”256  

 

Coordinates 

Another aspect pertaining to the nature of Dream, and which contributes to 

an ambiguity of determinable dream forms, is contained in the statement 

that Simon does not dream of something distant: “Aber er träumte von 

nichts Weitem, Entfernterem und Schönerem, sondern er sann und träumte 

glücklich in seine Umgebung hinein; denn er wußte von nichts 

Schönerem.”257 The discarding of distance as a firm determinator of order is 

already addressed in an earlier chapter in the novel: 

 

Es war ihm so sonderbar, daß diese ferne Welt gleich 
hinter dem Gebüsch versteckt zu sein schien, zum 
Befühlen und daran Fassen nahe. Alles schien ihm nahe zu 
sein. Was war denn dieser Begriff der Ferne gegen solche 
Fernen und Nähen. Das Unendliche schien ihm plötzlich 
das Nächste.258  

 

Abandonment of coordinates such as distance and closeness to paradoxical 

effects are part of the dissolution of space and thereby typical elements of 

Dream. When they are employed in order to achieve a willful reordering of 

the world, they correspond to the wishful intents of a daydream. However, 

in this specific context the turn to the close and near contributes to an 

                                                
255 GW IV, 140. 
256 GW IV, 141. 
257 GW IV, 137. 
258 GW IV, 101. 
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approximation of this text to a nightdream scenario, to the deeply personal, 

intimate and unconscious. 

In addition, the landscape visualisation within this dream is subject to 

diminution and confinement within a ‘picture’: “Im Bilde jedoch ist alles 

gedrängter und zusammengesetzter.”259 “Der See ist klein wie ein 

Parkteich.”260 These modifications of scale to an unnatural appearance 

allude to metamorphosis, a characteristic of nightdream.  

 

Images and Metaphors – The Water 

The connection to water in this dream is not only provided by the obvious 

imagery represented by the pond-like lake. This setting is also, similar to the 

first dream, marked by the dissolution of the visual. “Die Parkbäume sind so 

weich, sie verschwimmen in der hellblauen Luft.”261 The sky above 

becomes the mirror of the water beneath, and therefore its extension. Thus, 

the water becomes all-engulfing. This extension also includes Hedwig 

herself: “Ihre Haare sind ihr aufgegangen, es sind wundervolle Haare, die an 

ihren schmalen rötlichen Wangen wie flüssige Stoffe niederstürzen.”262 The 

realistically drawn elements of and within the landscape start to dissolve and 

merge into each other. Everything becomes water. This constitutes an 

uncanny parallel to the first dream, which Klara experiences earlier. There, 

Klara is trapped and surrounded in mud and water; here, the engulfing water 

only seems to mimic defined shapes of sea and sky above it. Moreover, the 

dissolution of space is extended to the ‘real’ scene of the novel in which the 

reflecting Simon is placed and in which he dreams. Simon himself breaks 

the distinction of dream and his ‘here and now’: “Der Himmel über dem 

Wasser ist so, wie dieser leichte, wasserfarbene Himmel ist, der jetzt über 

mir schwebt.”263  

Bachelard writes in Water and Dreams264 about Novalis’ Heinrich von 

Ofterdingen and other writers and explores the importance and meaning of 

                                                
259 GW IV, 138. 
260 GW IV, 137. 
261 GW IV, 139. 
262 GW IV, 140. 
263 GW IV, 138. 
264 Bachelard, Water and Dreams, 1983. 
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water in the respective works. He highlights, amongst other points, the 

association of water with the feminine and maternal, but also the topical 

merging of water and sky in many literary sources.265 It is reasonable to 

assume that the avid reader Walser was familiar with this theme in 

literature.266 Walser himself uses this topos repeatedly, for example in a text 

in Bleistiftgebiet: “Indessen liegt in ihm ein Stück Himmelbläue, das einen 

See bildet, über dessen Fläche vielleicht ein Dichter rudert [..]”267 

Bachelard, in order to “take the psychological measure of such texts”,268 

links the water, as a symbol of the maternal, to the sky, as a symbol of 

freedom and bliss. It suggests therefore, that through the merging of both 

elements the world of things-at-hand,269 the ordinary reality ceases to be. It 

dissolves and leads to a blissful transcendence of Being.  

However, this dissolution of the surrounding world can also be read as a 

negative process of losing the grip on it, in the light of Hedwig’s futile 

desire for her love object. In Klara’s first dream, this is symbolised in the 

state of being trapped in the muddy waters. This aspect alludes to the 

proximity between Dream and madness. The constant ambiguity and un-

definability mirrors Walser’s evasiveness and refusal to be fixed.  

 

The water in Klara’s first dream has no shape, it is not the sea, the river or 

lake. It is undefined, unlimited and archaic. But it has as its essence the 

nature of relief and freedom, but also of the maternal and of home to which 

Klara seems to be drawn. Also, the air of death is poetic, open and is owned 

by Klara; in the second dream by Simon the water becomes defined and 
                                                
265 Bachelard, 1983, 132. An excerpt: “It is near water and on water that we learn to 
sail on clouds, to swim in the sky. Balzac continues […] “The river was like a path 
along which we flew.” Water invites us on an imaginary journey. Lamartine also 
expresses this material continuity of water and sky when, “eyes wandering over the 
luminous immensity of the waters which mingled with the luminous immensity of 
the sky,” he no longer knows where the sky begins or the lake ends.” Bachelard 
references the sources as follows: Alphonse Lamartine (Rafael, Paris 1920) and 
Honoré de Balzac (Le Lys dans la vallée, Paris 1912-1940). 
266 Walser wrote a.o. in the prose piece: Wie muß dieses Paris schön sein: “Ich bin 
aber wenigstens ein verhälntnismäßig guter Kenner jener Wunderblume, die man 
französiche Literatur nennt.” In: Aus dem Bleistiftgebiet, Vol. 1, 105. 
267 In: Wie kann man Stimmung machen. In: Robert Walser. Aus dem 
Bleistiftgebiet, Vol 1, Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1985, 79. 
268 Bachelard, Water and Dreams, 132. 
269 A Heidegger term. 
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shaped. The all-encompassing river of Heinrich von Ofterdingen has here 

been bizarrely confined to a pond-like lake; the representation of death is 

violent and external. However, the essential significance of water 

dominates. 

 

Voices of the “I”? 

Following Elisabeth Lenk’s argumentation, the daydreamer has but one 

voice, he is the source of the dream and equally its centre:  

 

Im Tagtraum wird die Einheit der Person nicht angetastet, 
sie bleibt intakt wie die Vernunftform, auf der sie beruht. 
[...] Der Tagträumende ist bei sich, der nächtlich 
Träumende ist wie der Wahnsinnige und der Mime außer 
sich, er drückt aus, was er nicht ist und bleibt dann selber 
erschöpft, als leere Hülle zurück.270  

 

The dreamer is in control of the narrative at all times, he is the creator and 

as she points out, usually creates a positive, uplifting design of the world, a 

perfect wish-fulfilment. As mentioned above, Lenk – in contrast to Freud – 

rather sees the daydream as the expression of wish-fulfilment, unlike the 

nightdream, where more complex and mysterious issues are raised which 

are beyond willful control or planning. 

Reading this second dream as the blueprint of a typical daydream model 

therefore needs to bring to the fore the role of the dreamer himself in 

relation to the featured characters. Yet again, this culminates in the problem 

of the split of the authorial voice. To note: in this instance the ‘author’ refers 

to the dreamer – here Simon – who occupies a separate layer compared to 

the author of the novel, or Walser. This issue already arose in the first 

dream, where the split between the “I” of the dream, the addressee and the 

object Klara became evident.  

 

The relationships and actions between the described characters here seem 

clearly exposed. They are defined by Simon through his dreaming. He 

therefore presents himself as the creator and controller. By speaking about 

                                                
270 Lenk, 1983, 23. 
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figures, he writes them. However, views that may see this as a calculated 

division of one integrated “I” into controlled character roles which are 

meant to represent different perspectives become untenable in this case as 

the boundaries shift and vanish. Even though Simon is assumed as the sole 

creator of the dream and in control of it, the split into different voices which 

appear as characters even leads to the dissolution of the physical identity. 

This loss culminates in the image of the dissolving face: “Das Gesicht zuckt 

und man muß es zerbeißen und einkneten mit der ganzen Willenskraft. Es 

will auseinanderreißen. Ein Stück Nase will abfallen.”271  

 

Ist ein entscheidendes Merkmal des realistischen Romans 
die Distanz des Autors zu seinen Figuren, die er wie in 
einem Schachspiel nach Regeln vor sich herschiebt, so 
bringt die traumartige Erzählung diese Distanz tendenziell 
zum Verschwinden, weil der Autor sich im Augenblick 
des Schreibens in seine Figuren auflöst, weil er 
augenblicksweise zu dem wird, was er beschreibt.272  

 

In this instance, Simon, as the creator of the dream, furnishes the man in the 

boat with a distinct mind of his own, which Simon describes and comments 

on. Consistent with any literary story, the character which is drafted by 

Simon thus appears as a separate entity. However, this apparent objective 

stance of the author Simon toward his figures weakens particularly in the 

treatment of Hedwig. He identifies much more with Hedwig as he retells the 

distinct emotions and inner processes from her own viewpoint, fully 

engrossed in her Being.  

The mysterious triangle of Klara’s first dream has been replaced by a drama 

involving protagonists with different names and physical descriptions, but 

the boundaries between characters are equally unclear. No matter how much 

has been revealed of Hedwig (as the sister of the novel) up to this point, her 

thoughts and emotions are not knowable to Simon. Her part (as the figure in 

the dream) in this little imagined drama is entirely ‘written’ by Simon and 

can only be seen as Simon’s projection, determined by his own whims and 

wishes, and becomes apparent as another voice of the dream-author Simon. 

                                                
271 GW IV, 140-141. 
272 Lenk, 1983, 259. 
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After all, the Hedwig in his phantasy does not seem identical with the 

Hedwig we experience in the novel, where she is at no point alluded to as a 

romantic or sensual character, but rather as a motherly figure.273 The 

conflation of the characters of Simon and Hedwig is not the only case of 

boundary dissolution. According to basic psychoanalytical rules, Simon is 

also exchangeable with the man in the boat. He inserts himself in this 

scenario via the process of displacement, thereby disguising an incest wish. 

This amalgamation of characters becomes particularly evident towards the 

end of this phantasy. The young girl addresses the man from the boat with 

the order to kill himself, but Simon rejects this demand as ‘himself’: “Aber 

weiter mag ich mit dem tollen Mann nicht Miene Machen, mich zu töten.” 

The author Simon confuses his own “I” with that of the dream creation.274 

Furthermore, the man in the boat and Hedwig are also versions of Klara and 

Kaspar, as their boat ride in the novel text – outside the dream – reveals.275 

It becomes clear how complex and inscrutable the issue of the “I” becomes 

when the dream scenario converges with the ‘outside’ realities of the 

Dreamlike novel.276 

 

The splitting and ego dissolution are essential Dream characteristics which 

also reveal part of a significant mechanism within the literary dream. Lenk 

writes the following passage about Lautréamont and Carroll but it equally 

fits any Dreamlike literature, including that of Walser: 

 

Das Ketzerische dieser Literatur ist die Darstellung des 
Schwankenden, Labilen, Lebendigen, mitten in einer vom 
Kult der Exaktheit besessenen Welt, die Darstellung von 
Wesen, deren äußere Erscheinungsform permanent 
wechselt, ohne daß irgendeine der Gestalten sich als die 
wahre, die richtige, indentifizieren ließe. Jedes Teil lebt, 

                                                
273 Compare the Hedwig sphere in Gößling, Andreas: Ein lächelndes Spiel – 
Kommentar zu Robert Walsers Geschwister Tanner. Würzburg: Königshausen & 
Neumann 1991. 
274 This kind of confusion occurs repeatedly in Walser’s writing, in particular in the 
later novel Der Räuber. 
275 Ulrich Weber pointed to the “repetitive Variationsverfahren des Romans”. 
Weber, Ulrich: Geschwister Tanner (1907). In: Gisi, Lucas Marco (Ed.): Robert 
Walser Handbuch. Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler 2015, 101. 
276 See also section: Dream and Walser, “I” dissolution. 
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existiert für sich, lebt ein autonomes Leben. Die 
hierarchische Wertordnung der Wachwelt ist aufgehoben.  
Das Resultat dieser ganzen wirbelnden Bewegung ist ‘die 
Zersetzung der Fiktion von einem Einheit stiftendem 
ästhetischen Ich’. Das Bindemittel fällt weg, das 
Geschehen bricht auseinander in lauter Einzelstücke, 
under denen die Ichstücke auf den ersten Blick nicht zu 
unterscheiden sind. Wer träumt hier? Diese Frage wird in 
der traumartigen Literatur zur Beunruhigung.277  

 

The diverging of characters can be read as the splitting of the overall “I” of 

the author Walser, as well as ‘sub-author’ Simon, into various parts, located 

in different character portraits – “Der Teil der Person, der bei Tage Ich sagt, 

der zurechnungsfähige, homogene Teil, ist im Traum auf viele Personen 

verteilt.”278 It can also be viewed as a doubling or multiplying, depending 

on the point of view.  

The shifts between the “I”s also correlate with the shifts between the 

daydream and nightdream forms in this particular dream. Thus, they are 

manifestations of the fluctuating process of identification with a variety of 

aspects.   

Examination of all of the above considerations regarding the concept of the 

“I” should show the intensive Dreamlike nature of both the dream text and 

its associated novel text passages. However, a decisive division of 

daydream- and nightdream nature is not observable, but an intricate 

representation of a fluid Dream process has been made obvious. 

This dream is as unique as the first dream in its presentation of form and 

content and yet shows an intriguing correlation with it. The mimetic 

elements, such as the defined protagonists, scenery and also an author’s role 

assigned to Simon, oppose the indistinct and cryptic first dream. Metaphor 

and Dream elements however connect them in a related construct. In 

addition, a degree of mystery is preserved in this second dream as the 

appearance of the young girl and a tone of danger allude to the strange 

powers of the uncanny (“Das Unheimliche”). 

 

                                                
277 Lenk, 1983, 259. 
278 Lenk, 1983, 356. 
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Surroundings 

The location within the dream is quite distinct and yet derives from the 

actual environment of the dreaming Simon. The description conveys a 

designated locale which parallels the park and trees around the dreamer. 

Attention to the artificiality of the imagined dream setting though is drawn 

when Simon comments: “Im Bilde jedoch ist alles gedrängter und 

zusammengesetzter”. He evaluates his creation as follows when he speaks 

about the sky: “das paßt gut.” These statements denote the environment as a 

creative invention. Simon also sees himself in relation to space: “[..] und ich 

schweife jetzt wieder darein hinüber, ohne den stillen Zusammenhang mit 

mir und dieser Gegend weiter zu würdigen.”279 The separateness and 

incongruence between the two described surroundings in this passage 

disclose the inadequacy of space as a measure for a unified reality of 

experience. Hence, space becomes insufficient as a universal marker. This 

fact accompanies the question of the instability of any physical environment 

within Dream and contributes to the characteristic of space dissolution.   

 

The Man 

The part of the text about ‘the man’ begins with an extensive description. 

He has a beard “wie die Räuber”,280, which is also the title of Walser’s last 

novel from 1925 and of a short prose text. The man can be “galant wie 

keiner”281, but also proud. Contradictorily, he never brags or uses flattery. 

Moreover, he disguises his voice in order to hide his kindness.  

The bearded man is unknown, a placeholder for the male. This aspect 

culminates in the speech within this phantasy which sees Simon reflect on 

the difference of mature man and immature boy. The unknown man in the 

boat is referred to as an immature man, as he cannot relinquish his childish 

pride. “Wenn er Liebe und Zärtlichkeit in sich spürt, ist er beleidigt, und er 

straft sich unbarmherzig, daß er sich erlaubt hat, ein weiches Gefühl in der 

Brust gehegt zu haben, so unnatürlich stolz ist er.”282 The man tries to 

                                                
279 All GW IV, 138. 
280 GW IV, 137. 
281 GW IV, 137. 
282 GW IV, 138. 
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forego any romantic emotions and closes himself off from notions of love 

with forceful action. “Der Mann erfaßte das Ruder und gibt damit dem 

Nachen einen rücksichtlosen Stoß. Hedwig fühlte, daß er seiner eigenen 

Wärme und Liebe entgegenhandeln könnte.”283 The man hides this feeling 

side at all costs to the point of self-denial. He seemingly tries to maintain 

and contain a version of himself, which proves the extreme opposite to ego 

dissolution! However, he ‘abducts’ Hedwig, an action motivated by want 

and implied desire, thereby revealing vulnerability. As he tries to evade 

emotions, he nevertheless is met with Hedwig’s surrender. He is Hedwig’s 

love object, distant and cruel and yet mysteriously connected to her. Hedwig 

loves him unconditionally, sees him and his limitations clearly and yet gives 

herself over to this love. 

 

The inserted speech about the difference between man and boy promises at 

first to illuminate the behaviour of the unnamed man, but proves to be 

confusing and ambiguous. After the repressed emotions have been revealed, 

the man in the boat is called a mixture of boy and giant and not a man at all, 

due to his ‘unnatural pride’. ‘A man allows himself to have feelings; a boy 

tries to repress them, seeing them as a sign of weakness. He is only trying to 

be strong’, according to Simon. This seemingly clear judgement of 

deficiency in a boy and completeness in a man is then deconstructed and 

turned upside down as the speech continues. The boy, according to the 

author, has the ‘virtue of chivalry’ which the ‘sensible and mature’ man 

dismisses “als unnütze Beigabe zum Feste der Liebe”.284 Here then, the 

heartlessness is attributed to the man, not to the boy, and it is the boy who is 

also judged to be ‘less of a coward’. The speech proceeds by linking 

maturity of the man with egotism and malevolence. The positive traits 

relating to emotionality in love and relationships – which the speech had set 

up at the beginning as an apparent benchmark for goodness – have thus been 

interchanged and characteristics of moral conscience have been reassigned. 

Eventually, the boy is said to keep promises while the man keeps breaking 

them. “Er ist ein Versprecher, jener [the boy] ist der Vollstrecker des 
                                                
283 GW IV, 138. 
284 GW IV, 138. 
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Wortes.”285 The ambiguity of the words in this sentence introduces a 

satirical tone which again challenges the moral assignations. The whole 

speech is contradictory and may appear as a calculated insertion of irony. 

However, it also demonstrates the malleability of the mind and its 

fluctuating chains of unconsciousness thoughts, thereby revealing a 

seemingly inherent and ambivalent attitude towards the values in question. 

In equal measures, the apparently confused speech section reveals the 

instability of character definition, as a sign of “I” dissolution. 

 

There is another, third character in the drama, i.e. is the third man sitting a 

distance apart, under a tree on the shore. He is the one who admires Hedwig, 

but she despises him.  

This character constellation resembles the relationships in the novel and 

indeed in many instances within Walser’s writing. In the novel, Klara loves 

Kaspar who is distant and unobtainable; Simon is the loving man who 

admires the female, but does this from a distance. He is keeping himself 

outside while watching inside.  

 

Death 

Another theme which reoccurs in this second dream is death. “Hedwig 

meint sterben zu sollen in dieser tönenden Luft.”286 This statement is easy to 

overlook within the context. At first reading it appears to be a simple 

nonchalantly expressed form of gushing, describing a sensual experience. 

The actual wording is ambivalent though. Hedwig thinks she “sollte 

sterben” (should die), instead of the more familiar form in German “musste” 

(have to die) or “wollte” (want to die). The second form would be a 

common phrase, while the third form would be an expression of a longing 

originating within herself. Walser however, chooses a form that potentially 

alludes to a slightly sinister meaning. She ‘thought she should die’ could be 

interpreted to imply a hidden threat by an anonymous source. 

This strange allusion to death is reinforced at the end of the daydream when 

the young girl – dressed in red – gives the man the order to kill himself 
                                                
285 GW IV, 139. 
286 GW IV, 138. 
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because he dared to look at her. And further: “Die Kleider sind dunkelrot, 

sie haben das getrocknete Rot des Blutes. Ihr Gesicht ist von einer 

druchsichtigen Blässe.”287  

The imagery is shot through with associative motifs. An example is the bark 

on the small lake, an ambiguous symbol. On the one hand it relates to the 

cradle and the feminine water: “This is one more feature of its feminine 

make-up: it rocks like a mother.”288 On the other hand the scenario evokes 

associations with the Charon-complex and death rituals where the boat is 

associated with the coffin.289 These dark allusions to death are sprinkled 

sparsely but effectively throughout the novel and this dream in particular. 

 

Psychoanalytic Signifiers 

The psychoanalytic concept of the unconscious is represented again in the 

water metaphor as it was earlier in Klara’s dream. Also, the many eyes 

which Hedwig feels are looking at her can be read as connoting a form of 

consciousness, a state in which she is aware of the Other. Eyes as a symbol 

for being watched and as the glance of desire are common elements in 

dream reports. It is not clear, however, who is actually watching; if it is the 

water which ‘is looking’ in an anthropomorphic manifestation, or if ‘the 

eyes’ observing her are reflections of the man’s eyes: “Wie doch seine 

Augen ins Wasser blicken, Mich sieht er nicht an, Aber das ganze, weite 

Wasser blickt mich mit seinen Augen an!”290  

“Schon Victor Hugo beschreibt das phantasma vom Verfolgtwerden, vom 

Beobachtetwerden durch tausend Augen.”291 In this instance, the 

pathological aspect of ‘observation by a thousand eyes’ is transformed into 

Hedwig’s desperate wish to be seen. The significance of the glance is 

reversed: “Psychoanalytisch gewendet dominiert der Blick als Metapher des 

Begehrens.”292 The glance of desire – which follows the initial glance of 

recognition, of acknowledgement – links to Klara’s first dream, where she 
                                                
287 GW IV, 140. 
288 Bachelard: Water and Dreams, 1983, 130. 
289 Bachelard, Water and Dreams, 1983. 71- 73. 
290 GW IV, 137. 
291 Lenk, 1983, 294. 
292 Utz. Peter: Das Auge und Ohr im Text. München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag 1990, 
8. 
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wants to be heard. In this dream, on the other hand, the female – here as 

Hedwig – wants to be seen. ‘His eyes’, looking at her from the water, are 

her projections of her desire, her wish. This means that the second dream is 

an expansion of the first in yet another way, as it is extended to the sense of 

seeing. 

The image equally implicates the concept of narcissism. The bearded man, 

like Kaspar, is entirely fixated on himself. A narcissist’s glance into the 

water should be directed at himself, but hits the mirrored image as a 

separated object. The fate of the narcissist therefore is the split of the “I”. 

But even if the man fully intended to look at the female by way of the water 

this would also constitute the projection of his speechlessness, or, put in 

another way, the transformation of any attempt of communication into the 

glance. His intention then is displaced onto the all-encompassing water and 

reflected from there. This displacement, again, diffuses the “I” through the 

very attempt to hide the ego. In any case, he loses himself. 

 

Continuation of dreams 

As mentioned previously, the second dream appears to be a version of the 

first one with the obvious difference that this second dream is distinctly 

visually drawn and conveyed by the dreamer intentionally and coherently. 

On one level, it seems to be an evolved image in the sense that the core 

concepts and emotional concerns located in the unconsciousness of Klara in 

the first dream now seem translated into a full visual description in this 

second dream. But on another level, this transformation can be seen as a 

removal from the deep, unconscious source, which might seem to come 

from a more direct and truthful voice than the elaborated statement of a 

manifest dream content. This then points to a significant aspect: the 

presented variations of one and the same theme can best be seen in the light 

of the different state of consciousness. While the first dream is – even if 

produced by a physical fit – conceptualised as a nightdream, the second 

dream is predominately conceived as a daydream – however fluctuating.  

Exploring the distinction between Klara’s dream and the Boat dream further 

will reveal the emergence of yet another aspect: gender. The first dream 

belongs exclusively to Klara; this second dream is experienced by Simon. 
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From these simple facts a number of factors can be derived which will 

demonstrate a continuous involvement with gender. It will be shown in the 

course of this investigation that associated aspects – such as metaphors and 

content – in fact map a shift in the focus on gender throughout the two 

novels, a fact punctuated by the denoted dream texts. 

 

Context 

The theme of lovers in a boat on a lake appears in an earlier part of the 

book. It occurs at the very beginning of the fourth chapter and appears to be 

the blueprint to this daydream. Motifs and images of the daydream are 

anticipated in this event. Significant is the fact that in this part – on the level 

of the novel-reality – the protagonists are Klara and Kaspar, not Hedwig and 

the unknown man. However, the similarities are astonishing. In the earlier 

‘real’ boat-ride Klara’s hair was ‘dissolved’, her apprehension to speak is 

found there too: “Klara wußte nichts zu sagen, sie mochte nichts sagen.”293 

But when she speaks, she merges again the images of water and sky: “Wie 

schön das Wasser ist, es ist wie ein Himmel”. The allusion to Dream is 

expressed by comparing the translucent sun with suns in dreams, and the 

theme of sound is also important and all-encompassing: “Es wurde alles zu 

einem Erfassen, zu einem Ton! Liebende, wie sie waren, hörten sie alles in 

einen einzigen Ton überschlagen.”294 In the later daydream it reads: “Eine 

Saite tönt über das Wasser mit langen Tonwellen. Hedwig meint sterben zu 

sollen in dieser tönenden Luft.”295 The man in the boat, just as Kaspar in the 

novel, stays silent. These similarities between the two scenarios become key 

points and are set like sign posts: in the earlier scenario within a luscious 

landscape, the detailed description of the environment and the narration 

about the busy life, (which includes other people), are interwoven with the 

experience of the two lovers. In this scenario, these sign posts embedded in 

the non-dream level of the novel are put into relation with the surrounding 

world, i.e. when their unusual appearance as a mismatched couple is 

provoking people’s reactions.  

                                                
293 GW IV, 58. 
294 GW IV, 59. 
295 GW IV, 138. 
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In comparison, the daydream seems to strip the outside world away from the 

lovers and turns the experience inwards. The inner thoughts and truths, as 

Simon imagines them, take centre stage. Of course, an obvious problem 

seems to arise from the fact that the couple in the daydream is not the same 

as the couple in this passage. However, the daydream’s female, almost 

coincidentally ‘labeled’ Hedwig, is really not at all convincing as a portrait 

of Simon’s sister but appears to be a version of Klara, or rather of Walser’s 

stylised female.  

This is supported by the fact that no other part in the novel hints at the 

character Hedwig as a romantic lover. Furthermore, the similarities between 

the earlier boat scene with Kaspar and Klara are too striking. Another 

indication is given by the introduction of the daydream in which it is said 

that Simon does not dream of something far but something nearby – 

Hedwig, “die Nahe”  – , and “in seine Umgebung hinein.”296 That almost 

suggests that Hedwig is simply part of this phantasy because she is close in 

space and in Simon’s thought. This importance of close proximity when it 

comes to people is attributed to Simon much earlier:  

 

Er hatte eine seltsame, freie offene Manier über Menschen 
zu reden, die gerade seine Gefährten waren, die neben ihm 
saßen oder standen und ihm zuhorchten. Es kam von 
selber, er fühlte immer für die am stärksten, die ihn zum 
Sprechen veranlaßten, und sprach infolgedessen über sie 
und nicht über Abwesende.297  

 

This emphasises Hedwig’s role as another place holder. She is not only a 

double for Klara but rather represents an exchangeable name for a symbol; a 

part of an overarching utilisation of the topos of the suffering female. It 

contributes again to the question about the significance of the female ideal 

in the writing and in relation to Walser himself. Furthermore, this 

consideration leads to the realisation that the conflation of characters into an 

ideal of a woman is again a variation of an identity split. Simon’s love and 

erotic desire are being channelled into an abstract form of the ideal, but are 

also spread out onto several female characters which in turn are 
                                                
296 Both: GW IV, 137. 
297 GW IV, 82. 
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interchangeable. The female is therefore a poignant example illustrating the 

Dream characteristic of dissolution of identities.  

 

Literary Associations 

The merging of sky and lake, a process which turns them into a unified 

element that entirely engulfs the lovers, seems to be a reference straight out 

of Heinrich von Ofterdingen’s dream about Mathilda in the boat. After 

watching her sink with the boat, Heinrich searches for Mathilda and 

eventually reunites with her; they both are then surrounded by the river.298 

The water is not only unthreatening, but now signifies a space of belonging, 

togetherness and eternity. It evokes the state before birth to which they seem 

to return as the reference to their parents implies. This romantic association 

and influence becomes evident, but is already tentatively pre-configured in 

Klara’s first dream, where Klara’s peacefulness in the water indicates a 

positive state of Being.  

 

Walser’s own self-referentiality must be considered in this context. Among 

his prose writing are pieces that relate directly or indirectly to the novel. 

Brief von Simon Tanner and Simon are obviously linked to Geschwister 

Tanner, but so are also pieces like Der Räuber and Der Schurke Robert. Am 

See, Der Nachen, Der Teich und die Badende are all examples of short 

pieces which in parts repeat certain aspects. In Simon299 from 1904 – written 

presumably shortly before the novel – the protagonist and Klara become 

united as “Mann und Frau”.  

Der Nachen describes a couple of lovers in a boat on a lake, but they are 

blissfully embracing each other unlike in the novel, thus fulfilling a 

romantic ideal. There is no year of publication provided and Walser 

ominously begins the piece as follows: “Ich glaube ich habe diese Szene 

                                                
298 “Er drückte sie an sich. »Wo ist der Strom?« rief er mit Tränen. »Siehst du nicht 
seinen blauen Wellen über uns?« Er sah hinauf, und der blaue Strom floß leise über 
ihrem Haupte. »Wo sind wir, liebe Mathilde?« »Bei unsern Eltern.« »Bleiben wir 
zusammen?« »Ewig«, versetzte sie, indem sie ihre Lippen an die seinigen drückte, 
und ihn so umschloß, daß sie nicht wieder von ihm konnte.” In: Novalis: Heinrich 
von Ofterdingen, Chapter VI. 
299 GW I, 119. 
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schon geschrieben, aber ich will sie noch einmal schreiben.”300 Significant 

in this piece, as in others stories, is the description of merging elements. In 

Am See: “Das Gemälde der Mutter verband sich mit dem leisen, lieblichen 

Plätschern der zarten Wellen.”;301 In the more prosaic piece Das Seestück it 

is the soul that merges with the water;302 Im Nachen night and water become 

one and in Die Badende it is the water and the land. All of these examples 

outline the process of dissolving the world of one reality by overcoming and 

indeed transcending it into a notion of oneness. This is done by way of the 

literary trope of metamorphosis, a main element of Dream. 

 

Evaluation 

However, in Heinrich von Ofterdingen, the boat scene constitutes a love 

scene that reaches the pinnacle of harmony and perfection, the achievement 

and celebration of a transcendental unity of the romantic ideal. Both 

partners join in language and emotional expression in order to become one. 

Walser’s couple – and this includes almost every couple in his work – are 

not in unison. It is the woman that loves, while the man is physically present 

but mute in the face of emotional declaration of love; he has turned away, 

literally expressed in the physical posture as well as in emotional 

disengagement. The love seems one-sided, at least on the surface. But 

instead of reacting to rejection and displaying feelings of disappointment, 

Hedwig and Klara are unfazed by their unrequited love and even integrate 

the very absence and emotional remoteness of the lover into an ideal of 

perfection, as if understanding it as an integral element of their love 

relationship. However, the distance between the lovers can be ascribed to 

the issue of perspective. It is the female viewpoint which is imagined and 

voiced, whereas the inner male experience and perspective is left 

unexplored. The male position is only traceable through reverberations of 

actions/inactions. 

 

                                                
300 GW II, 12. 
301 GW VIII, 119. 
302 GW II, 175. 
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This one-directional love model which pervades his writing is possibly one 

of the reasons why Walser has been accused of being an “Einzelgänger”, 

unable to form relationships and even of autism.303 However, this love 

model can also be understood as a representation of existentialist reality. 

The subject relates to the Other in all human aspects but is essentially alone 

and remains separate from the love object. This perspective indicates a 

move away from romantic ideas and images and into the realm of modernist 

subjectivity. Hong expresses the connection between the figures and 

modernity as follows: 

 

[...] die kurz eingeblendeten Lebensgeschichten der 
Geschwister Klaus, Hedwig und Emil sind insofern von 
großer Bedeutung, als sie eindeutig im Zeichen der 
Auseinandersetzung mit dem Modernen stehen. Sie 
unterscheiden sich alle als exemplarisch moderne Figuren 
von Simon darin, daß sich ihr Grundgefühl im traurigen, 
unglücklichen Bewußtsein ausdrückt, daß sich nicht bloß 
psychologisch begründen läßt.304 

 

Walser 

The permeating motif of the water in this novel exceeds the simple literary 

nod to the Novalis’ novel or other literary sources as it becomes almost a 

leitmotif in a chain of dreams which has its point of origin in the level of the 

novel text. The repetition and variations used – extending also to other 

pieces in his writing – suggest a deeper significance of psychoanalytical and 

possibly mythical nature. This seems to be not merely a device, but an 

image of special meaning to Walser. The image of the lake or pond occurs 

in several examples of Walser’s work like the short prose piece Der Teich. 

The analysis of this theme is continued in the next dream. 

 

The Girl and Hedwig 

The girl at the end of the dream fulfills a particular function. In order to 

illuminate her role, the scene on the lake has to be revisited. First, the man 

                                                
303 Levy, Alfred: Robert Walser oder von der Kunst der Dissimulation. In: Irmgard 
Fuchs (Ed.): Tiefenpsychologie und Revolte: zur Humanisierung des Alltagslebens. 
Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann 2005, 203. 
304 Hong, 2001, 38. 
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in the boat can easily be identified as a version of Simon himself. Also, the 

designation of the sister Hedwig as the female of erotic desire reveals an 

incestuous aspect. 

It has been established above that the glance of the man in the boat was 

mediated by the water and the reflection which was then received by 

Hedwig. This incestuous glance of desire was therefore deflected by the 

process of displacement. In the scene with the girl at the end however, the 

glance has become overt, immediate and is instantaneously recognised and 

judged by the girl itself as taboo. It is punishable by death. The previously 

indirect incestuous wish is hence revealed. The importance lies on the one 

hand in the signification of the girl in the blood-red dress as the coalescence 

of the abstracted erotic object – now without name – the taboo object and 

the societal judge all at once. Therefore, she embodies the shift from the 

Imaginary order to the Symbolic order or to the introduction of the Law of 

the father, to follow Lacan’s psychoanalytical theory. 

On the other hand, the appearance of the girl also divests the manifest dream 

content to reveal the latent dream content, to follow Freud. This act 

underscores the fluctuating process between levels of consciousness within 

the different dream form aspects which constitute this dream and which 

allow such multi-layered operations to convey meaning. 

The ultimate voice at the end though belongs to Simon, now awake, who 

tries to retract this excursion into the deep unconscious by denying it its 

place. “Man darf beim Träumen nie den Boden des Natürlichen 

aufgeben.”305  

 

The unusual relationship between Simon and Hedwig is addressed in other 

parts of the novel. At some point it is mentioned that they are not just 

relatives, but connected by fate and life. The blood ties are expressly less 

valued then the bond of souls which experience the same ‘slice of life’. “Sie 

vergaßen längst, daß sie nur Geschwister waren, sie kamen sich mehr durch 

das Schicksal als durch das gleiche Blut verbunden vor [..]”306 At another 

point the family connection, which seems to separate them according to the 
                                                
305 GW IV, 141. 
306 GW IV, 160. 
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novel, is overcome when they confess: “Du bist eigentlich zu gut dazu, nur 

mein Bruder zu sein. Es ist schade, daß du mir nicht mehr sein kannst: Auch 

das würdest du gerne sein; denn du nickst mit deinem Kopfe.”307  

This ambivalent relationship between brother and sister resonates also from 

other sibling relationships. Hedwig speaks of the problematic issue of the 

exchange of glances with Klaus, which make him uneasy. Hedwig has her 

own interpretation of the uneasiness, but the full nature of the glance as 

metaphor for desire is not to be neglected in this context. 

It may be referred to a comment that Walser made regarding the Oedipus 

saga in his conversations with Carl Seelig.308  

 

Function 

This second dream therefore demonstrates some of the inherent 

characteristics of both dream forms – daydream and nightdream – as 

elaborated on in previous sections. By integrating the two forms in one 

passage, the text is an unusual example of literary dream. It eschews the 

usual construction rules and obvious function of a designated literary dream.  

The utopian nature, often assumed to be the main characteristic of 

daydream, is absent.309 The appearance of the little girl and the sinister 

demand has the hallmarks of a nightmarish sleepdream, revealing a dark and 

threatening element consistent with the influence of the unconscious. Piniel 

sees the girl as the personification of the ‘danger of dreaming’ itself.  

                                                
307 GW IV, 163. 
308 “Lange unterhielten wir uns über den König Ödipus von Sophokles und die 
Hölderlinsche Nachdichtung. Robert ist von diesem Werk hingerissen und hält die 
sexuellen Beziehungen zwischen Mutter und Sohn nicht für eindeutig abstoßend. 
Es könne daraus auch etwas Schönes entstehen, beispielsweise die Antigone. Aber 
aus sozialen Gründen müsse der Inzest selbstverständlich verboten werden. Das sei 
der Schutz des Nachwuchses gegen die Erhaltungs- und Besitzgier des Alters.” 
Seelig, 1998, 112. 
309 Hong addresses the process of imagination in this context: “ [...] sein 
Protagonist geht nicht ausschließlich im Akt der Imagination auf, was noch 
insbesondere im Rahmen der Emphatik des Körperlichen gezeigt wird. Dieses 
Charakteristische bei Walser zeigt sich auch in der Szene des Träumens im achten 
Kapitel des Romans, wo Simon im Zeichen des schon erwähnten Hineinträumens 
in Hier und Jetzt über seine Schwester phantasiert. Er ‘schweift’ in die Imagination 
‘hinüber’, ohne den stillen Zusammenhang mit [sich] und dieser Gegend weiter zu 
würdigen. Aber dieses Träumen unterscheidet er dezidiert vom radikalen Akt der 
realitätsfernen Imagination, während er es an gewissem Punkt ganz bewußt 
abbricht.” Hong, 2001, 68. 
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Ist diese durch ihrer Gewandfarbe tragisch umwitterte und 
durch ihre Gesichtsfarbe überirdisch reine, strenge Gestalt 
eine frühere Geliebte, oder die ihm als Mann 
natürlicherweise vorbestimmte, aber vernachlässigte 
Geliebte, die sein frevles Werben um die Schwester zu 
strafen kommt? Wir wissen es nicht. Aber soviel läßt sich 
mit Sicherheit sagen, daß diese Gestalt die Gefahr des 
Träumens selber verkörpert und noch zur rechten Zeit in 
den Traum eingreift.310  

 

However, in his statement, Piniel disregards the dreamer’s authorship and 

psychoanalytical responsibility of the dreamer, which would also neglect the 

significance of the discussed dream forms.  

 

The appearance of the young girl shocks and also presents a provocative 

aspect due to its inclusion at that specific point in time. This fact shall be 

visited later again and put into context with similar dark and unsettling 

elements in Walser’s literary dream creations. It shall be considered in how 

far this choice represents a deliberate aesthetic intention. Another question 

that poses itself refers to the flair of realism which is achieved by this 

particular construct. The shifts between Dream states and related 

consciousness processes give credence to the understanding of this passage 

as a naturally conceived part within the dream, which gives support to the 

thesis that this part is an unconsciously inscribed daydream originating from 

the author himself.  

 

Summary 

There are two dimensions over which the two dream texts – Klara’s dream 

and this Boat dream – spread themselves. The horizontal spread 

incorporates the themes of the self and relationship – especially the love 

relationship – across various elaborations. 

Considering the shift from ‘inside to outside’, which is evidently achieved 

from the intimate first dream to the populated second dream, these 

                                                
310 Piniel, Gerhard: Robert Walsers Geschwister Tanner. Zürich: Juris Druck + 
Verlag 1968, 74.  
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variations then parallel the shifts in consciousness, states of Being and also 

between dream forms. 

If the two dream texts at hand are viewed as combinations of parts which 

make up a whole – across the horizontal dimension – this whole can in turn 

be understood as a variety of splits and disassembled levels which – 

eventually reassembled – reconstitute an overall Dream text or poetic 

expression of deep human concern about the self and relationship with the 

Other. It is proposed that these segmented dream parts, dispersed across the 

novel, contribute to the renowned Dreamlikeness in Walser’s writing. 

 

There is also a vertical dimension marked by the appearance of nesting 

texts, which results in the presentation of Dream within Dream. For 

example, the author lets Simon dream about a dreaming Hedwig by drifting 

through Dream states and stages of consciousness, and by imagining 

Hedwig’s imaginations. The same can be said to some degree about Klara’s 

first dream, where the protagonist Klara equally seems to drift through 

states of consciousness resulting in seemingly hierarchical perspectives 

from various “I” splinters.  

 

III.1.4 The Paris dream    

This dream is conceptualised as a distinct sleepdream and marked as such 

by the introductory description: Simon arrives in a new place, a rented 

room, in which he immediately lies down to fall asleep. Furthermore, the 

typical characteristics of a sleepdream are being presented by announcing its 

strangeness and also by alluding to an interpretable significance for Simon:  

“Er hatte einen sonderbaren Traum, der ihn noch lange nachher 

beschäftigte.”311  

This direct and almost blunt introduction to the dream induces a particular 

expectation within the reader, which is in accordance with the 

characteristics of such literary dream creation. This opening is marked by 

the expressed statement that it is subject to interpretation and thus 

meaningful to the dreamer. By doing so, the dream is thus placed within a 

                                                
311 GW IV, 216. 
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tradition of theoretical frameworks for literary dreams. Therefore, this 

dream text is distinct from the earlier less categorically defined dream forms 

in the novel.  

However, the subsequent dream itself is characterised by a distinct structure 

of at least three discrete sections with varying character and functions and 

must be analysed in detail. The initial part of the dream, for example, 

presents extremely bizarre images which are reminiscent of natural dream 

experiences and therefore invite both psychoanalytical and poetological 

analysis. This passage functions to create a dream setting and atmosphere of 

unreality. After a second section, marked by a display of gender relations, 

there follows what is obviously the most significant section of this dream 

and which is also imparted with an array of possible meanings. The last part 

is a classic literary dream allegory strongly defined by intertextual 

referentiality. 

 

The diversity within the dream narrative is nevertheless bracketed by the 

self-contained overall structure defining the dream. This is supported by the 

explicit introductory commentary mentioned above and by the stringent 

placement of the dream text within the novel. 

An anonymous authorial narrator retells the dream in the form of a dream 

report, in past tense and in strict third person form. Only direct speech 

utterances by Klara in the last section use the present tense. There is no 

retelling or reconstruction on Simon’s part from a personally involved 

position. In the entire dream, Simon is a distinct passive figure, a spectator 

who observes the dream events of the first part; even in the later allegorical 

section he is a passive follower and addressee for Klara’s ponderings and 

utterings. Only the introductory statement preceding the dream – that he had 

to think about the dream long after – suggests an emotive impact and also 

connects the dream and dreamer to the novel text. 

 

Establishing dream – The Setting  

Along with the introduction, the opening section of the dream signals the 

intention to create a recognisable Dream atmosphere. Establishing the 

setting is in general the first operation within a dream report – which is the 
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literary form associated whith the rendition of a sleepdream experience. “Es 

war in Paris, aber warum es in Paris war, das wußte er nicht mehr.”312 

Consistent with the nature of Dream, causal explanations or realistic 

descriptive signifiers are replaced with the claim of forgetting.   

 

There is no further explanation regarding the place name or reason for its 

use. This is not surprising considering that Walser had never seen Paris but 

had mentioned it in his writing often and seemingly imagined it as an 

ideal.313 

It follows a description of life in the city as he perceives it. Simon sees 

green leaves and green rain, and eventually describes the houses “[…] 

wunderbar hoch bald grau, bald gelblich, bald schneeweiß.”314 Logic 

suggests that there is a variety of houses, but the introduction and sentence 

formation within the marked dream text induces a Dreamlike atmosphere 

which allows for a sense of morphing buildings emphasised by the 

description that the houses are also moving up and down.  

Parallel to the sophisticated Parisian life that is described, there are animals 

such as dogs and sheep as well as cowherds to be found, walking in the 

streets of the city; an arsenal of common Dream symbols indicating the 

merging of city life and countryside. 

 

Walser calls upon other associations historically linked to Dream, namely 

those of the theatre and fairy tales.  

The mentioning of the theatre exposes the unnaturalness of the setting and 

equally alludes to the purpose of a dream as a drama-like interpretable 

narrative. The twilight between day and night corroborates the eeriness of 

the atmosphere and its ambiguity: “Das Licht gehörte halb dem Tag und 

halb wieder der vorgerückten Nacht.” However, Walser actually writes 

about “seltsame natürliche Kulissen in einem Theater”.315 This might be 

read as a random application of paradox to produce a further disorienting 

                                                
312 GW IV, 216. 
313 See Utz, Tanz auf den Rändern, 1998, 223-225. 
314 GW IV, 216. 
315 Both: GW IV, 217. 
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effect or might propose that the artificial, man-made backdrop is 

nevertheless ‘natural’ to another sphere of the imagination. Either way, the 

ambiguity between natural and unnatural, between phantasy and reality 

within the background fabric of the dream is made evident. 

Yet another concept – besides Dream and theatre – is introduced in order to 

evoke unrealness when a comparison is made to Grimm’s fairytales.316 A 

connection between Dream and fairytales, as similar expressions of the 

unconscious and stage for the unreal, is often made in the discourse of 

literature and is subject to different theories, not further explored here.   

 

Imaging 

The colour green is the dominant descriptor in the opening of the presented 

dream and the colour of nature. Despite locating the dream in Paris, green 

nature pervades the scenery: “Zuerst ging er durch eine Straße, die war ganz 

mit grünem, saftigem Laub bedeckt, so daß die Schleppen der Damen das 

Laub rauschend hinter sich nachzogen. Immer fiel ein leiser grüner Regen 

von kleinen, flüsternden Blättern [..]”317 Later, the house where the ‘most 

beautiful women of Paris’ live is covered “mit wildem Grün”, the waiters 

serve in “hellgrünen Fräcken”.318 The use of colour decreases during the 

continuation of the dream report and emphasises the preparative character of 

the opening description. The choice of this colour bears consideration. It 

highlights the contrast between the cityscape and the associations with 

nature. 

 

The Senses 

The leaves on the ground are described by using a series of adjectives 

relating to the auditory sense – “rauschend”, “flüsternd”, 

“unausprechlich”.319 Those expressions can be read as a chain of terms 

progressing along a dimension and acting as signifiers for human language. 

The descriptions range from an archaic sound to a human whisper – the 

                                                
316 GW IV, 220. 
317 GW IV, 216. 
318 Both: GW IV, 217. 
319 GW IV, 216. 
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limit of human speech – and further to the ultimate negative: the 

unspeakable, until only the breath remains: “wie ein Hauch von Wolken.” 

These associations add more to the Dreamlike setting than the visual 

descriptions alone would suggest. They imbibe the atmosphere with a living 

and speaking dimension which binds the dream text to an invisible human 

source. This aspect of life turns the described landscape from an outside 

place to one of the inside, a link to subjectivity and Dream itself. 

The third section of the dream – the dream allegory – exhibits three 

vignettes, each featuring one of Simon’s siblings. Every vignette has its own 

signature scents and smells which seem to attribute meaning to and within 

the respected spaces, while the visual content description is kept to a 

minimum. The first vignette shows Klaus and is introduced by Klara – in a 

Beatrice role – “mit ihrem duftenden, warmen Atem.”320 Hedwig’s space is 

filled with the scent of ‘herbs and flowers’, Kaspar’s room with the ‘smell 

of oil colours’. There is a strong synesthetic element within the dream text, 

as within the novel throughout. Simon ‘feels’ the smell of the paint, Kaspar 

‘rings the bell of his colours’.321  

 

Dream Content – Gendering 

The description of the setting is followed first by the description of men and 

then of women as they both promenade around the city. The construction of 

this passage climactically leads up to the main object of preoccupation: the 

women. This is demonstratively illustrated by the fact that there are dwarves 

among the men in grotesque clothing while the women are much bigger 

then all of the men. It suggests an unequal power relationship between the 

sexes in favour of the women and also reads as a statement of admiration. 

The attires of women are described in detail, where attributes like trains of 

dresses, hats and feathers, gloves and unusual lorgnettes – mostly symbols 

of femininity and sophistication – are more important than the basic clothing 

of the body itself. 

Walser’s usual effusiveness is evident when praising the ‘wonderfulness’ of 

female arms and hands. This part of the dream cumulates in the mentioning 
                                                
320 GW IV, 220. 
321 GW IV, 222. 



III. Part II 
 

142 
 

of the green house where the most beautiful women of Paris are said to live 

– the house symbolises the focal point dedicated to female presence and 

sexuality. All of these descriptions amount to a show of obvious signifiers 

relating to content of gender and sexuality, themes that invite prompt 

interpretation. 

 

The Female Cloud 

Immediately after the section describing the Parisian population, there 

follows what can be considered a sub-story, the tale of the white cloud. This 

cloud is mysterious and strange to the dreamer who is a foreigner, but is 

described as not unusual to the Parisians. 

Hong writes about the delimitation and dissolution of normal reality in this 

dream:  

 

In diesem Traum handelt es sich vornehmlich darum, alles 
Feste, Schwere in der Realität zu sprengen und zu 
entgrenzen, und zwar zugunsten des phantastischen 
leichten Schwebezustandes: Alle Dinge bewegen sich und 
gehen in einander über. Im Zeichen der Juxtaposition 
verschwinden alle Grenzen. Die hohen, bunten Häuser 
scheinen die Schwerkraft des Bodens zu verspotten, 
wollen nämlich ‘sich immer auf und nieder bewegen’. 
Zwischen Erde und Himmel scheint es keine Grenze zu 
geben: Die Wolken legen sich auf einmal auf die Erde und 
bleiben dort liegen, um nachher wieder ‘leicht und 
majestätisch in die Höhe’ aufzufliegen, ‘der Himmel geht 
dann in Paris spazieren und mischt sich unter die 
entzückten Menschen’.322 

  

However, pertaining to the loss of gravity in the dream, Hong is only partly 

right since on the contrary the cloud becomes heavy enough to drift down to 

earth, becoming in fact substance. Rather, a reversal takes place where the 

physical world close to earth starts to float up, but the sky turns heavy and 

sinks. This idea of reversal is in fact even more potent in deconstructing the 

natural world. The cloud becomes a quasi-tangible object, at first foam-like, 

then displaying a textural presence reminiscent of cotton wool from which 

                                                
322 Hong, 2001, 90-91. 
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the women pick pieces. The cloud hovers in the street as an object of 

availability.  

While the women pick at the clouds and are having fun with it, the ‘bad 

boys tickle’ the cloud with ‘burning matches’ so that it rises up into the air 

again. The cloud becomes a medium in the display of contrasting gender 

difference and the relationship between female and male. 

 

The cloud is of course also a form of water. As such it can be interpreted as 

a manifestation of the female with all the connotations explored in earlier 

dreams.  

The comparison between the cloud and a swan also emphasises the female 

association. In this context then, the availability of the cloud gains a 

particular significance. The initial idealisation of women in the dream turns 

into their subjugation to the male, made apparent through the behaviour of 

the street urchins (“Straßenjungen”). The behaviour of both Parisian women 

and corner boys can be understood as a display of previously repressed but 

inherent hostility, despite the playful manner. 

The cloud, so far the metaphor for the female, is now the female essence 

materialised. It can be read – following the implication inherent in the 

senses of hearing and seeing in the previous two dreams – as a variation 

which employs the physical dimension and the kinetic sense of touch. 

However, as in the previous dreams, the attempt to transcend the personal 

and reach the Other through the senses is shown as an impossibility due to 

the reaction of the boys. By connecting the concept of the female and the 

concept of materialisation, the suggestion can be made that when the female 

becomes substance it cannot exist in the presence of the male. This 

extrapolated point stands in contrast to the distinctively drawn roles and the 

relationship between men and women presented earlier. The highly 

sexualised representation of the gender relation in the opening sequence of 

the dream has turned into an abstraction, revealing a problematic 

relationship.  

 



III. Part II 
 

144 
 

Metaphors – Water and Fire 

Images and metaphorical function are particularly fundamental elements of 

the structure of sleepdreams. As such, an obvious construct like this dream 

seems to demand special attention from the reader in order to – if not unlock 

a straightforward meaning – at least engage with the presented signification-

structure of those elements, compared to the earlier visited ambivalent 

dream forms in the novel. 

 

Images from those previous dreams are re-invoked. The example 

“tausendtönige[n] Glocke seiner Farben läute[t]” reappears as a metaphor 

for creative expression in a different context. It is to be noted that water 

images and related associations are repeated in different shapes and various 

forms: “[…] die Straße war breit wie ein großer, breiter Strom.”323 There is 

“Regen von Blättern”,324 “Musik rauschte” “wie das Geplätscher eines 

kostbaren, erfinderischen Brunnens.”325 In Klara’s lament about Hedwig it 

is the very absence of water which connotes death: “Wie eine Blume ist sie 

gestorben, die stirbt, wenn sie welkt.”326 Water appears furthermore in the 

form of rain, snow and humid air in the later allegorical part. 

The cloud, as mentioned above, is a shape reconstituted from evaporated 

water and as such a variation of it. By gaining a defined form it is in a state 

of realisation. This physicality is then advanced to the point where it can be 

plucked like cotton. This very physicality equally signals vulnerability. 

 

The significance of gendered images extends to the subsequent part where 

the boys, high up in the air, light the street lamps while jumping between 

them. The lights take on a life of their own and become movable entities 

like the people. The male in the shape of the “Teufelsjungen” become 

strongly associated with light and fire as they set alight the lamps with the 

matches they previously used to tease the cloud. This dream thus 

paradigmatically introduces images of light and heat. It indicates a transition 

                                                
323 GW IV, 218. 
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along the dimensions of gender marking. The water images of the female 

are replaced by images of fire and light. It seems logical to derive from the 

element of fire the association to the male, if water is the female and 

maternal element. The grouping of gendered characters around the 

respective elements within the dream scenarios accentuates these 

associations. Bachelard – summarised by Joanne H. Stroud – for example, 

suggests the phallic nature of the flame as follows: “The flame is an 

inhabited verticality,”  “Everything upright, everything vertical in the 

cosmos, is a flame” and “everything that rises possesses a flame’s 

dynamics”. How absurd but how true!”327  

 

There are two distinct aspects of the fire association realised in this part of 

the dream. First, there is a connotation with the destructive character of the 

element and a second part offers the transcending association to 

‘enlightening’, the Enlightenment, knowledge and creativity (in the sense of 

“Bildung”). 

In the first case, the fire is used by the “bösen Strassenjungen” to tickle the 

cloud, which reacts by disappearing. The fire is shown in its offensive and 

destructive form and brought into association with the male represented by 

the boys. Following their initial domination of the space, this image 

poignantly demonstrates the final usurpation by the male.  

The second aspect refers to the fire as a light-giving force. The lamp is 

another form of fire representing the transformation of it into the controlled 

light of the lamp328 which, like the candle, becomes illuminating light and 

can be associated with enlightenment, learning and nurturing according to 

Bachelard.  

                                                
327 Joanne H. Stroud: Foreword to Bachelard, Gaston: The Flame of a Candle. 
Transl. by Joni Caldwell. Dallas: Dallas Institute Publications 1988, xii. Fire is a 
poetically potent and versatile metaphor, to follow Bachelard; His philosophical 
work is influenced by poetics, psychoanalysis – mainly Jung – and draws heavily 
from literary material and therefore provides a rich and source for the analysis of 
metaphors relating to the elements about which he wrote so many reveries. 
328 “The flame of a lamp, thanks to man’s ingenuity, is now disciplined. It is given 
over completely to its task, both simple and lofty, as giver of light.” In: Bachelard: 
The Flame of a Candle, 1988, 10. 
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The assignation of meaning thus exceeds the pure gender signification and 

stretches into representation of consciousness modes, whereby the male 

form of fire represents the conscious and by extension knowledge and 

enlightenment par excellence. This concept of fire therefore opposes the 

female principle in the form of the water element, which also represents the 

unconscious. Both elements together complete the dimension previously 

introduced by the female representation in the earlier dreams. The 

associations between fire, the male and the conscious – concentrated in the 

figure of Prometheus – is particularly poignantly made by a text which 

Suzanne Bachelard found amongst her father’s fragments and which 

references C.G. Jung: “Fire-making is a pre-eminently conscious act and 

therefore ‘kills’ the dark state of union with the mother.”329  

Thus, a variety of meanings are connected with the water/fire metaphors. 

The shift in the weighting from the female and maternal to the male not only 

marks a transition in this particular dream but also gains a greater 

importance as this theme is repeated in the later Jakob von Gunten. It 

suggests an overarching significance which shall be discussed further in the 

relevant section.  

The lines of interpretation so far have taken the direction towards the gender 

discourse both in a direct and in a metaphoric manner. Also implied is a 

consciousness/unconsciousness polarisation which, on the male side, 

suggests association with knowledge, rationality and “Bildung” through the 

link with the enlightenment as mentioned above, for example. “Bildung” is 

a notion relating to development within time, historicity and direction, 

therefore belonging in a sense to prosaic consciousness. This then closes of 

the circle of associations which determines the sphere of the male.  

But Bachelard offers more potential for the interpretation of fire and light, 

transcending the strict polarisation of the concepts explored above. As he 

explicates in his works (see references above), fire comes in different forms 

and therefore represents various things. It represents destruction as much as 

life-giving warmth. This is reflected in Bachelard’s choice to separate his 

work into the Poetics of fire and The poetics of the flame. 

                                                
329 Bachelard: Fragments of a Poetics of Fire, 1990, 82-83. 
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In his reveries about fire he refers to the ‘energy becoming pure essence’, 

this kind of transformation constitutes a dissolution of the physical world. 

This process may be seen symbolised by the fire – or light of the lamp – but 

is also underlined by the curious questioning of the reality of the boys’ lives 

in the dream section, their status in life, wondering if they have family, or – 

expressed differently – if they would be grounded in history. These 

pondering questions remain unanswered and are rather left hanging in the 

air, just like the boys themselves.  

Another line of exploration that is opened up by consulting Bachelard 

relates to the problem of the Other. This aspect also arises in the image of 

the lamps:  

 

We must stop here, for as lamp dreamers we have a 
problem: that of the lamp of the other person. 
Phenomenologists of the consciousness of the other person 
have not dealt with such a problem. They do not know that 
a distant lamp is a sign of the other person.330  

 

The scenario of this specific part of the dream prepares the transition to 

another literary form, the dream allegory, and another level of meaning. Up 

to this point the literary sources are at best tenuously hinted at. Now, 

intertextuality is becoming increasingly significant and pronounced. The 

image of the boys igniting the lamps and the expulsion of the cloud evoke a 

scene from the opening of the eighth book in Ovid’s Metamorphosis. There 

it is Lucifer, the lightbringer, who evicts the humid cloud. The expressions 

“böse Jungen” and “Teufelsjungen” underline the implied wickedness of 

their doing on a more obvious level. The Lucifer reference also creates a 

further link to yet another more relevant literary source and provides a 

transition across historical material: Dante’s Divine Comedy. There, Lucifer 

plays an equally important part, especially in the early section. But it is 

Dante’s Beatrice model which supplies the most important reference in 

Walser’s dream. 

 

                                                
330 Bachelard: The Flame of a Candle, 1988, 71. 
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The Dream Allegory – Beatrice 

In this allegorical dream part, Klara occupies the role of the Beatrice figure, 

fulfilling the two seminal characteristics: She is the idealisation of female 

beauty and benevolence but also unavailable to Simon as an object of 

earthly love. (Allusions that Beatrice’s death-bound fate is equally endured 

by Klara appear in the novel’s first dream). Most importantly, she fulfils the 

functions of the soul guide by showing Simon a sequence of three vignettes, 

presented in different rooms. Each vignette focuses on one of Simon’s 

siblings, Klaus, Hedwig and Kaspar. The Beatrice reference is initially 

signified by the white dress that Klara is wearing, but most poignantly by 

the famous glance from her eyes.  References of light or fire in connection 

with Beatrice’s eyes are manifold. Here, a link can be made between Dante 

and Bachelard when Joanne H. Stroud writes in her foreword to The Flame 

of the Candle: “The Paradiso is suffused with this dominant image of the 

luminous flame. The riveting flame magnetizes Dante to accompany 

Beatrice’s lead as he gazes into her eyes. Beatrice’s eyes, “Her holy eyes 

aflame,” provide the guiding light for the pilgrim.”331  

  

Dante 

If – invited by its equally threefold structure – one tentatively applies the 

books Hell, Purgatory and Paradise of Dante’s Divine Comedy as a 

blueprint to this dream allegory it would present as follows: Hell then 

corresponds to the first picture of Klaus. He loves Simon and wants him to 

live a life of earthly values. The striving for bourgeois goods and Simon’s 

refusal of this aim renders Klaus unhappy. The second picture would 

represent Purgatory where Hedwig, not being loved enough, dies. She pays 

for her sensual longing with death which represents the idea of redemption. 

The last picture shown to Simon is the most interesting one. Signified by his 

posture, Kaspar has literally turned his back on romantic love and dedicates 

his life solely to his art. The inherent message conveyed in this part is that 

the life lived entirely for art is that of the highest achievable good. 

 

                                                
331 Joanne H. Stroud: Foreword to Bachelard: The Flame of a Candle, 1988, xiv. 
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Therefore, it is not the spiritual enlightenment provided by religion and the 

promise of eternal salvation that Klara – as the soul guide – provides. Even 

the kinds of love which are addressed in the vignettes appear distinctly 

earthly and human compared to the euphoric sacred love in the Divine 

Comedy.  The highest good to be searched for is revealed as the pursuit of 

the arts. That this ultimate goal is represented by the visual arts is not 

necessarily exclusive. It may well be the writer standing in for the painter, 

both being dedicated to creativity and poetic consciousness. But it seems 

intriguing that Walser chose to use his brother’s profession – and Simon’s 

brother’s profession – instead of his own. However, considering the strong 

affection Simon has for his brother, this expression of admiration can be 

seen as an act of idealisation which Karin Fellner has already noted.332  

While focusing on Dante’s Paradiso as the original work featuring Beatrice, 

there are several issues that demand consideration as they are in contrast to 

what is conveyed in Dante’s cantos or are at least ambiguous. These are: 

 

A) The fact that Klara’s revelations are presented using Simon’s siblings. 

The siblings become fixed as iconic images and as such stand-ins for higher 

concepts. They are therefore reminiscent of the stars in Dante’s heaven. At 

the same time, the narrative takes on an extremely personal character and 

defies the grandiose idealisations of Dante’s philosophical journey.  

 

B) The fact that Simon does neither react nor engage with what Klara may 

want to teach or convey. In The Divine Comedy, of course, the involvement 

with what Dante is taught and shown is so central to the cantos. Dante’s 

change and development is obvious. He yearns for and seeks enlightenment 

and instruction. Simon, in contrast, is completely passive during the process, 

seemingly disengaged, and at the end he simply wakes up. However, it is 

stated that he needs to think about the dream afterwards and finds himself in 

an emotive state which is revealed by his reaction to the women at the 

window opposite his own. Although he feels the effect of the Dream 

experience, there is no real consequence in terms of his development. The 

                                                
332 See Fellner, 2003, 42. 
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images and messages that could be found within the vignettes appear 

therefore void of Simon’s own experience or concerns and are completely 

dissociated from Simon’s character. The only reference outside the dream to 

the dream allegory could possibly be found in a faint shadow of the Beatrice 

figure, when Klara later in the novel dedicates herself to a charitable life, 

forsaking the earthly desires to commit to a higher purpose. Simon however, 

remains the same.  

 

On the other hand, it is also significant that his siblings in the vision do not 

interact with Simon either. They cannot see him and have no language. 

There is no interaction and advice, an essential part in The Divine Comedy 

and in particular in Paradiso, the most relevant part. There, Dante, the faces 

and lights interact intensively so he can learn from them in order to reach 

his goal. Here, there is the display of a series of more or less animated 

pictures that Simon looks upon but which remain isolated and distant 

objects. 

 

C) Another curious point which is observable in the vision is the blurring of 

the lines between the characters. This is apparent in the last vignette when 

Klara starts to progressively talk about herself. Instead of the role of a 

masterful teacher and adviser she reverts to her role that she inhabits in the 

novel and which is that of the understanding but suffering and self-

sacrificing woman, still attached to Kaspar. It seems as if the recipient of her 

teaching is no longer Simon, but that she in fact loses herself in the talking. 

The role of Beatrice is apparently disintegrating, Beatrice becomes Klara, 

and – one could say – Klara becomes Simon.333 The novel infiltrates the 

dream or vice versa. Thereby, the intent articulated in Dante’s religious 

dimension and expressed through progression in time – intent and 

development characterises history and ontic time – is undermined and 

deconstructed. 

 

                                                
333 Fellner has comprehensively commented on the shift and merging of identities 
in her book. 
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D) The fact that the choice to visit Simon’s siblings in the dream allegory 

creates another dimension to his character. The ‘mapping’ of the siblings 

around Simon discloses a new net of meaningful relationships and functions 

to provide a history for Simon. 

 

The Siblings  

As mentioned above, the siblings are not interacting, neither addressing 

each other nor divulging any advice or wisdom. They are in fact isolated 

and silent figures. The distilled essences of their lives encapsulated in the 

vignettes are at first glance simply aspects associated with Simon’s life, but 

they do in fact also create a relation to issues of a general human nature. 

There is Klaus who, according to Klara, loves Simon but does not 

understand him; Hedwig who herself was never loved enough; Kaspar who 

cannot love and must not be loved by a woman in order to be true to himself 

and his goal – to live for his art. The brothers and sister seem to represent 

variations and implications of love, the theme that is central to Dante’s 

Divine Comedy. 

However, in stark contrast to Dante where the stars and luminaries interact 

and speak to the pilgrim in order to instruct, the siblings do neither speak 

nor are they able to hear Simon or Klara. They have no language. Klaus is 

working and only occasionally thinks of the brother. Hedwig never had a 

language because she is like a ‘flower’, unable to answer a ‘question of the 

world’: “Warum kommst du nicht?”334 She only bit her lips, reminiscent of 

the English expression ‘biting her tongue’. The mouth, therefore, knew only 

silence and eventually ‘death’s kiss’. Kaspar has no language because he 

literally turns away from all human concerns to be directed only towards his 

art. He abandoned language because he has no need for it in his art and for 

his muse: nature. 

The siblings all represent different human perspectives and individual roles, 

but all are without speech. Only Klara has language and the words to build 

bridges between them - and Simon as she attempts to create understanding 

and connections in her capacity as an unreal and un-human sorceress in an 

                                                
334 GW IV, 221. 
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unreal space and within Dream consciousness. However, she also exposes 

Simon’s limitations in relation to his siblings and possibly in a general 

sense. Referring here to Kaspar while addressing Simon: “Das verstehtst du 

nicht, das versteht nur er.”335  

Nevertheless, there seems to be no apparent didactic purpose or explicit 

instruction given by Klara. If there is any intention behind the display which 

she exposed him to, it certainly leaves no lasting impact. It does, however, 

have a momentarily unsettling effect immediately after awakening which 

leaves Simon trying to avoid the vulgar women neighbours. He appears to 

be still under the influence of the dream experience. By and large though, 

Simon remains unchanged, a fact which is reflected in several comments in 

secondary literature focusing on the anti-Bildungsroman idea.336  

 

The Frame 

The allegorical part – a rather succinct sojourn compared to the epic 

journeys of guided visions as can be found in the Divine Comedy or even in 

Jakob von Gunten – is itself imbedded in a frame. This context provides the 

setting which allows the subsequent dream allegory to be rolled out. It starts 

with the statement that Simon all of a sudden finds himself in an unfamiliar 

room. Before orienting himself and before any inkling of what awaits him, 

Simon sits down at a table in order to eat and finds himself being waited on 

by a servant. The situation is marked by an almost gleeful indulgence on 

Simon’s part. Upon entering the room he notices – sleeping beside a cat – a 

woman who he recognises as Klara. After he has finished his meal she 

awakes. It seems relevant that Klara, who becomes the soul guide, emerges 

from the sleep realm to which she retreats once again later, after the ‘soul 

journey’. This detail contributes to her role as an other-wordly messenger 

born from the Dream world. Even the cat is an animal associated with the 

female and the esoteric which is reminiscent of Egyptian mythology. The 

                                                
335 GW IV, 222. 
336 “Seine Helden agieren alle jenseits des Perfektibilisierungsprozesses und 
weigern sich konsquent, sich auf die ‘Geschichte des Werdens’ einzulassen, die das 
moderne Subject der idealistisch-geschichtsphilosophischen Selbstverwirlichung 
mit dem Medium ‘Zeit’ zu realiseren sucht.” Hong, 2001, 13. 
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combination of the cat, the wand and the sorceress are also images 

belonging to the tarot, and all were part of entertainment and popular 

literature around the turn of the century. All these association emphasise the 

magical connotations without delivering a coherent literary or spiritual 

system. On the contrary, the presentation of Klara in her environment seems 

randomly constructed and one suspects a laboured attempt to attach validity 

and veracity to her performance which is to follow. 

The frame eventually concludes after the visionary journey when Simon and 

Klara return to the first chamber. In the aftermath of the adventure, Klara 

now announces a new period, a new beginning which is to follow. Klara, 

according to herself, will then go to sleep for a whole season and advises 

Simon to stay in her house during this period where he could spend his time 

reading. The season which they experience at the time of Klara’s 

pronouncement consists of the paradoxical simultaneity of summer and 

snow. The two of them, and the whole world, will eventually be snowed in 

until spring arrives. This period is therefore that of inner withdrawal, rest 

and reflection until both – and humankind – will emerge renewed and 

invigorated, ready to embrace the world anew. The image of the snow is 

ambiguous. It again offers the association of a frozen, stunned form, and at 

the same time the itself stifling influence of this state of the female water, 

unconsciousness and Dream; an apt image for a period of withdrawal and 

introspection. This period appears to be assigned to allow for absorption and 

integration of the previous learning experience gained from the journey. It 

also constitutes a sort of absence. While Klara sleeps, Simon is meant to 

read, a passive act in contrast to writing, painting or speaking. Eventually, at 

the end of the dream, Simon tries unsuccessfully to catch the cat which 

leaves him panting for breath lets him awake. 

 

Literary Influence 

While the historical time frame does not allow Bachelard to be treated as a 

direct source, it can be assumed that the same mythological literary 

traditions which informed Bachelard’s writings could be consciously or 

unconsciously availed of by Walser. However, Dante and Ovid can surely 

be taken as direct influences on the well-read Walser. Particularly the 
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Beatrice model used to be very popular in the late nineteenth century which 

is subject to Julia Straub’s book The Victorian Muse337.  

The particular elements relating to magic in this dream section appear 

almost like props in this instance, employed to suggest Dreamlikeness. 

There is no actual incident within the dream where Klara displays the 

magical powers of a sorceress. The only occasion which implies magic 

refers to her opening the door to the first room apparently without using her 

hands. Her real power is that of the soul guide, but this power belongs to the 

model of Beatrice who is no sorceress.  

Even the passage which precedes the dream allegory gains more relevance 

now for being a bridging element, linking the different dream parts together 

through the references to Dante. Therefore the light of the lamps can now be 

put in a more concrete context where the moving lights high up in the sky 

can be compared to the stars in the heavenly sphere in Paradiso. 

Thus, identified in this dream text are: the closeness to 19th Century 

preoccupations (Beatrice); the merging of classical literary sources; 

considerations regarding gender representations; anti-modernist tendencies 

in the form of refusal of self-development and purpose; and in turn the 

dedication to a poetic Dasein. 

  

Psychoanalysis 

The psychoanalytical perspective imposes itself in view of the obvious 

gender aspect. However, apart from the issues discussed above, there is 

once again the representation of ‘the women’ in the opening of the dream to 

be considered, which suggests an expression of extreme devotion to the 

female, a notion which is subsequently undermined by the covert display of 

conflict and aggression. The women in the streets are being described 

almost as caricatures. The list of details depicting them consists of only 

exaggerated features like ‘light yellow and deep black’ hair; of huge hats – 

too big to carry – and of exposed legs and feet with amazing shoes. They 

have become reduced to symbols of the female, of which the shoes and feet 

                                                
337 Straub, Julia: A Victorian Muse. The Afterlife of Dante’s Beatrice in Nineteenth 
Century Literature. London, New York: Continuum International Publishing Group 
2009. 
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are often recurring fetishes in Walser’s writing.  Fetishes represent 

displacements of the sexual drive, according to Freud, and therefore 

represent a split from the original, actual object of desire. Fellner has noted 

this as a psychological operation in order to create distance to the object in 

Geschwister Tanner:  

 

Über die intensivierte Wahrnehmung der weiblichen 
Kleidung [..] wird die Frau zu einem weitgehend 
stilisierten Objekt der Lust und damit wieder in jene 
sichernde Distanz gerückt, die immer mit Simons 
Begehren einhergeht.338  

 

However, apart from eschewing love relationships through this fetishistic 

assignation and from delineating the female objectification, there is another 

aspect that can contribute to the present examination. Agamben connects 

fetish and “Ichspaltung” and pinpoints to another link which presents a 

variation in the dissolution process that underpins this section of the dream 

text in particular and the novel in general. “Both symbol of something and 

its negation, the fetish can maintain itself only thanks to an essential 

laceration in which two contrary reactions constitute the nucleus of an 

authentic fracture of the ego (Ichspaltung).”339 

 

Assessing Dream Nature 

In addition to the poetological and psychoanalytical analysis of the text 

denoted as dream, there shall be a further examination in order to evaluate 

the presented dream in terms of its structure, nature and function and in the 

context of Dream concepts and theories. The pivotal characteristics of 

Dream established earlier – temporality instead of ordinary time, dissolution 

of space and the “I” and, in addition, the diffusion of the different levels of 

text (dream and novel) to the extent of them ‘bleeding’ into each other – 

shall be used once more as a matrix to which the denoted dream texts can be 

held up to. The following section looks at the issues that emerge from such 

considerations. 
                                                
338 Fellner, 2003, 56. For female clothes and fetish see also Reinacher, 1988. 
339 Agamben, Giorgio: Stanzas – Word and Phantasm in Western Culture. 
Minneapolis & London: University of Minnesota Press 1993, 32. 
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Temporality and History 

Hong, whose work focuses in particular on time and temporality as a means 

of demonstrating Walser’s anti-modernism,340 addresses and explicates this 

issue directly within the context of the Paris dream: 

 

Der Traum von Paris, den Simon während des kurzen 
Schlafes am Tag hat, läßt sich hier als ein Ausdruck für 
den Abschied von der ‘Geschichte’, der ‘Zeitutopie’, 
lesen. Was bei diesem Traum vor allem signifikant ist, ist, 
daß er von einem Ort jenseits der Zeit träumt, also nicht 
von der Zukunft. Paris gilt in diesem Kontext als der 
imaginative Raum, den Walser im Hinblick auf die 
moderne Verzeitlichung der Welt im Zeichen der Raum-
Emphase konzipiert, was im folgenden zu betrachten ist: 
Was in diesem Traum erscheint, ist nicht als Versprechen 
auf die Zukunft zu interpretieren.[..] Die Grenze zwischen 
Stadt und Land, Kultur und Natur läßt sich auch nicht 
mehr bestimmen. Mitten in Paris ziehen nämlich 
Schafherden und Hühe durch die Straßen wie durch ein 
Tal. Dem Erzähler zufolge heißt es: ‘Die Natur schien sich 
in dieser Straße niedergesetzt zu haben.’ Bei dieser 
Aufhebung aller Grenzen zugunsten des Modus des 
Nebeneinanders geht es besonders um die Entgrenzung 
der Zeit der empirischen Realität. Die Grenze zwischen 
Tag und Nacht hebt sich in dem Ort Paris auf: ‘Das Licht 
gehörte halb dem Tag und halb wieder der vorgerückten 
Nacht.’. Die Grenze zwischen den Jahreszeiten gilt auch 
im Zeichen des Simultanen nicht: Es schneit in der 
sommerlichen, grünen Straße, ‘und zwar so dicht, [...] daß 
ein Hindurchschauen unmöglich war’, und dann blühen 
die Bäume wiederum an einem Tag. Paris läßt sich also als 
der absolut zeitlose, ahistorische Ort des ‘Raumes’ 
bezeichnen, in dem die ewige Gegenwart das Leben 
beherrscht. Daher läßt Simon Paris als den Ort erscheinen, 
wo ‘die Götter [...] heimisch sein könnten’ die nämlich 
jenseits des ‘Werdens’ nur ewig ‘sein’ können. Mit der 
suggestiven Atmosphäre des Zustandes des zeitlosen 
Schmelzens und des Schwebens korrespondiert das 
Verhalten der Pariser: Sie wecken den Anschein, die 
physikalische Schwerkraft der Erde überwunden zu haben, 
sie kleben nicht am Boden fest.341 

 

                                                
340 Hong, 2001. 
341 Hong, 2001, 90-91. 
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This perspective of dissolution of vulgar time is, as mentioned earlier, 

relevant for the novel as well as to Walser’s writing in general. However, an 

exception to Hong’s observation can be detected in the vignettes. By 

confronting Simon with his siblings’ images in a relational context, he is 

provided with a personal history, albeit one that is only sketchily explored. 

It nevertheless implicates him in an ontic time complex. In these vignettes, 

Simon is furthermore confronted with his connectedness to the Other 

reaching over and beyond his own isolated position which is so often the 

topic in secondary studies. 

Klaus loves him, so does Klara in a platonic way. Simon therefore belongs 

and matters to others; in regards to Hedwig, he is complicit to her suffering: 

“ihr ließt sie leiden [..]”342 He is an actor in life whose actions or omissions 

impact on another soul; he is contrasted with Kaspar who kills love for the 

sake of his work which demands: “Abtötung alles Lieben und Innigen, um 

eine Liebe und eine Innigkeit ganz auf das Schaffen zu übertragen.” But 

Simon is different: “Das verstehtst du nicht [..]”343  

All these aspects appear to culminate into an image of a humanised, real-life 

Simon. It is an identity which Simon is lacking outside this dream section. 

The position of the bystander or outsider inhabiting the Dream 

consciousness in the rest of the novel is challenged through these bonds to 

others, which he seemingly can’t avoid after all.  

Therefore the last dream paragraph functions as a mediating text to bring 

Simon into a world of a different kind. This space then is not a dream where 

the uncovered unconscious reveals a hidden or suppressed truth – although, 

a psychoanalytical reading is equally relevant as it connects Simon to the 

Other and to the world and thus indicates oneness, the transcendence of 

solitary Being. But the point that needs to be made here refers to the 

inversion of the traditional relationship between literary dreams and 

representation of usual reality. The designated spaces for each realm are 

reversed in the case of such an allegorical form. As the ahistorical being at 

the level of the novel, as Hong sees him, who has no ‘time’and who is not 

moving towards anything because he simply ‘is’, he is already within 
                                                
342 GW IV, 221. 
343 Both: GW IV, 222. 
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Dream. He is a figure that inhabits Dream by being in the state of poetic 

consciousness. In other words, Simon of the novel is within a space or rather 

within an undefined process between states constituting Dream. So when he 

is ‘set’ into the dream allegory, he is actually outside the Dream state and 

becomes real, a part of historicity and the ontic world.  

 

To conclude: Through the association with his siblings in a net of emotional 

relationships – despite the absence of special references to home – a mirror 

has been held up to Simon. He has been confronted with human 

relationships as he comes face to face with his own history. In this sense the 

allegorical passage of the dream illuminates the concept of the ontic world 

which Simon – and the reader – is made aware of and asked to reflect on. 

This is otherwise absent from the novel text, as proposed by Hong: Simon 

of the novel is not a figure confined by historicity and ordinary time but is 

removed from it to become a figure of Dream consciousness where time is 

irrelevant and where there is no space. He is ordinarily a ‘Dream figure’ and 

becomes only ‘real’ in this dream. 

 

The “I” and Authenticity 

As the nightdream is not told as a dream report by the dreamer himself, 

there prevails a significant tone of distance and remoteness compared to the 

rest of the novel and even compared to the previous dreams. At no time does 

the dreamer speak. There is no speaking or retelling “I” but for a great part 

an impersonal “man”: “Wenn man erstaunt fragte…”, “Man dachte…”, or 

passive form: “[es] wurde geantwortet...”344 It almost appears as though 

there is no dreamer at all who had a personal Dream experience, but as if 

this is a carefully created story with only a hidden dreamer. Particularly the 

first part of the text appears almost laboured. This is underlined by the strict 

formal construction marked by orderly sets of setting and figures despite the 

strange and morphing elements. This dream is a classic literary construct 

that has at its core a specific theatrical set of a dream allegory in which 

                                                
344 All GW IV, 217. 
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Klara is the designated “Seelenführerin”. The reference to actual Dream 

symbols provides the background and frame for this narrative. 

 

The fact that the last vignette in particular turns into an extensive 

monologue spoken by Klara, in which she talks about herself and her 

relationship with Kaspar, indicates a departure from Simon’s own concern. 

The figure at the centre of the monologue, which is also the object of the 

dream, now seems to shift from Simon to Klara in this space of 

introspection. Hence, the crossover indicates a diffusion of role allocations. 

The shift can be located in the second vignette where Klara recalls her letter 

to Hedwig, revealing her own longing. It can also be suggested that some 

aspects of the character Hedwig, as displayed in this dream allegory, have 

been transferred from the ‘original’ Klara of the novel. The degree of 

loneliness ascribed to Hedwig is rather characteristic of Klara. Also, the 

associations between the female and the Beatrice model spin some 

interconnections between the figures and even across novels. Beatrice is 

Dante’s death-bound heroine, but the notions about a fateful early death are 

shared tentatively between Klara – due to the allusions in the first dream – 

and Hedwig in the dream allegory within Geschwister Tanner. The double 

assignation of this death-bound fate and the role of the soul guide is later 

merged and concentrated in the figure of Lisa Benjamenta in the Beatrice-

dream in Jakob von Gunten. There the woman reveals to the protagonist 

Jakob the secrets of the “inneren Gemächer” and eventually dies. This 

extension of the character diffusion and “I” problem makes the concept even 

more striking and also directs attention toward the importance of this 

device. The Beatrice model is clearly developed further by Walser in the 

later novel. The literary reference to Beatrice will therefore become a matter 

both of intertextuality and of self-referentiality for Walser. 

 

As argued earlier, the Dreamlikeness which results from the “I”- diffusion 

and dissolution of character boundaries occurs vertically within the dreams 

as well as horizontally throughout the overall text. Most notable is the 

boundary problem between Hedwig and the mother, both in relation to 

Simon, which Fellner identifies as marked by incest phantasy. This is 
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particularly evident in the second dream. But there is also an overlapping 

between the characters of Simon and Hedwig which amounts to a degree of 

exchangeability.  

 

Im Lauf ihres Zusammenlebens auf dem Lande etabliert 
sich ein wechselseitiges Vertrauen. Ähnlichkeiten werden 
sichtbar, die zeigen, wie die nivellierende Tendenz auch 
auf die Geschlechtsidentitäten übergreift, die sie einander 
anähnelt als androgyne.345  

 

Thus, this diffusion stretches from the constellation between the characters 

of Simon and Klara – as shown in the shift in the dream allegory for 

example – to other character constellations and hence challenges gender 

definitions. This phenomenon is noticeable time and time again in and 

between the novel sections as well as the dedicated dream parts, proving to 

be an example of the forward- and backward infiltration of Dream. 

Karin Fellner has pointed out the particularly close relationship between 

Simon and Kaspar, who appears to become an ideal version of Simon. In the 

chapter Bruderliebe und Homoerotik she approaches this diffusion as 

Simon’s desire for another, better “I” and writes:  

 

Das Begehren nach dem andern Ich, das hier aufscheint, 
wird durch Kaspars Erfolge als Maler und Geliebter 
Klaras unterstützt. Hinsichtlich dieser gelungenen Berufs- 
und Liebeskarriere erscheint er wie das Ich-Ideal Simons. 
In Simons Briefen an Kaspar artikuliert sich ein 
imaginäres Aufweichen der körperlichen Grenzen: Dein 
Kopf kommt mir jetzt wie der meinige vor[..]346  

 

This view provides one explanation for the choice of using Kaspar in the 

third vignette as the personification of the ideal life of complete dedication 

to the highest good: art. At the same time, the vignette is also an exposition 

for what is really important to Simon – and, by extension, to Walser. 

Therefore, the explanation by Fellner, which sees the professional and 

therefore societal success as the criteria that makes Kaspar the ideal, has to 

                                                
345 Fellner, 2003, 47, referencing Andreas Gößling (Ein lächelndes Spiel 1991, 
147-148). 
346 Fellner, 2003, 42. 
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be modified. Simon’s desire is indeed not the materialistic achievement 

valued by the prosaic world but he has higher aspirations, as the reference to 

Dante alludes to. 

Fellner already mentions examples of diffusion of characters – which she 

coined ‘Identity diffusion’ – in Walser’s dramolets and ascribes this 

characteristic to a flawed relationship with the mother. “In den angeführten 

Dramolette werden von den Hauptfiguren Fritz, Peter und Schneewittchen 

immer wieder Wege aus der von der Mutter verursachten 

“Identitätsdiffusion” gesucht.”347  

 

Nightdream, a Subverted Concept by Walser? 

Particular importance should be placed on the fact that the transition from a 

female to a male universe and from unconsciousness to consciousness 

marks a progression which can be understood as a process of becoming. 

Withholding judgement on how this process should be evaluated for the 

time being, the fact that a contingent movement from one sphere to another 

has been fixed in this dream suggests the reintroduction of the concept of 

history within this structure. It may be referred back to Hong who had 

established the absence of history – as manifestation of ordinary time – in 

Geschwister Tanner (and extended to Walser’s overall writing). It appears 

that in this particular part of the dream text the overall state of ontological 

temporality as a characteristic of the Dream state – which had infused the 

previous dream texts and novel – has been abandoned and replaced by a 

structure that mimics a narrative of ontic nature. It provides a historically 

organised entity which spans several concepts between poetic and prosaic 

consciousness. This construct of a dream is also in opposition to the usual 

Freudian-based concept of a nightdream. The unconsciousness state of such 

sleepdream, marked by the absence of the sense of time, instable “I” as well 

as displacement, has been eroded. This part of the dream together with the 

dream allegory performs exactly the opposite of what a usual nightdream 

suggests. 

                                                
347 Fellner, 2003, 34. Fellner also references Christian Angerer, (Rollenspiele. 
1995,56). 
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This corroborates the thesis mentioned earlier that Walser creates one model 

of sleepdreams – amongst other models – that is in fact inverted in terms of 

state of mind as well as the relation to consciousness and has therefore a 

specific impact on functions and meaning.  

 

III.1.5 Other dreams 
There are two further text sections that should be included as examples for 

daydream phantasies. Due to the nature of Walser’s writing, it is not always 

easy to distinguish between text parts as being either reveries, monologues, 

descriptions or comments. The shifts between such variations are sometimes 

seamless, sometimes abrupt. Equally, it is often difficult to distinguish 

between the designated authorial voice and the protagonist Simon’s 

thoughts. Very often the boundaries are bracketed by apostrophes in order to 

attribute texts to Simon’s ponderings, or they are marked by explicit 

assignations “Simon dachte”, for example. Without these markings, the 

transitions are often indistinct and text parts may be attributed to the 

Dreamlike text of the novel or indeed may be considered reveries in their 

own right.  

 

However, there are passages that are particularly worth mentioning. One of 

these sections consists of the statement that Simon tries to sleep, “Aber es 

kamen andere Gedanken, die alle mit Nächten zu tun hatten.”348 The reader 

is told that Simon is thinking of the fear of darkness that children experience 

when lying in bed at night. The text part starts as a rational engagement with 

the topic but the neutral voice which introduces those thoughts then drifts 

into a voice which phantasises about those fears. The perspective shifts 

together with the consciousness state. It commences with: “Da greift nun 

das Kind im Dunkel, im dicken Dunkel und stößt nur auf Dunkel. Des 

Kindes Angst und das Dunkel kommen ganz gut miteinander aus, aber nicht 

das Kind mit der Angst.”349 The voice, crossing from an outside position 

                                                
348 GW IV, 54. 
349 GW IV, 54. 
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into one which identifies with the experience and the emotional charge of 

the text, thus becomes the voice of a personal narrator.  

 

Sie [the fear] bemächtigt sich des kleinen Kindes, denn sie 
ist etwas so Großes, Dickes, Schweratmendes; das Kind 
würde zum Beispiel gern schreien wollen, aber es wagt es 
nicht. [..] Denke man sich jetzt, daß jemand herankäme, 
leise fürchterlich leise. Nein, das lieber nicht denken. 
Lieber das nicht denken. Derjenige, der das denkt, stirbt 
mit dem Kinde vor Schreck.350  

 

Eventually, in the face of terror, the narrator withdraws his engagement and 

breaks out of the daydream episode. This text is a short interlude in the 

novel but is reminiscent of the second dream – Simon’s Boat dream. There, 

Simon interrupts his daydream when he becomes aware of a consciousness 

shift marked by the appearance of the girl figure demanding death. The 

common feature is therefore determined by an impending threat invading 

the unconsciousness but which is swiftly avoided by the conscious mind. 

This short phantasy is therefore compounding an undefined but inherent 

awareness of something sinister which the consciousness can not 

acknowledge. 

Interestingly, the phantasy is only attributed to Simon through the 

introduction. After the perspective shifts towards the end, an authorial 

statement follows addressing all parents: “Eltern, Eltern, stecket nie eure 

unartigen Kinder in dunkle Kammern [..]”351 Hence, the perspectives 

become confused between neutral authorial voice, Simon and a personal 

voice which can be attributed to Walser himself. 

 

Other text passages have the appearance of daydreams but are in fact fully 

rational forward projections. Some of these are life plans, such as Hedwig’s 

assessment of her life and her considerations in relation to making life 

changes. There is an element of imagination and picturing, but evidence of 

processes of deep Dream consciousness is missing. The other imagined texts 

are written in the subjunctive form which guarantees that a distance is 

                                                
350 GW IV, 55. 
351 GW IV, 55. 
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inserted between the “I” and the imagined scenario. Thus, these text forms 

do not represent the experience of Being as Dream texts do.   

 

One such example is the long phantasy which Simon explores while he is in 

the process of communicating it to his friend Rosa. It is entirely written in 

the subjunctive tense, uses the impersonal “man” and consists of a 

projection of a bourgeois life. Simon entertains the possibility of romantic 

love, marriage, social role and integration into the establishment. 

 

Im Geschäft würde man sich langsam unentbehrlich 
machen, und der Chef wäre glücklich, eine solche 
Erwerbung wie mich gemacht zu haben. Abends nach 
Hause gekommen, säße man im geheizten Zimmer, und 
die Bilder an den Wänden würden angesehen, von denen 
eines vielleicht die schöne Kaiserin Eugenie darstellen 
dürfte und ein anderes eine Revolution.352  

 

Eventually, the incompatibility of such a course of life with Simon’s actual 

nature and the subsequent subversion of that idea becomes evident. After a 

long and intense romantic built-up involving a minute by minute account of 

increasing closeness with an imagined wife, Simon sees himself breaking 

into laughter. “Das würde ein langes Bitten und Schauen sein. Erst wäre es 

ein flehender Blick von ihr, dann würde es mich reizen, sie ebenso 

anzusehen, dann würde ich natürlich lachen müssen und sie würde mir 

trotzdem vertrauen.”353 This is not a wish-fulfilment dream but rather a 

teasing play with traditional forms and expectations which have no place in 

Simon’s life.  

This text constitutes a space in which Walser deposits the customs and 

values of the outside or modern world; as something he does not desire or 

want to achieve, but to keep at a distance. This phantasy text, in addition to 

other nightdream creations, demonstrates that social demands and traditions 

only exist in the safe isolation of simulated dreams – for Simon as well as 

for Walser. Thus, this variation of a literary dream demonstrates a particular 

function in the service of the wilful mind. It shows the particular text in fact 
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353 GW IV, 124. 
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harbouring an intent and employing a process which results in the 

deconstruction and dismissal of societal rules and codes.  

 

III.2 Jakob von Gunten 

 

This is the third of Robert Walser’s Berlin novels which was published in 

1909 and probably written in Berlin in 1908.354 In its title, Walser calls it a 

diary which is seemingly written by the protagonist Jakob von Gunten about 

his time in the Institute Benjamenta. This is a school, run by the proprietor 

“Herr Benjamenta” and his sister Lisa, where young men are trained in 

order to become servants. The school is an enigmatic place where the pupils 

are submitted to inane drills but where in fact nothing else is really taught. It 

is not clear if the other teachers are asleep or even exist. Jakob describes his 

life, his fellow pupils and in particular his relationships with the two 

siblings. The interactions are driven by a tension that exists between Jakob’s 

self-professed humility and proclaimed desire to become a ‘perfect zero’ on 

one hand and his unyielding and rebellious nature on the other. Eventually, 

Jakob proves to be the catalyst in the demise of the institute. Both 

Benjamenta and the teacher Lisa become emotionally reliant on Jakob. After 

he essentially rejects Lisa’s approaches, she dies for no apparent reason 

other than lack of love. Finally, Jakob leaves the institute together with its 

master Benjamenta in order to abandon the world of culture and ‘thinking’ 

and to travel into ‘the desert’.  

 

Jakob von Gunten is the novel most often connected with Dream. This is 

due to the unrealness and Dreamlikeness of life in the institute itself which 

is a claustrophobic and eerie place355. In addition, Jakob himself alludes to 

the Dream nature when he declares early in the novel that his time in the 

institute appears to him like a dream. This would make the subsequent 

dreams texts in fact dreams within a dream, which should thus potentiate the 

                                                
354 See afterword by Jochen Greven, GW VI, 351. 
355 Dagmar Grenz calls it “Weltlosigkeit des Instituts”. See Grenz, 1974, 88.  
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significance of the novel in terms of Dreamlikeness.356 Also, the novel is 

written in diary form even though time markings such as dates are entirely 

absent357, which contributes to the phantasmagoric effect. 

 

The dreams 

Susanne Sethe358 has identified seven dreams: four nightdreams and three 

daydreams. Some of the daydreams will be given less attention in this 

examination than the nightdreams as they offer limited scope in terms of 

Dream characteristics and a literary trajectory. As addressed previously in 

the section of Geschwister Tanner, some texts labelled as daydream often 

bear little resemblance to the specific processes of the mind related to that 

particular consciousness form and often constitute forward projections of 

plans in the subjunctive tense and come from a clear wake state of 

consciousness.359 Thus they lack a sense of Dream nature as well as the 

elaborations of Dreamlike aesthetics in the content. 

This observation goes hand in hand with and draws attention to the 

significantly changed overall tone of the denoted dreams in this novel, 

Jakob von Gunten. All of the dream texts here are substantially different in 

their form – if not their content – to the dreams in Geschwister Tanner. The 

interestingly conceptualised compositions, the vivid visual imagery and the 

rich psychological and aesthetic values of the dream texts in Geschwister 

Tanner are by and large not realised in Jakob von Gunten, apart from some 

parts of the last dream text. The strict allegorical dream form prevails. 

Andreas Gößling has noticed this: 

 

Beziehung zwischen abstrakt-metaphorischen und 
allegorischen Verfahren wird in Jakob von Gunten 
mehrfach durchgespielt, etwa in Jakobs Traum, in dem er 

                                                
356 See also section: Summary and Conclusion.  
357 “In Walsers Roman wird kein einziges Datum genannt. Es gibt bekanntlich in 
dem ganzen Roman keine Zeitangabe, die präziser wäre als abends oder mittags. In 
dieser Konsequenz ist das Fortlassen der Daten die Aufhebung des Untertitels. 
Warum also nennt Robert Walser seinen Roman Ein Tagebuch?” Lemmel, 
Monika: Robert Walsers Poetik der Intertextualität. In: Dieter Borchmeyer (Ed.): 
Robert Walser und die moderne Poetik. Frankfurt a. M: Suhrkamp 1999, 86.   
358 Sethe, 1976. See also Angerer for religious motifs. 
359 See also previous section: Definitions. 
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Mama, die Liebe und Ferne, ins Gesicht geschlagen, die 
Heilige an den Ehrfurcht einflößenden Haaren [...] 
gerissen liegt; oder in dem Traum, wo er als reicher 
Machthaber einen ganzen Reigen allegorischer Gestalten 
zugrunde gerichtet hat, darunter die Erfahrung selber, die 
ihm die Füße [leckte].360  

 

Diana Schilling notes: “Jakob von Gunten ist der abstrakteste Roman 

Walsers, nirgendwo sonst arbeitet Walser so konsequent allegorisch.”361 

 

The dream allegory, as stated earlier, is understood as a construct using 

imagery to present a concept and it is set in a text denoted as dream. It has 

no deep hidden meaning – as defined in the German term “Allegorese” – 

which is evident in Walser’s novels. It is certainly of literary merit but as 

such has little Dreamlike strangeness.362 Therefore, its use in Jakob von 

Gunten – a rather hermetic and confined text which is so strongly associated 

with Dream – seems to indicate inconsistency. In fact, in this particular 

regard the examples of dream allegories in this novel are protruding from 

the Dreamlike texture of the novel like incongruent inserts. The allegorical 

dream texts are indeed passages that convey intentional statements of 

rational considerations. The first of the following dreams and the last dream 

are the only passages which display other characteristics. 

 

III.2.1 The Mother or Mater Dolorosa  
A brief phantasy preceding this nightdream has Jakob wondering about 

home. He thinks about his mother and assumes that she is crying, yet he 

does not write to her. This section is very brief and would not be noteworthy 

if it did not presage the second clearly acknowledged nightdream, already 

revealing the ambiguous emotions that Jakob is harbouring towards his 

mother. The apparent caring thoughts about her are juxtaposed with a 

punishing behaviour which he alludes to in his tales. Here he denies his 

mother his love by ignoring her; in the subsequent sleepdream he even beats 
                                                
360 Gößling, Andreas: Abendstern und Zauberstab – Studien und Interpretationen 
zu Robert Walsers Romanen Der Gehülfe und Jakob von Gunten, Würzburg: 
Königshausen & Neumann 1992,198. 
361 Schilling, 2007, 47. 
362 See Engel in section: Definitions, Literary Dream. 
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her. A hidden conflict reveals itself and invites a psychoanalytic 

perspective, exceeding a straight forward Oedipus-situation. “Ja, ich denk 

an Mama. Sie wird weinen. Warum schreibe ich ihr nie? Ich kann’s nicht 

fassen, gar nicht begreifen, und doch kann ich mich nicht entschließen zu 

schreiben.”363 This last sentence relates to Jakob’s state of being ‘between 

minds’, indicating a separation of the mind which Jakob becomes aware of 

and reflects on: the conscious part on one hand and the unconscious part on 

the other. 

 

The first dream text then is designated by Jakob as a nightdream and 

conveyed as a dream report. The revealed content consists of the confession 

that Jakob had brutally beaten his mother. This shocking fact is contrasted 

with Jakob’s distraught reaction expressed in his account: “So träumte mir 

eines Nachts, ich hätte Mama, die Liebe und Ferne, ins Gesicht geschlagen. 

Wie schrie ich da auf und wie jäh erwachte ich. Der Schmerz über die 

Scheußlichkeit meines eingebildeten Benehmens jagte mich zum Bett 

heraus.”364 The subsequent report is steeped in emotive language expressing 

sorrow for the mother and horror in the face of his own brutal act within the 

dream. Jakob’s statement is an attempt to disown his dream and the therein 

revealed hostility. The subsequent passionate reaction, however, is so 

exaggerated that it almost appears insincere and evokes suspicion. He 

intersperses his narrative with demands on himself to stop, only to continue 

more fervently. “..und wie sie sich im Weh badete, und wie dann der 

Nacken nach hinten zurücksank. Aber wozu mir diese Bilder von neuem 

vormalen?”365 

 

Nevertheless, the rejection of his dream ego’s deeds and the separation of 

his dream “I” from his wake “I” contained therein – readable as 

psychoanalytic unconsciousness and consciousness – brings up the issue of 

                                                
363 GW VI, 22. 
364 GW VI, 34. 
365 GW VI, 34. 
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responsibility for any actions within dreams.366 Another step, which the 

conscious mind undertakes in order to refute responsibility for the dream 

content, lies in the process of locating the implied dream source outside the 

dreamer. “So träumte mir eines Nachts [..]” is distinctly different to the 

form: “Ich träumte”. It alludes to a process entirely out of the control of the 

“I”. In addition, Jakob uses the subjunctive form: “Ich hätte die Mama [..]”, 

which creates further dissociation. 

The almost desperate attempt to disown the negative side of the self which 

is exposed in the dream and the disregard for responsibility is met with an 

air of suspicion by the reader, as mentioned above. The revelation is entirely 

voluntary and suggests that Jakob – and Walser by extension – is well aware 

of the relevance and effect on the reader. The passage is more ambiguous as 

some interpretations suggests. 

 

Susanne Sethe, for example, offers a religious reading of Jakob von 

Gunten.367 The references to religion and particularly to the bible within the 

novel are obvious and are commented on in several sources, for example by 

Angerer and Greven. However, there is no indication that Walser intended a 

religious project in any of his works. It will be suggested that these biblical 

references are rather part of a wider literary and cultural pool of sources. 

Therefore, for the purpose of this dissertation the religious allusions and 

quotes are understood as literary tools rather than part of programmatic 

intention.  

When Sethe addresses this dream by interpreting it through the religious 

prism, she focuses on the motif of suffering experienced by Jakob’s mother, 

which is elaborately illustrated. “Die Tränen schossen wie schneidende 

Strahlen zu den mütterlichen Augen heraus. [..] wie der Jammer ihr den 

Mund zerschnitt und zerriß.”368 She likens the description to those of 

martyrs and saints and sees this aspect in the novel as Jakob’s confrontation 

and overcoming of human suffering par excellence, and therefore as a 

                                                
366 See Schmidt-Hannisa, Hans-Walter: Der eiserne Szepter des Schlafes, 1998. See 
also Part I, Dissolution of the “I”, Dream and Walser. 
367 Sethe, 1976. Regarding religious motifs see also Angerer, 1995, 147. 
368 GW VI, 34. 
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programmatic objective within the novel. She states: “Damit verdeutlicht 

Jakobs Traum, in dem die Mutter, die “Liebe” und “Ferne”, zur Mater 

dolorosa wird, wie qualvoll er an der Vorstellung leidet, sich am Liebsten 

und Heiligsten zu versündigen.”369 However, she ignores Jakobs wilful role 

as the ‘perpetrator’ and himself as the cause of her suffering within the 

dream, which actually is the most notable fact. She only pays attention to – 

and believes – Jakob’s expressed statements which he makes outside the 

dream. She overlooks the provocative charge of the dream and does not 

consider the specific potential of Dream in this literary text. Hence, a 

psychoanalytical reading yields more plausibility.  

This dream, in which the suffering of the mother is the central exposition, 

needs to be seen within the context of the overall theme of the relationship 

with the mother. The psychoanalytical and in particular the oedipal aspect, 

which Fellner and others have investigated, needs to be revisited. The 

complicated and unresolved relationship between Robert Walser and his 

mother, as outlined in the biography section, and their implied love/hate 

relationship may have found its way into Walser’s writing and would 

therefore be mirrored in this dream.  

Other utterings need to be considered in this context, which reveal 

paradoxical sentiments that are nevertheless consistent with Walser’s 

specific mother-complex: “Nur Frauen verstehen zu zürnen. Doch still. Ich 

denke an Mama. Wie eilig ist mir das Andenken an die Augenblike, wo sie 

zürnte.”370 This is a short passage that follows later in the novel and which 

is only one of several examples demonstrating a torn and difficult 

relationship. These statements undercut the profuse laments about the 

mother’s suffering and his professed worship of her. 

The dream report is then bluntly abandoned and the very next sentence has 

Jakob considering to finally finish his resume as requested by Benjamenta. 

 

                                                
369 Sethe, 1976, all quotes: 26-27. 
370 GW VI, 61. 
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III.2.2 The Wealth dream    

Early on in the novel, Jakob states that he would like to be rich.371 This 

undoubtedly refers to fleeting moments of reverie. Eventually, thoughts of 

wealth are being extended and culminate in this example of a daydream. 

However, it mostly consists of the forward projecting type of daydream. It is 

typically marked by the subjunctive tense which creates the dissociation 

from a reflective consciousness state. This type of daydream, which is 

mostly concerned with life planning or real life potentiality, is in general not 

very fruitful in terms of literary creative merit. However, this phantasy is 

insofar noteworthy as it suggests Jakob’s disinterest in earthly goods and 

thus links it to other dreams and topics pertaining to the poverty/wealth 

polarity. It will be shown that the use of varying dream forms 

(daydream/nightdream) has its own significance in relation to the 

presentation of this theme of contrasting life goals. 

 

Within his pondering, Jakob states that he has neither interest in travelling 

nor in worldly material things, which would be the assumed goals of most 

people. He would only buy ‘a few things’. However, it is significant that 

Jakob claims that he would do precisely the same things that he is already 

doing ordinarily, such as walking. It implies that he would not change in any 

way nor would he advance himself, a topic which is explicitly expressed by 

him: “Im allgemeinen würde ich es verschmähen, mich, wie man so sagt, 

weiter auszubilden.”372 This statement undercuts the usual formula 

associated with this type of daydream, where the anticipated aim is a life 

change. He explicitly distances himself from the ideal of the 

Bildungsroman. 

However, Jakob also states that he would spend money by giving it away to 

a poor man whom he envisages to encounter and whom he ‘would know’ to 

be an “eklig darbende[n]r Künstler.”373 This act then would satisfy his 

altruistic sensitivity: “Eine große, eine heiße aufrichtige Sorge würde es 

weniger in der Welt geben.” Following this though is the admission that he 

                                                
371 GW VI, 7. 
372 GW VI, 75. 
373 All the following quotes in this section: GW VI, 76-77. 
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would spend a lot of money on “Tollheiten und Torheiten”, his choice of 

words for seemingly hedonistic excesses. “So zum Beispiel könnte ich ja 

auch ein wahnsinnig reiches und lustbeladenes Gastmahl geben und Orgien 

niegesehener Art veranstalten.”  In summary, money and worldly goods are 

not regarded as values in themselves. “Nur das echt vertane Geld wäre ein 

schönes Geld.” The benefit of having money thus would lie in sensual 

experience and in furthering art indirectly by supporting the starving artist. 

Interestingly, when Jakob phantasises in such revelry, he talks about 

organising and enabling but does not imagine himself experiencing. He 

rather represents himself in the position of power, in the role of a master 

willing to provide but not as a consumer. As he remains an observer he also 

stays ‘outside’. Noteworthy is the infusion of the phantasy with the novel 

text in the shape of Kraus, and thereby the influence of the Institute 

Benjamenta. Jakob ‘would’, as the only luxury expected from a rich man, 

‘hire a Kraus’. It is arguable what the purpose behind such hiring could be. 

There seems to be no utilitarian purpose, as Jakob does not see himself as a 

typical rich person, nor does he want to travel, which would make such a 

move useful. Kraus is rather reduced to being a mere status symbol.  

 

The phantasy then ends abruptly with a few scattered sentences. Jakob 

continues, right after pondering about being rich, with the opposite concept. 

‘One day he would beg, the sun would shine and he would be happy, no 

need to have a reason.’ This sentence appears again as a manoeuvre to undo 

the previous thoughts by setting them against the paradoxical opposite. 

However, the last sentence relates to his mother: “Und da käme Mama und 

fiele mir um den Hals --. Nette Träumereien sind das!” The mother issue is a 

topic more relevant in the novel than is apparent at first glance and such 

brief inserts, which make reference to her, turn up regularly in the novel 

text. The end of the phantasy thus throws up questions about the 

interference of the unconscious and wish-fulfilling processes and hence 

about the integrity of a distinct dream form.  

The ultimate sentence signals then a complete termination of the daydream, 

with a reflective and ironic comment to himself:  “Nette Träumereien sind 

das!”  
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This text should be read with the fact in mind that this is essentially a classic 

daydream. It features all the hallmarks – apart from the comment about the 

mother at the end – of a conscious, directed and controlled projection that is 

marked by the subjunctive tense, which also indicates a state of separation 

between the author and the content of the dream. This form of phantasy thus 

determines the content. The seemingly altruistic thoughts and declarations 

can be understood as expression of the ego/superego, or as the pandering to 

the “man”. 

This subject of intent which is inherent within this particular Dream form 

will be revisited again later when it is set against other Dream forms used in 

the novel. 

 

III.2.3 The Morality dream 

The next dream report of a nightdream constitutes in fact a straightforward 

allegory. Jakob once again introduces the dream by setting an emotive tone 

when he tells of a ‘terrible dream that he had the other night’. This device 

initially alerts the reader to expect unsettling content, but the narrator, in 

advance of the dream narrative, is also taking an excusatory position by 

firmly opposing his ‘role’ in the following dream. Jakob, who ‘had become 

a terrible person’, is further distancing himself from the dream “I” by 

drawing attention to the fact that there had been seemingly an occurrence – 

almost like a mystic event –  which ‘turned’ him into something terrible and 

which he can neither explain nor is he responsible for it. It is the same 

psychological manoeuvre of deflection, as is devised in the very first dream 

of this novel, where the dream persona displays an outrageous and morally 

despicable behaviour toward his mother. By now, this dissociating action is 

becoming a familiar procedure. Once again, Jakob openly starts his 

summary of the dream by admitting the wickedness explicitly, neither 

hiding it nor shying away from the impact it must have on the reader, but 

despite his apologetic stance he expresses it rather passionately. “Ich war im 

Traum ein ganz schlechter, schlechter Mensch geworden [..]. Roh war ich 

vom Wirbel bis zur Sohle, ein aufgedonnertes, unbeholfenes, grausames 
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Stück Menschenfleisch.”374 Jakob then proceeds with the description of the 

physical appearance of his dream ego but also relates aspects of that persona 

which he had simply ‘felt’. Emphasised by the verbal disowning of the 

dreaming “I”, the wording creates an effect which suggests that Jakob finds 

himself transported into that strange body of ‘another’ person, rather than it 

being an aspect of himself.  

 

So far, he proclaims to have had a natural nightdream experience but soon 

applies metaphorical language and abstractions. In his dream he is fat and 

obviously rich, with a lot of rings on his hands. However, it is ‘dignity’ 

which he finds hanging from his fat belly. “…ich besaß einen Bauch, an 

dem zentnerschwere, fleischige Würde nachlässig herabhing.”375 He is 

surrounded by food and eating paraphernalia.  

There are two things that are noteworthy at this point. First, as mentioned 

above, the degree of allegorical abstraction is unprecedented when 

compared with any other dream in Jakob von Gunten or Geschwister 

Tanner. Therefore, Walser’s first novel shall be revisited in parts in order to 

establish a framework for assessing the relationship between dreams in 

Geschwister Tanner and in Jakob von Gunten. Despite the obvious 

differences between the two books, they both feature dream allegories. In 

the previous novel, the dream allegory of Klara as Beatrice contains also a 

scene where Simon sits at a table and feasts himself on food. The 

presentation of that particular scene in Geschwister Tanner is understated in 

regards to word choice and playful tone. Here in Jakob von Gunten, the 

language used creates a much stronger negative emotive tone in comparison. 

In Geschwister Tanner, Klara lets Simon see a realistic view of his siblings; 

here, a totally abstract world is created, where ‘tears of destroyed enemies 

stick to forks and knifes’; wisdom, experience and innocence appear as if in 

the shape of people but never depicted as such. This use of abstract concepts 

is alien to natural Dream and signifies here a new degree of removal from 

ordinary Dream experience and any natural psychological processes. This 

                                                
374 GW VI, 87. 
375 This and following quotes: GW VI, 87. 
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degree of removal is unusual, even for the artificial construct of a classic 

dream allegory. 

The second issue which is different from Geschwister Tanner is the detailed 

account of experienced physicality. In the first dream in Geschwister 

Tanner, for example, Klara talks about sensations of water and mud. There, 

desires are also expressed to either be seen or heard, and some experience of 

feeling is evident. However, the actual physical body is never at the centre 

of those Dream experiences. This has changed in Jakob von Gunten as made 

evident in this and also the first dream. The attention to the physical body 

links to a sense of reality, whereas the allegorical elements create a surreal 

atmosphere. This contradiction and the resulting tension make for uneasy 

reading. 

The two points attended to in this paragraph seem to indicate a development 

in Walser’s treatment of literary dreams. The investigation into his aspect 

will be pursued later.  

 

Jakob describes his dream character’s powerful and abusive personality in 

many examples. The array of vocabulary ranges from “grausam” and 

“schlecht” to “aufgedonnert” and “unbeholfen”. The last two terms are 

ambiguous and as such difficult to translate. Potential translations are 

respectively: crude/pompous and tawdry/maladroit. The dream ego is 

exerting his power indiscriminately and sadistically enjoys the suffering of 

the ones that he hurts.   

The tears that stick on the forks only make him laugh, the sighs of his 

victims sound to him like music and the good business achieved at the 

expense of others he enjoys “in alle Gedärme hinein”. This dream report is 

remarkable in its way of displaying the dreamer in an apparently reflective 

mode while the retelling simultaneously makes it clear that Jakob has in fact 

become, i.e. developed into an awful person in the dream and therefore is 

effectively a different self from the dreamer of the outside world – thus 

repeating the fundamental split between dreamer and dream “I” established 

above which is hereby potentiated. However, this split is then quickly 

negated. As Jakob describes his dream ego, he not only reports behaviour 

and characteristics, but also insights into his emotions experienced within 
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the dream – therefore binding the two “I”s. This creates a strangeness which 

is emitted from the friction between internal experience and consciousness 

on one side – “O, o, wie mich doch das Bewußtsein … erlabte.” – and,  on 

the other side, the moral and therefore dissociating self ‘posing’ as a third 

person narrator outside of those internal events. Therefore, the apparent 

distance achieved by this form of reporting – which seemingly is chosen by 

the narrator as a corrective function for counter-establishing a ‘right’ side of 

morality – does in fact highlight the ambiguity of the inner workings and 

draws attention to exactly these controversial personality traits.  

The dream then exacerbates these suspicions and leads into an extraordinary 

theatrical play featuring deviousness and debauchery. The symbolic nature 

of the dream elements creates a further degree of distance from the content 

as well as from the nature of Dream itself. It is here that it becomes clear 

that this report bears no relation to any natural Dream at all. Despite the 

earlier labelling as a nightdream, this text reveals itself as a provocative 

game about bourgeois values and morals of real life. The dream is 

constructed like a theatre play, which is made evident by expressions like: 

“[..] es trat auf: [..]”.376 It is significant that it lacks any description or even 

hint of the environment in which it is set and the only indication supplied by 

the report can be found in the phrases that describe the characters entering 

an undisclosed setting. The artificiality of this dream therefore lies not only 

in the absence of a defined space and the suggestion of a theatre play – 

which could be believable real Dream elements – but in the abstractions that 

nevertheless inhabit them. 

 

The following part of the dream report presents several scenes in which the 

dream ego revels in humiliating human ideals. Here he starts by ringing a 

bell to which sound-personified concepts appear before him in order to 

serve him in a variety of ways. The first character to be introduced is an old 

man symbolising “die Lebensweisheit”,377 ‘life’s wisdom’, also named 

‘experience’, who licks the dream ego’s boots. The precarious boundary that 

was put up earlier in the dream between Jakob’s self and the “I”, by means 
                                                
376 GW VI, 88. 
377 GW VI, 87. 
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of explicit expressions of moral condemnations of the latter’s deeds, starts 

to crumble soon. It becomes evident that Jakob increasingly identifies with 

the dream ego when Jakob makes the following comment: “Das nenne ich 

Reichtum.”378 This utterance appears not to be the experience of the outside 

dreamer or even part of the report, but is in fact a reaction that belongs 

entirely to the dream ego within the dream, which, nevertheless, is now 

expressed by the dreamer. A fusion of the “I” of the dreaming Jakob and the 

“I” within the dream has occurred. 

 

The next character in the dream is a young girl – representing “kindliche 

Unschuld” – who appears in front of him to kiss him, again after he had 

rung the bell. He reinforces the relationship of power between himself as 

“Wüstling” and her as “Leckerbissen”. The narrator, who has by now 

become a quite undefined entity between Jakob and the dream “I”, only 

alludes to her corruption: “Als ich genug hatte, klingelte ich wieder, und es 

trat auf der Lebensernst [..]” This next character is a servant. All the 

following characters that appear are related to work: “Lust zur Arbeit” and 

“Eifer”. ‘Appetite for work’ is hardly acknowledged by the narrator, he 

can’t even recall his name properly: “..ich befahl [..] mir das Ding da, wie 

hieß es schon, nun ja, hab ich’s endlich, mir die Lust zur Arbeit 

hereinzuführen.” The narrator then takes deep pleasure in hitting with a 

whip “dem Voll-menschen” – representing Eifer – “[M]itten ins ruhig 

wartende Gesicht, zum rein Kaputtlachen”. Calling it “dummes Luder” in 

the narration about the dream makes it now indisputable that the earlier 

process of distancing the dreamer Jakob from the “I” in the dream is now 

defunct. The gleeful cruelty within this last expression is now all Jakob’s, 

the narrator’s own.  

After this obvious display of contempt for the bourgois ideals of work and 

achievement, the next female figure is introduced as the beautiful “Tugend”, 

virtue. According to the report, the dream ego apparently rapes her: “Als ich 

ihr den unaussprechlichen Schatz geraubt hatte, das Ideal, jagte ich sie 

höhnisch hinaus [..]“ The virtue can be understood as the overall value 

                                                
378 This and the following quotes: GW VI, 88. 
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which incorporates all the other concepts. The text demands a close reading 

here, where the Ideal, the term that expresses the esteem in which a culture 

holds this concept, is removed by the dream “I”. It is a clear rejection of any 

social and cultural demands on the individual. 

 

If virtue is the master concept in this context, the ultimate good is 

represented by “Gott” himself. When the “I” within the dream whistles once 

again to receive the next character he is shocked to see God ‘entering’. This 

is the point where the dreamer awakes sweat-drenched. This interesting end 

to the dream says two things: The lust for destruction of human values 

seemingly does not halt when faced with the possibility of dismissing God, 

and by implication, religion. And yet, facing God, the dream “I” awakes 

terrified and his last exclamation in the dream “Was? Auch du?”379 displays 

disbelief but also a sense of disappointment in God. This ambiguous finish 

to the dream can be read as a conglomerate of emotions, such as fear of God 

and also as a sense of abandonment by realising that even God is not beyond 

the dream ego’s destructive powers and therefore not almighty. The display 

thus results in positioning the dream ego in the role of the antichrist. The 

ambivalent relationship with God is evident. The ending of the dream and 

Jakob’s subsequent reaction introduces a new literary reference to the Bible. 

It is therefore not surprising that the religious aspect has been investigated 

in secondary literature.  

 

The treatment of the bourgeois values at the centre of the dream allegory 

reveals Walser’s attitude without any ambiguity. The point most to be 

expected is probably the lack of acceptance for the values regarding work 

and achievement. The male figures representing these are strong and well-

built – this description in itself is a sign of appreciation – but are made by 

the dream ego to serve him. However, the text dressed as a dream becomes 

extremely apparent as a deliberate statement through its use of 

conceptualisations. The symbolic nature of the text is exponentially 

                                                
379 GW VI, 89. 
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highlighted by the absence of any visual description or setting. There is in 

fact no real sense of a natural dream about it.  

 

Summary 

The menace that pervades the dream is reminiscent of the first dream, where 

Jakob hits his mother. Both dreams are outlets for socially unaccepted 

notions, although the impact this has is extenuated by the apparent 

dissociation promoted by the protests and comments made by Jakob’s 

dreaming “I”, i.e. the dreamer, who displays moral awareness. However, the 

obvious irony in this text works to reveal a provocative and subversive 

statement. The play with the separate parts of the “I” is in fact also a 

consciously designed set to challenge bourgeois limitations. It uses the 

various positions of the mind – id, ego, superego – in a concerted system of 

irony to undermine traditional values. In conclusion, this construct suggests 

the author’s awareness of different strata of consciousness and moreover the 

potential of the “I”, its variations and fragments – a particular form of “I” 

dissolution – and reveals an understanding which obviously motivated 

Walser to engage with this crucial aspect of Dream. 

 

III.2.4 The Beatrice dream    

The following text is unlabelled but must be understood as a vision. Jakob 

himself leaves the categorisation deliberately open in the introductory lines 

of the dream text. With his opening statement he evokes an air of mysticism 

which he then explicitly tries to neutralise with his profession to rationality. 

However, with the same words he implicitly amplifies and draws attention 

to the said mystic quality. “Etwas mir Unverständliches ist vorgefallen. 

Vielleicht hat es auch gar nichts zu bedeuten. Ich bin sehr wenig geneigt, 

mich von Mysterien bewältigen zu lassen.”380 The unreal nature of the main 

text part and the similarity to the Paris dream in Geschwister Tanner 

supports its treatment as a nightdream.381 Narrated by Jakob as a dream 

report, it begins at a point where he sits alone in the class room. Lisa 

                                                
380 GW VI, 97. 
381 See also comment and definition of vision in Klara’s dream in Geschwister 
Tanner. 
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Benjamenta, the teacher of the school and sister of the head of the institute, 

walks up behind him and puts her hand on his shoulder. The point of 

transition from the reality of regular school life to the experience of the 

vision is undetermined and initially hinted at by Jakob’s statement that he 

did not hear her come in, nor did he hear the door opening, to his own 

puzzlement. The strangeness of the atmosphere is then maintained when 

Lisa asks a question, which Jakob knows he ‘doesn’t need to answer, 

because she already knows’. Apart from initialising a mood of unrealness 

pertaining to Dream, this sentence also introduces another element of Dream 

which serves as an example of “I” dissolution: Jakob and Lisa appear as one 

and the same figure by sharing the same thoughts. Jakob: “Da fühlte ich so 

recht, daß ich ihr angehörte, das heißt ihr gehörte? – Ja, einfach so ihr 

angehörte. [..] Wir gehörten zusammen.”382  

 

The Female Roles 

The Beatrice model previously used in Geschwister Tanner is again revived 

by Walser in Jakob von Gunten. In this novel the role falls to Lisa 

Benjamenta, the teacher.383 She is portrayed, like Klara earlier in 

Geschwister Tanner, as a beautiful but melancholic figure suffering and in 

the end dying from lack of worthy love.  

 

Das Herz, das kein Würdiger zu besitzen, zu verwunden 
begehrt, es stirbt jetzt. [..] Ich gehe am Unverständnis 
derjenigen, die mich hätten sehen und fassen sollen, am 
Wahn der Vorsichtigen und Klugen, und an der 
Lieblosigkeit des Zauderns und des Nicht-recht-Mögens 
zugrunde.384  

 

                                                
382 GW VI, 98. 
383 Angerer describes the assignation of the role as a creative act by Jakob: “Mehr 
noch, er nützt das Hintergründige, Unaufgehellte an dieser Figur, um sie mit einem 
märchenhaften Glanz zu versehen. Wie ein “Geist” kommt sie ihm vor, wenn sie 
nachdenklich durch das Schulzimmer geht, und wenn er ihr leises Weinen hört, 
verwandelt sie sich in ein “höheres Wesen”. Der Wunsch zu enthüllen verbindet 
sich in diesem Fall mit der ebenso großen Bereitschaft, sich vom Geheimnisvolle 
bezaubern zu lassen.” Angerer, 1995, 148.   
384 GW VI, 145-146. 
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Love, the crucial ideal for the women in both novels, has to be considered 

closer. In Geschwister Tanner, the figure of Klara is partly merged with the 

figure of Hedwig. Klara’s love is primarily the earthly and romantic love for 

Kaspar specifically, which remains unanswered on an emotional level. Her 

loneliness is communicated initially in the first dream of Geschwister 

Tanner and spreads throughout the novel. However, the association of lack 

of love with death is reserved for Hedwig. The complexity of love and the 

search for individuation is hence distributed over different characters. Now, 

in Jakob von Gunten where the world and the experience of it are condensed 

within the Institute Benjamenta, the aspects of the female are equally 

concentrated. The predominant model is Lisa, beside other minor female 

figures that are present, of which Jakob’s mother is the most significant. The 

consolidation of the matters of the outside world is matched with the 

intensified reflection on it by Jakob and has also wider implications for the 

relationships. 

The initial adoration and idealisation of the female – in this case Lisa – is of 

course a well acknowledged topos in Walser’s writing. However, her 

demise is not simply subject to Jakob’s observations. In Geschwister Tanner 

Hedwig withers away due to lack of love, and it is ‘everybody’s’ fault. 

Here, Jakob is in some way implicated in Lisa’s death because she confides 

in him and turns to him. He feels that ‘as long as he obeys her, she is 

alive.’385 However, by eventually realising that she is a tragic figure and not 

the princess he had envisaged her to be, his understanding and his attitude 

change. Angerer interprets Lisa’s confession about her heartbreak as an act 

that leads to disenchantment for Jakob. Another disappointment for Jakob 

consists of his discovery of the sober truth about Benjamentas’ “innere 

Gemächer”.386 They are in fact not the fantastic chambers he had imagined 

but mundane living quarters.387 Both these realisations lead to the change in 

the relationships with the siblings. In the course of this development, some 

instances of indifference displayed by Jakob stand out and reveal the subtle 

                                                
385 GW VI, 135. 
386 See Angerer, 1995, 149. 
387 Jakob imagines: “Ich weiß es, es gibt hier irgendwo wunderbare Dinge.” GW 
VI, 20. 
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signs of rejection towards Lisa. This is consistent with the refusal to 

abandon the safe distance between the ideal and the admirer and to avoid a 

real human love-relationship.388  

 

The Journey with Lisa 

The allegorical nature of this version of the Beatrice model is constructed 

more rigorously – consistent with the overall tone and concentrated space in 

Jakob von Gunten. It is more to the point and sparser than the comparable 

dream in Geschwister Tanner. A preparatory frame with Dream-suggesting 

elaboration is missing.  

Lisa again takes the protagonist on a journey– the only nod to magical 

powers is her white wand – but this time the journey consists of clearly 

defined stages in which Jakob is shown the bleak reality of life which may 

lie ahead of him. Lisa wants to prepare Jakob for his destiny of hardship, 

suffering and brief experiences of freedom and self-indulgence. The journey 

is recognised by Jakob as the entering into the ‘secret chambers’ which he 

assumes at this point in the novel to be inhabited by the Benjamentas. He 

had previously phantasised about the rooms as being the utmost enigmatic 

and forbidden place and to which he longed to gain entrance. This is now 

being fulfilled in this vision.  

 

The pictorial depiction which can create a Dreamlike scenario is limited in 

this text. The first stage leads into darkness. “Siehe, Jakob, es wird dunkel 

um dich sein.”389 However, this gloomy prospect is mitigated by Lisa’s 

promises that someone will ‘hold his hand’ and ‘he will feel gratitude’.  

                                                
388 Two Examples: “Sie wird also eines Tages da drinnen im Bett liegen. Der Mund 
wird starr sein, und um die leblose Stirn werden sich die Haare trügerisch kräuseln. 
Doch wozu sich das ausmalen? Jetzt gehe ich zum Vorsteher.” GW VI, 147. After 
Lisa confides in Jakob about her impending death in an intimate fashion and after 
she ‘kisses‘ his forehead Jakob reacts: “Dann entfernte sie sich still und überließ 
mich meinen Gedanken. Gedanken? I wo. Ich dachte wieder einmal daran, daß mir 
Geld mangle. Das war mein Gedanke. So bin ich, so roh und so gedankenlos. Und 
dann ist die Sache ja die: herrliche Erschütterungen senken etwas wie Eiseskälte in 
meine Seele hinein. Unmittelbar zur Trauer veranlaßt, entschlüpft mir die Trauer-
Empfindung vollständig. [..] Ich bin gemein, das ist es.” GW VI, 134-135. 
 
389 GW VI. 99. 
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This stage is followed by its opposite: brightness. Through a door they enter 

“herrliches Licht-Feuer”,390 more ‘brilliant and telling than Jakob has ever 

seen’. But this light is equally attenuated by being accompanied by ‘dazzle’, 

‘blinding’ and it is difficult to endure. This brightness symbolises joy but is 

short-lived. It signifies, according to Lisa, that Jakob will have no lasting 

good fortune. 

Now follows a new stage in which the two characters have to climb down a 

hatch into a basement. A sparse description includes steps of stone, damp 

soil and cold, sharp smells in the corridors of poverty and hardship. As Lisa 

asks Jakob to get used to these elements of his anticipated life, she also tells 

him to ‘kiss the wet soil of the basement’ as a mark of acceptance. The 

obedient Jakob follows this demand with “voller Inbrunst”.391 An equally 

‘cold and hot shower’ went through him, significant as a first sign of his 

own engagement with his probable fate. It follows then a reference to the 

dissolution of time, when ‘seconds seem like whole life cycles and minutes 

took the magnitude of centuries’. So far, this is the only concession to 

Dream simulation. 

The next step leads the two wanderers to a ‘gloomy wall of worries’. Once 

again, Jakob follows Lisa’s instruction to embrace it in order to attempt to 

‘soften the rigidity and intransigence’ which is awaiting him. “Und sie blieb, 

wie zu erwarten war, unbeweglich.”  

After Lisa lets the basement vanish, a new scene appears: freedom. Now the 

descriptions develop as they become richer and more varied. Freedom is 

symbolised as an ‘ice rink’ or made of glass on which ‘one must always 

dance’ and continue to move. The imagery now serves to create the 

appearance of a dream. The ice track is moving up and down, a concept 

reminiscent of the moving houses in the Paris dream in Geschwister Tanner. 

Using paradox, the stars glitter in a ‘pale blue and yet dark sky’. 

Considering Walser’s love for snowy winter landscapes it is not astonishing 

that it is associated with the state of freedom. However, there is no 

consistency within any of the described states as they are continually subject 

to limitation and restriction. Freedom, for example, is also ambiguous, “kalt 
                                                
390 GW VI. 99. 
391 The following quotes are from GW VI, 100. 
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und schön”.392 It is unbearable after all and it will ‘die over and over again’ 

in Jakob’s life.  

 

Following this stage, Lisa and Jakob sink from the previous height into 

‘something tired and familiar’. As already mentioned, a progression within 

this dream sees this next step on their journey depicted in even more detail. 

In comparison to the earlier locations of deprivation it is a pleasant and 

comforting state – and also more reminiscent of a familiar and desired 

human experience. While earlier some descriptive inserts were used to 

suggest a Dream-scape, this is now explicitly addressed: “[..] köstlich nach 

Träumereien duftendes, reich mit allerhand lüsternenen Szenen und Bildern 

tapeziertes Ruhe-Gemach.”393  

The “Ruhe-Gemach” is also a “Lust-Gemach”, a space away from all 

worries and struggle. Here, Jakob can rest and indulge in smoking and 

reading, both – cigar and book – are just flying towards him. The most 

interesting part of the depictions refers to the aspects of music made 

tangible. “Musik rieselte an den bunten Wänden wie Anmutsschnee 

herunter, man sah es direkt musizieren, die Töne glichen einem 

bezaubernden Schneegestöber”. The synesthetic treatment in the description 

displays the Dream nature much more convincingly in its demonstration of 

dissolution than the allusion to the magical appearance of objects. 

 

However, Lisa warns of the corrupting effect of a long period of indulgence 

and announces the appearance of the opposite, “Das Ungemach”. This word 

play, which sees the word “Gemach” undone by the added prefix “Un” – 

which thereby also gains the meaning ‘adversity’ – has of course been 

picked up on in previous studies. Thus, the abandonment of the previous 

state of experience occurs doubly on two levels, the physical and the 

linguistic. 

The peacefulness of the “Ruhe-gemach” is now followed by: rain of doubt 

and restlessness.  Jakob finds himself swimming in a terrible and viscous 

                                                
392 GW VI, 101. 
393 The following quotes are from GW VI, 102. 
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‘stream of doubt’, close to drowning. Lisa has vanished and left him to his 

own devices. 

 

The stages that are being shown to Jakob are again vignettes employed to 

prepare him for a hard life which he himself had already alluded to at the 

very start of the novel. Thus they do not reveal unexpected prospects. Right 

from the beginning, Jakob himself has in fact sought out a path which is not 

at all congruent with ordinary life goals. After all, he had entered the 

Institute voluntarily to become a ‘perfect zero’.394 

There is no personal aspect to the predictions which would make them 

unique to Jakob. The examples are organised in neat and oppositional sets of 

abstract concepts: darkness and brightness, worries and freedom, comfort 

and doubt – doubt seems to be a sort of punishment for the experience of 

comfort. This rigid organisation of such generic aspects appears to outline a 

universal human experience. Therefore, the journey is not specific to Jakob 

but an abstract map to life. In this respect, the dream allegory differs from 

the Beatrice dream in Geschwister Tanner where the respective vignettes 

relate to Simon’s family and are therefore of intimate concern to the 

protagonist. This distinction between the two variations of the Beatrice 

model emphasises the move to abstraction in the later novel.  

The predictions are also kept quite vague as Lisa introduces them as mere 

probabilities, never certainties. Thus, by taking these considerations – the 

entirety of Jakob’s low expectations and uncertain predictions – into 

account, the ominous prophesy is somewhat spurious.  

 

It is interesting to observe Jakob’s own reactions along this journey. As the 

predictions become more detailed and pressing, so do Jakob’s responses. 

When Lisa asks him early on to embrace the wall of sorrow, he obeys but 

also admits to ‘playing comedy’: “Ich spielte Komödie, schon meiner 

Lehrerin zulieb, gewiß, und doch war es wiederum nichts weniger als 

Komödie, was ich tat.”395 While he is playing along he nevertheless upholds 

his rebellious and subversive attitude that he had displayed throughout the 
                                                
394 See GW VI, 7, 8. 
395 GW VI, 101. 



III. Part II 
 

186 
 

novel. At that point there is still a silent understanding between Jakob and 

Lisa; moving along, he then is happy to experience freedom but starts to feel 

fearful in the chamber of rest; eventually he is terrified by the river of doubt 

and breaks into tears and regrets. The shift in Jakob’s emotional state is 

pronounced and remarkable. A relief, any hint of adaptation or deliverance 

is entirely absent. The negative ending is however set off and contrasted by 

Jakob’s contemplation immediately after the vision.  The experience ends 

abruptly and Jakob finds himself back in the classroom. Lisa is still standing 

behind him, stroking his cheek. But Jakob senses that she is comforting 

herself rather than him and knows that she is unhappy. This subsequent 

response to the dream event is surprising. Jakob’s previous experiences and 

emotions in the position of Lisa’s immature follower who goes through 

endurance and distress in the vision have completely dissipated. It has left 

no trace in the following scene in the classroom. On the contrary, Jakob is 

now becoming enlightened to Lisa’s real state of mind. There is a similarity 

here with the first Beatrice dream in Geschwister Tanner: at the end there 

appears a shift which leaves uncertain who the seer actually addresses. In 

Geschwister Tanner, Klara instructs and talks to Simon but eventually 

speaks as if to herself. Here, the soul, which is essentially facing the 

suffering, is that of Lisa in the novel. Jakob, in the immediate aftermath is 

unscathed, unlike Lisa. This aspect introduces the issue of “I” dissolution by 

way of distributing “I” aspects over more than one character once again. 

However, the structure and content of this current vision still constitutes a 

departure from the first Beatrice dream. This observation is congruent with 

the overall change of the dream array in Jakob von Gunten which 

demonstrates the crystallisation of the abstract within a Dreamlike structure. 

The evaluation of this dream raises the question if this text part is in fact not 

designed to focus on the predictions, but to give the female in form of Lisa 

its final stage. Considering the immanent shift from the female to the male 

sphere, which becomes clear at the end of the novel, this dream text 

signifies a turning point. 
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III.2.5 The War dreams – Jakob as Soldier     

These are two passages which have several things in common: They are 

Jakob’s phantasies imagining himself as a soldier in war times. Both texts 

are placed in actual historical settings and are therefore in a sense oriented 

backward in time. A forward orientation in time, as is characteristic of 

wishful reveries concerned with seeking to improve one’s life, is absent. 

Despite both having the outward appearance of daydreams, they are in fact 

not that easily categorised.  

They also vary significantly in form and in particular in content. It is this 

contrast which makes them interesting for this dissertation. This will be 

fully explained later in the conclusion. At this point, each of the dreams will 

be examined in more detail.  

 

First Soldier dream – “Der Oberst“   

“Was ich manchmal für Einbildungen habe! Es grenzt beinahe an das 

Absurde. Mit einem Mal, ohne daß ich es habe verhindern können, war ich 

Kriegsoberst gworden, so ums Jahr 1400 herum, nein, etwas später, zur Zeit 

der mailändischen Feldzüge.”396 Thus begins the first of the two phantasies 

in which Jakob has the rank of a colonel and takes part in a historical 

campaign sometime around 1500. As a powerful officer who has the ‘fate of 

Europe in his hands’, he enjoys victory and glory which is being celebrated 

by him and ‘his men’ in the open field. The crucial point of this narrative is 

the description of absolute power over life and death which he possesses. A 

traitor is paraded in front of him and he orders the man to be hanged without 

any hesitation. However, when the man pleads for his life, Jakob pardons 

him while laughing. He describes the saved man’s grateful expressions 

pejoratively as grovelling; an act which affects Jakob but also disgusts him. 

As much as the display of extreme power and cold-hearted nature 

dominates, Jakob also concedes that he ‘plays the dumb, the good’ for the 

benefit of diplomats and the likes ‘because it suits him’. The passage ends 

swiftly as Jakob resigns his commission, returns home, marries and 

                                                
396 GW VI, 108. 
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‘naturally’397 becomes a count. He brings the daydreaming to his current 

situation as Jakob now states that he has sunk so low that he ended up in the 

Institute Benjamenta. The turn in his story occurs simply because Jakob 

becomes tired and has to cease writing.  

 

This first example of the war dreams is a classic dream report told in the 

past tense. Its linguistic structure also establishes a reality in which Jakob 

unambiguously ‘was’ and ‘experienced’, as if retelling an actual historic 

event. The following second dream text in contrast is conveyed in the 

subjunctive tense, thereby exposing the impossibility and imagined nature 

of the narrative to come. In its introduction, the reader is in fact directed to 

share in the phantasy: “Angenommen, ich wäre Soldat [..]”398  

 

The Second Soldier dream – The Napoleonic Soldier    

Jakob imagines that he ‘would be’ marching as a Napoleonic soldier to 

Russia, through many towns and cities and eventually through empty barren 

land. This journey is being mirrored by his own progressive 

depersonalisation and deindividuation through hardship and suffering. The 

imagined experience is chronicled in extraordinary detail of both the 

physical and mental aspects. The slow and arduous journey is exemplified 

by the description of the environment. “Das Land kröche und schliche 

förmlich.” And: “[..] in weiter, weiter Ferne ein äffender Höhenzug, dünn 

wie die Kante eines Taschenmessers [..]”399 Interspersed are memories of 

home and Jakob’s longing for it. This vision of a whole and peaceful place 

once again uses the married image of sky and water: “Ein liebkosender 

Himmel böge sich wasserfarbig und tonreich über mir. Der Schmerz würde 

mich beinahe verrückt machen, doch ich marschierte weiter.”400 This type of 

statement, which proclaims the continuation of marching, is repeated every 

so often and illustrates the determination to go forward. The reflective mind, 

which is both experiencing and narrating, becomes witness of his own 

                                                
397 All GW VI, 110. 
398 All GW VI, 135. 
399 Both: GW VI, 136. 
400 GW VI, 137. 
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destruction. Notions of humanity – for example when he considers helping a 

fallen comrade – are being abandoned, but the belief in the emperor and in 

glory stays intact. Eventually the passage ends:  

 

Ich würde das Leben nicht verfluchen, dazu wäre es längst 
zu fluchwürdig geworden, kein Weh mehr empfinden,das 
Weh mit all seinen jähen Zuckungen würde ich längst 
ausempfunden und fertigempfunden haben. Das ungefähr, 
glaubte ich, hieße Soldat unter Napoleon sein.401  

 

The dissociated style – marked by the subjunctive tense and particular 

ending – belies the profound engagement with human suffering in this 

phantasy. The discrepancy between the two soldier dreams becomes 

evident, both in form, representation and subject. This second dream 

passage has received more attention in secondary literature than the first. 

The description of suffering, endurance and self-abandonment, of 

embracing the lowest form of existence lends itself to supporting several 

now well-established theories. One such example may read this text in 

connection to “sich kleinmachen”, of becoming a complete zero, the well-

visited topos in Walser’s writing. According to Dagmar Grenz, Jakob’s 

imaginations in this second phantasy exemplify the Institute’s programmatic 

depersonalisation of the pupils.  

 

Wovon Jakob hier träumt, ist nichts anderes als die 
Verwirklichung der Institutslehren, wie sie in Kraus 
dargestellt wird – die Reduzierung des Menschseins auf 
ein unreflektiertes und fühlloses Tun, das den Menschen 
sowohl von der Qual als auch von der Hoffnung befreit.402  

 

Others interpret this phantasy by considering a personal perspective, which 

in fact corresponds to the Dream element of “I” dissolution. 

 

In einem ausführlichen Tagraum verwandelt er sich als 
Rekrut unter Napoleon auf dem Marsch nach Moskau in 
einen gedanken- und empfindungslosen “Körper-
klumpen”. Diese vollständige Selbstbetäubung bezeichnet 

                                                
401 GW VI, 138. 
402 Grenz, 1974, 108. 
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aber nur einen extremen Schlußpunkt der 
Identitätsdiffusion, nicht ihre gesellschaftlichen modus 
vivendi.403  

 

The polar opposite models of human existence or human nature are 

presented throughout Walser’s work and it is therefore not surprising to find 

them again in this context. However, the attention given to these dream texts 

– and in fact to most of the dreams – in the investigating literature does not 

extend to the examination of the dream forms. The narrated content of such 

texts – in Freud’s terms the manifest content – is usually taken as the sole 

message. The tradition of the dream simulation form, however, has its own 

significance and function. 

 

III.2.6 Journey into the desert    

This dream is closely tied to the ending of the novel in more than one way. 

It immediately precedes Jakob’s final decision to leave with Benjamenta 

and in fact anticipates this very outcome. Therefore, in any previous 

analytical treatment the dream is either intrinsically linked to the ending or 

even absorbed into the discussion about the ending without receiving 

attention as an independent text. Thus it has hardly ever been subjected to a 

separate analysis that does not focus on its function regarding the ending. 

Therefore, after considering the obvious relationship between the novel and 

its ending, there will be a more specific examination of the dream in its own 

right. The poetological and psychological aspects shall be contemplated in 

order to offer a deeper insight into the dream and its status within the bigger 

Dream complex which spans the two examined novels. 

 

Introduction 

This dream is in fact situated between the passage in which Benjamenta 

suggests to Jakob that they should go out into the world together, and the 

passage of the final decision made my Jakob, in which he agrees to the plan. 

Thus, the dream has a special status. It is generally deemed significant for 

                                                
403 Angerer, 1995, 138. 
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its inherent content but moreover for its function as an apparent catalyst for 

Jakob’s decision. It therefore has hallmarks of a mantic dream experience or 

vision. The dream ‘came to him’ (“Mir träumte”), a grammatical form that 

describes an experience in which its origin is suggested to be somehow 

outside of the dreamer who is rather receiving a message. This construct is 

of course familiar from earlier dream texts. In addition, a comment which is 

presented in brackets explains in detail the extremely dramatic circumstance 

in which the dream occurs: “(der Traum schoß von der Höhe, ich erinnere 

mich, gewaltsam, mich mit Strahlen überwerfend, auf mich nieder).”404 The 

reference to a religious experience is evident. This association with the 

mantic dream model can be considered an attempt to provide justification 

and lend credence to Jakob’s subsequent decision.  

However, it does not become clear if the dream is in fact a vision where a 

higher power is giving the dreamer a hidden instruction to act – which is 

supported by the additional descriptions just mentioned – or if it is a 

prophetic dream in which the dreamer experiences in advance what is 

already his fate.  

 

More so than the aspect of categorisation, it is the assumed message of the 

novel ending which is at the heart of the interpretations garnered at the 

dream by secondary literature. It eclipses any analytic attention given to the 

actual – or manifest – dream content in its own right. Therefore, further 

examination shall proceed with presenting the predominant treatments by 

various authors in which attention to the dream is inseparably linked to the 

novel. The interpretative approaches are determined by the evaluation of the 

novel as a whole with a view to the ending and therefore provide either a 

negative or positive perspective in their assessments. It also emerges that the 

ending and projected journey are often seen as inevitable extensions to and 

inseparably interlinked with the world of the institute. 

 

                                                
404 GW VI, 161. 
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Secondary Literature 

Theorists who read the novel to varying degrees as an exposition with a 

positive outcome base their judgement mainly on Jakob’s pursuit and 

suggested attainment of his personal freedom and his self-realisation. 

Jochen Greven involves the topos of the fairy tale prince in his argument. 

However, as a price to be paid for his freedom, there will be no fairy tale 

end, i.e. no ‘redemption and homecoming’ are awaiting Jakob, according to 

Greven – leaving the upshot of the project Institute Benjamenta ambiguous. 

“Jakob ist der Prinz, der, verkleidet oder verwunschen, die Welt befahren 

und Prüfungen bestehen muss, und das Institut Benjamenta, in seiner 

‘mythischen’ Qualitaet, wird ihm zu einem solchen Ort der Prüfung und 

zugleich der Einweihung in die Lebensgeheimnisse.”405 The end, however, 

reveals a different fate: “Die absolute Selbstentäusserung im fraglosen 

Dienst und die darin gerettete absolute innere Freiheit sind der Inhalt seines 

neuen Lebens – dies aber ist nicht die Erlösung und Heimkehr des 

Märchenprinzen”.406 

Rochelle Tobias acknowledges the pursuit of freedom but suggests a more 

positive corollary: “Jakob achieves his freedom by abandoning the fiction 

he creates. He persists long after the conclusion of the novel by virtue of not 

appearing, by forsaking all self-representation”.407 Angerer writes: 

 

Das Wesen, das ungebrochene Ganze an einem Menschen, 
das er an Kraus so bewunderte und auch an Benjamenta 
entdeckt: auf der Reise in die “Wüste” hofft er es auch für 
sich zu finden. Dazu muß er alles zurücklassen, alles 
vergessen, ganz gedankenlos sein. Jakob sieht eine dichte 
Folge erlebter Momente vor sich, die sich keiner 
Zeitstruktur fügen, ein dahinstürmendes, eroberndes, 
exotisches Leben, das sich jeden Augenblick zum Großen 
aufschwingen kann. Möglichkeiten, die ihm zuvor 
versperrt schienen, eröffnen sich nun.408  

 

                                                
405 Greven, afterword in GW VI, 355, with reference to a connection made 
previously by Marte Roberts in her French translation of the book. 
406 Greven, afterword in GW VI, 356. 
407 Tobias, Rochelle: The Double-Fiction in Robert Walser’s Jakob von Gunten. In: 
The German Quarterly. 79.3, Summer 2006, 305. 
408 Angerer, 1995, 154.  
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Angerer’s assessment implicates Jakob‘s entire experience of the institute 

and sees the ending – and also the dream – as the point of culmination of a 

development. Angerer also infers a wish-fulfilment aspect within the dream, 

but suggests that Jakob in fact desires to follow an ideal which is 

represented by Kraus. This thesis thereby implies the protagonist’s longing 

to become a variation of a Bildungsroman-hero. To position Kraus as such 

an ideal for Jakob is highly problematic. After all, Kraus is the embodiment 

of the perfect servant who accepts all and questions nothing. The admiration 

for Kraus may be genuine or ironic, but Jakob himself never fitted into the 

institute and is in fact the catalyst for the dissolution of it. Kraus, in contrast, 

represents the epitome of what the school stands for. Even the projected 

travels into the world and the adventures within the dream cannot be 

reconciled with the character of Kraus. On the contrary, Jakob’s desired 

goal – according to the dream – is that of a life of freedom and usurpation 

alike, even though he chooses to assume the subservient role of the knave to 

the knight Benjamenta. The implied state of mind is set for the quest of 

complete freedom and individuation. Thus, Angerer’s argument concerning 

Kraus as an ideal contradicts his own statement about Jakob: “Sein Ich 

macht er zu einer tabula rasa, in die ein ungebändigtes Leben außerhalb von 

Kultur, Rollenspiel und Verstellung sein Wesen eintragen soll.”409  

An equally positive outlook is suggested by the religious readings. Sethe, 

for example, understands the novel as the description of Jakob’s journey to 

God, and the various dreams as stages on his path to enlightenment and 

redemption. 

 

The sources that propound a negative outlook toward the outcome also offer 

interesting thoughts. 

“Aber auch die Wüste der Gedankenlosigkeit ist wieder nur ein 

Gedanke.”410 This statement may be indirectly influenced by the fact that 

the idea of leaving for the desert was conceived within a dream which then 

prompted Susanne Andres to deny the validity of such derived decision. In 

                                                
409 Angerer, 1995, 154. 
410 Andres, Susanne: Robert Walsers arabeskes Schreiben. Göttingen: Cuvillier 
Verlag 1997, 125. 
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this case, “der Gedanke” and “die Gedankenwelt” seem to be considered by 

Andres as simply representing non-existence because they do not belong to 

the physical world. This dissertation, however, claims that the thoughts in 

this passage at the end of the novel can be understood as matter of reverie 

and the inner world, therefore pertaining to Dream, which gives the 

statement a different potential. At the same time, it illustrates the emerging 

dichotomy which manifests itself in the polarities of Dream/physical reality, 

female/male, institute/desert, poetic and prosaic consciousness.  

Klaus-Peter Philippi goes further in his negative evaluation of the dream and 

therefore the ending. He denies the independence of Jakob’s decision as he 

points out that the idea of leaving the institute and the travel plans had been 

previously suggested by Benjamenta and are rooted in Benjamenta’s 

phantasy. Thus, Philippi quasi denies Jakob the ownership of his dream and 

places no value on it bar the function of reiterating Benjamenta’s wish.  

Philippi concludes that Jakob’s subservient role which he assumed in the 

institute does not change but becomes in fact internalised; he judges the 

ending to signify surrender to the status quo. The time in the institute then 

simply prepares Jakob for this fate and by giving up the self-reflection 

contained in the diary – by giving up thought (here meaning: reflection) – he 

factually vanishes.411 

The view point that Philippi takes focuses on a social dimension and 

hierarchical system but denies Jakob his own subjectivity and thus an 

independent identity.  

 

The interpretations of Jakob von Gunten focus each on various theoretical 

approaches, from the religious to the psychological or sociological. The 

above excerpts are just a selection of the literature available. Nevertheless, 

there seems to be a lack of appreciation for the ironic tone within the novel, 

a fact already noticed by Hong. He identifies the omission of the element of 

parody, for example, but also the willingness to question the idea of the 

Bildungsroman. 

                                                
411 Philippi, Klaus-Peter: Robert Walser Jakob von Gunten. In: Provokation und 
Idylle. Über Robert Walsers Prosa. Der Deutschunterricht, Beiheft I zu Jahrgang 
23/1971. Stuttgart: Ernst Klett Verlag 1971. 
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Was bei diesen Interpretationsversuchen auffällt, also als 
interessantes Phänomen zu beobachten ist, ist, daß man 
auf das parodistische Moment in diesem Roman nicht 
eingeht, es vielmehr ignorieren will, wobei jedoch zu 
bemerken ist, daß man ihn häufig als Anti-Bildungsroman 
bezeichent hat.412  

 

However, the significance of the last dream as a standalone text has been 

neglected. Thus, a close reading of the dream text shall go further in gaining 

clues and in illuminating meaning in relation to the ending, but even more 

so in exploring the dream in its own right. It shall be shown that the content 

and use of metaphors offer information which relates back to the earlier 

dreams in this novel and builds indeed a consistent chain of meaning 

originating from Geschwister Tanner and following through to Jakob von 

Gunten. The resulting conclusions contribute to the issues of intentions and 

development, i.e. elements indirectly relating to Dream. Moreover, they 

allow for different angles in order to contemplate the philosophical and 

psychological potential inherent in the dream. This relates to a shift in 

gender focus and toward the Law of the father. It must be stated that this 

shift should be understood as representing a repositioning of perspective, 

but does not constitute a ‘becoming’ in the sense of a Bildungsroman. 

Essentially, this dream shall further the understanding of Jakob’s choice and 

the status of the novel itself. 

 

The Opening 

Constructing this dream, Walser follows the pattern of a dream report by 

providing information in order to establish the location: Jakob recalls that he 

found himself on a deep green mountain meadow covered with flowers. 

Jakob then explicates the details regarding the location and by doing so he 

weaves in the unreal elements of Dream. There is an unusual construct in 

which he describes the flowers on the meadows as being ‘like’ kisses which 

are in fact formed ‘flowerlike’. “Und sie war mit Blumen wie mit 

                                                
412 Hong refers here to D. Borchmeyer, N. Naguib, D. Rodewald, A. Cardinal and 
others. Hong, 2001, 175. 
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blumenhaft gebildeten und geformten Küssen bestickt und besetzt.”413 The 

association between flowers and kisses is not unusual. However, this 

description rather goes against the convention where kisses may be 

compared to and ‘metaphorised’ as flowers – i.e. the conceptual or abstract 

element is visualised as a physical entity – but hardly the other way round as 

is the case here. Moreover, this particular descriptive set of comparisons 

crosses back and forth on the line between categories and implies a new and 

strange relationship beyond simple metaphoric operations.  

This construct thus also suggests a hierarchy of images, where the kisses 

apparently constitute the elements belonging to the ‘first’ reality – the 

dominant world – then (in a backward operation) the kisses are transposed 

into the image of the flowers which now appear in the place of the 

abstraction. The operation encapsulated in this simple description functions 

not only as a measure to set a particular Dreamscape, it reveals a deeper 

engagement with levels of reality. Thus, this opening indicates a more 

unusual approach by comparison to some of the examples of descriptive 

dreams in Geschwister Tanner. 

Jakob then describes the dynamic metamorphic process between images of 

kisses, stars and flowers: “Bald erscheinen mir die Küsse wie Sterne, bald 

wieder wie Blumen.” It highlights the strangeness of the attempt to render 

the concept behind the noun ‘kiss’ into physical representations. The kiss 

becomes unidentifiable as a human expression in this treatment, but appears 

as an artificially conceived element.  

Jakob himself explicitly addresses the impossibility of defining realities and 

drawing lines, thus opening up the opportunity for total freedom: “Es war 

Natur und doch keine, Bildnis und Körper zugleich.” 

This play with contradictions achieves the paradox – a vital element of 

Walser’s writing – that indicates the entry into a new sphere of meaning 

beyond the everyday understanding of reality as Andres establishes:  

 

Die Paradoxie zeichnet ein Empfindungsvermögen 
außerhalb der gesellschaftlichen Konventionen. In ihr 
verbinden sich Gegensätze miteinander. Sie wird zum 

                                                
413 This and the following quotes from GW VI, 161. 
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Kontrast, einem wesentlichen Stilzug der Arabeske. Aus 
den Gegensätzen werden neue Bedeutungen gewonnen.414  

 

The Female 

This suggestive opening is followed by a shift. The very next sentence 

draws the attention back to the sensual physical world by introducing the 

female. On the meadow lies a beautiful girl. This focus on the outside world 

– which refers here to the world of the institute – is further pursued when 

Jakob makes a connection between the girl and the teacher Lisa. A link to 

the past and to the novel text is made. Like a Tagesrest Lisa still inhabits 

Jakob’s mind, a fact which can also be associated with an act of wish-

fulfilment if considered in isolation. However, revisiting the novel it must 

be recalled that Jakob had rejected Lisa’s interest. Thus, if this is in fact a 

wish, it should only relate to the general erotic dimension, not to the 

individual representation of Lisa. This is then corroborated by the later 

extension: “Das Mädchen war schwellend und glänzend nackt.”415 Jakob 

reminds himself within the dream that the girl can not be Lisa because she 

had already died: “dann war es halt jemand anderes”. Despite an inkling of 

sadness – indicated by the need for personified consolation in the dream – 

Lisa has been removed at this stage even from the unconscious and her 

identity demoted to a generic erotic archetype.  

 

The allusion in this dream to the vanishing of the female is a reflection of 

the problem which is already indicated in the novel text. Garloff, for 

example, has identified that the teacher Lisa has no real space which she can 

inhabit. It is symbolised by the fact that she has no room to call her own, 

unlike her brother who has his own office. But this is only one aspect of a 

wider issue which culminates once again in the identification of the female, 

here Lisa, with Dream itself – the link to the unreal though is directly made 

through the comparison of her with a ghost:  

 

Die Lehrerin hat keinen eigenen Ort, scheint ruhelos durch 
das Institut zu streifen; steht auf einer Schwelle, am 
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III. Part II 
 

198 
 

Fenster, tritt unerwartet ins Zimmer ein. “[..] Wie ein 
Geist mutet sie mich dann an. Es ist, als wenn da jemand 
von weit, weit her käme. (71f.)” Fräulein Benjamenta trägt 
die Spuren eines Draußen an sich, in das sie letztlich im 
Tod ganz übergehen wird. Ihre Gegenwart evoziert ein 
Raumgefühl, das im ganzen Institut herrscht, als es sich 
aufzulösen beginnt: die ständige Erwartung eines 
Draußen, das nicht unbedingt ein konkretes, räumliches 
ist, sondern ein imaginäres Anderes, das in räumlichen 
Stellungen erfaßt wird.416  

 

This assessment of the nature of the inside-outside dichotomy in relation to 

the female can be modified when considering the outside as the male 

domain which Jakob and Benjamenta will eventually inhabit. Lisa had no 

room because she did not need one, she was in fact at one with the inside, 

the Dream. She died with the disintegration of the institute and the 

abandonment of the Dream sphere.  

 

The “I” 

There are two issues emerging from this passage. Firstly, there is the topic 

of reflection and consciousness processes, the other topic refers to the issue 

of time. Both are of course aspects contributing to the illumination of Dream 

within this context and need closer inspection. 

The way in which Jakob reflects on and within this text part is significant as 

this mental operation is not only confined to the subsequent dream report, 

which this entire last passage really represents, but occurs within the dream 

itself: Jakob reminds himself of Lisa’s death. Most importantly, he 

apparently converses with himself. At first he tries to persuade himself that 

the girl should be Lisa but then he rationalises the issue: “Nein, das kann es 

nicht. Wir haben keine Lehrerin mehr.”417 This inner communication reveals 

thus a split between the parts of Jakob which represent on one side the 

sentimental wish behind the first sentence, and on the other side the rational 

assessment – i.e. between the imaginative and the rational or between poetic 

and prosaic consciousness. Further separation becomes evident when Jakob 

                                                
416 Garloff, Katja: Seltsame Stadt – Allegorie/Stadt/Theater in Texten Robert 
Walsers. MA Thesis, University Hamburg 1991, 70. 
417 This and following quotes: GW VI, 162. 



III. Part II 
 

199 
 

witnesses that he is ‘consoling himself’. “[..] und ich sah förmlich, wie ich 

mich tröstete, und ich hörte den Trost.” The division of the “I” is therefore 

continued in an intriguing way. Now there is a double of Jakob who is 

watching himself. Furthermore, the very consolation, which the first “I” is 

in fact expressing for the watching “I”, then becomes a character itself. The 

simple scenario demonstrates a fanning out of character variations, 

ultimately deriving from the novel character. A short reminder: the 

constellation of the dreamer and the “I” within the dream constitutes the 

original split (see section: Dream and Walser). The formal division into all 

these parts is therefore a highly complex structure fulfilling an essential 

requirement of Dream and suited to creating the Dreamlikeness of the text. 

However, the passage reveals its constructed nature through the introduction 

of the personification of consolation. This device has already been used in 

other dream simulations, for example in the dream allegory denouncing 

moral ideals. The weaving of concepts into the dream text destroys the 

illusion of Dream and draws attention to rational considerations. In this 

case, consolation advises the dreamer to stop interpreting, hence referring to 

Jakob’s bewilderment at thinking of Lisa while watching the girl. Thus, 

consolation has the role of distracting the dreamer from the potential of 

disclosedness418 of the dream experience. The condescending gesture of 

consolation dismisses the deeper exploration into the meaning of Lisa’s 

appearance in the dream. It thereby recalls the kind of historical approaches 

to dreams, such as the one favoured in the enlightenment, marked by the 

dismissal of an interpretable dream. This coupling of abstract concept and 

refusal to interpret the dream seems a jarring element in this passage. It goes 

against the psychological understanding of Dream and only highlights the 

constructed nature of this particular nightdream. However, this notion of the 

dismissal of interpretation is picked up again at the very end of the novel, 

when Jakob actually leaves with Benjamenta. It becomes clear that this 

notion does in fact reveal a refusal and dismissal of ‘the world of thinking’ 

altogether. However, this thinking, as alluded to earlier, represents the world 

of inner experience.  

                                                
418 Heidegger’s term. 
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The Shift 

Jakob, the dreamer, then returns his glance to the girl, unfettered by memory 

of Lisa, and indulges in the view in front of him. “An dem einen der 

schönen Beine hing ein Band, das im Winde, der das Ganze liebkoste, leise 

flatterte. Mir schien, als wehe, als flattere der ganze spiegelblanke süße 

Traum.”419 Despite the assurance that the dreamer is emphatically happy at 

this sight, there is an aspect to consider: The figure of the girl merges in a 

sense with the dream itself and thus the female becomes absorbed by the 

dream and vanishes as the embodiment of physical reality.420 This part is 

significant as it represents a shift – once again – from the female to the male 

sphere. However, Jakob feels ecstatically happy. He continues with the 

dream and his attention is now drawn to Benjamenta, albeit – as he claims – 

fleetingly. Interestingly, Jakob steers his dream report towards Benjamenta 

by using apostrophes when calling him “dieser Mensch”, as if rendering a 

quote or citation. It appears as a device of dissociation between himself and 

the object of his attention. He continues as if he has been observing himself 

and is now even reporting about himself. This is a new level of “I” 

dissolution, which provides a sense of a hidden and undisclosed dimension 

behind the already frayed reality.  

 

The Male 

“Natürlich war es der Herr Vorsteher, an den ich so dachte.”421 Jakob’s 

comment about ‘fleetingly thinking about Benjamenta’ is contradicted by 

the fact that the institute’s principal becomes the main focus and the basis 

for the most significant part of the dream, which then extends into the novel 

text. Also, the statement of effusive happiness is immediately preceding this 

thought and allows for an interesting conclusion regarding the psychological 

association. In fact, allusions to homoerotic connotations have been made in 

secondary literature. This is accentuated by the description of the head of 

the institute as a knight-like figure on a horse, with the ‘long sword hanging 

                                                
419 GW VI, 162. 
420 This corresponds to the earlier point made about Lisa who belongs to the 
‘inside’ as much as the female belongs to Dream; both eventually vanish by the end 
of the novel.  
421 This quote and following references: GW VI, 162. 
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by his side’. According to Jakob – and to his surprise – Benjamenta appears 

suddenly in his dream. Jakob is literally looking up to the principal in an 

admiring fashion. He is ‘wearing a shimmering black, noble and serious 

armour’. The colour black for an armour is quite unusual and alludes to 

moral darkness (this is in contrast to the proverbial knight in shining 

armour, usually associated with white or silver). The horse is equally 

belligerent. This description shows an appearance which is quintessentially 

corporeal and as such in stark contrast to the description of the naked girl 

which disappears into a dream.  

 

Significant is the fact that Benjamenta is physically turned away from Jakob 

and his glance is directed ‘into the distance, toward life’. At this point, the 

issue of closeness and distance as coordinates for emotional involvement 

should be pointed out again. This was addressed in Geschwister Tanner in 

association with Simon’s relationship with his sister Hedwig: “Was war 

denn dieser Begriff der Ferne gegen solche Fernen und Nähen. Das 

Unendliche schien ihm plötzlich das Nächste.”422 Back to Jakob von 

Gunten, the distant place in this instance is now the outside world which not 

simply beckons by itself, but is pointed towards by Benjamenta. It can be 

understood as a summons towards a new world or place, different from the 

one of seclusion in the institute, but also towards a different kind of Being 

which is directed outwardly. It implicates also the involvement of fight and 

battle associated with Benjamenta’s armour, an existence remote from the 

world of “reine[m] Sein”.423 This is emphasised in the description of the 

dispersing of a hostile mob or the incitement to revolution, the main 

contribution of the two travellers in the dream. These activities are the 

epitome of male tradition and are nevertheless paired with extreme 

contentment. 

 

                                                
422 GW VI, 101. 
423 See Greven, 2009.  
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Pace and Time 

Jakob finds himself shouting frantically at Benjamenta in order to gain his 

attention and to let the man know that he has made a decision. Benjamenta 

seems not to hear at first, which leaves Jakob anguished. This reaction 

marks a transition which has started to take place within Jakob. He has left 

his position of the observer – which he had occupied up to this point in the 

dream but also in the institute – and is now engaged in a pursuit. This, quite 

literally, brings about the rolling of the dream ‘like a carriage’, presumably 

in order to reach Benjamenta. But the moving then continues, according to 

Jakob’s report, essentially away from the ‘European culture’. The two 

travellers find themselves in the desert, trading with indigenous people, 

riding camels, eventually arriving in India where Benjamenta is going to be 

made a prince.  

While the two wander from place to place and engage in various 

interactions and activities, thus implying a reasonably complex involvement 

with their environment, the world itself speeds by: “Es war etwas 

Unverständlich-Mildes und Zartes in den Bewegungen der Länder. Ja, mir 

war es, als marschierten, nein eher, als flögen die Länder.”; “Die 

Erdgegenden schossen mit den Wandertagen blitzartig vorüber.”424 These 

descriptions of a dynamic world in motion is somewhat in opposition to the 

earthly and corporeal existence of the two men and creates a tension within 

this passage. Jakob emphasises the men’s solidness and immutability in 

facing the world: “Und wie stunden wir fest.”425 Beside the Dreamlike 

unrealness achieved by the description of moving countries and also by 

suggesting the loss of sense of ordinary time, there appears to be a rift in the 

described world. It rather seems as if there were two different levels of time 

of which the two men inhabit one – and while standing still – noticing the 

other. The concept of pace therefore introduces a new aspect to time and 

temporality compared to the previous dreams. It also opens up a completely 

new and inconsistent reality. 

  

                                                
424 Both: GW VI, 163. 
425 GW VI, 163. 
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Images 

The adventures that Jakob and Benjamenta experience in the dream are 

distinctly different to any other nightdream in Jakob von Gunten (the only 

other comparable experience is contained in the War daydream). They are in 

their essence male phantasies and refer to prosaic concerns. 

The descriptions of the last passage are explanatory but not tangible; apart 

from the image of Benjamenta’s armour there is no real visual signification 

or even an allusion which could give the dreamt world a rich 

phenomenological reality. The few images that do exist relate mainly to 

nature or natural entities. The only other unusual image relates to time: “Die 

einzelnen Wochen sahen sich an wie kleine, glitzernde Steinchen.”426 

However, following on from the introductory part describing the meadow 

and its abstracted flowers, the later part about the travels simply mentions 

the ‘flying countries’, ‘whirring birds, roaring animals, rustling trees’. Life 

‘lies in front of the two men like a tree with its branches and twigs’. The 

element which receives somewhat more attention is the sea. “Das Meer zog 

sich majestätisch dahin wie eine große blaue nasse Welt von Gedanken.” 

This last statement evokes associations which link thought and regal status, 

as well as inner world and ephemeral quality, alluding to the female and 

Dreamlike nature of water as previously explored. As a conclusion, thoughts 

in this context should not be understood as logical operations driven by 

rationality but rather indicate a free flow of reverie, as addressed earlier. 

This is important as the ‘world of thinking’ and leaving it behind becomes 

significant for the ending of the novel.  

 

The Decision 

In the following passage, more attention is paid to the description of inner 

experiences than to physical appearances. In his report, Jakob interposes 

comments to that effect in intervals, such as the following: “[..] wir waren 

ganz eigentümlich belebt von einer kühlen, ich möchte sagen, großartigen 

Zufriedenheit.”;427 “Ich empfand die Erfahrung von ganzen 

vorüberwinkenden, langen, schwer zu ertragen gewesenen Jahrzehnten. Wie 
                                                
426 This and following quotes and references: GW VI, 163. 
427 162 GW VI, 162. 
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war doch das eigentümlich.” And: “Es war so köstlich zu leben, das fühlte 

ich in allen Gliedern.”428 The quintessence of these remarks lies in the 

desirability of the life Jakob and Benjamenta are to embark upon. This 

aspect thus lies at the heart of the subsequent decision made by Jakob. The 

Dream experience is entirely positive for Jakob, despite the experience of 

hostility and violence. It is devoid of any ‘twists or turns’, undermining 

manoeuvers or ironic diversions – apart from the brief interlude featuring 

Lisa early on. The dream therefore suggests a clear, unmediated directive 

message for the benefit of Jakob, who finds himself at a crossroads, as much 

as for the reader of the novel. 

 

Dream Models 

The relationship between the dream and Jakob’s decision to leave with 

Benjamenta raises the question if this dream can be understood as a 

prophetic dream which prompts Jakob to make the final decision, or if it 

may be read as a psychological dream which enabled Jakob to understand 

his own desires. The latter scenario is tentatively supported by the fact that 

Jakob becomes aware of a decision he has made within the dream and which 

he tries to communicate to Benjamenta. Jakob becomes aware of thoughts 

which he recognises as being meaningful to him, but he is not able to 

precisely understand what he is actually thinking. “Aha, dachte ich 

unwillkürlich, und wie mir schien, ziemlich dumm: Das war es also, das! – 

Aber was es war, was ich da dachte, konnte ich nicht enträtseln.”429 Even 

within the dream – the realm which discloses deep personal truths and is 

hence used as a designated literary space – his innermost thoughts and 

desires remain hidden as if encapsulated in his unconscious mind. This 

aspect may indicate a shift away from the ‘true’ consciousness sphere of 

Dream to yet another, which is mirrored by the shift from the female to the 

male. The inability to decipher his own thoughts can also be read as the 

inception of the ‘abandonment of the world of thoughts’. This dream thus 

demonstrates the deconstruction of previously entertained concepts in more 

                                                
428 Both: GW VI, 163. 
429 GW VI, 162-163. 
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than one sense. In view of this, the attempt to determine the type of dream 

model – mantic or psychological – becomes irrelevant. 

 

Evaluation 

The first aspect to be revisited is the shift from the female to the male. It has 

been shown that this phenomenon has already appeared in different forms 

within other dreams in Geschwister Tanner (the Paris dream) and in Jakob 

von Gunten (The Mother dream, the Morality dream). Thus, moving the 

point of interest from the girl on the meadow and towards the travel with 

Benjamenta constitutes a repeat and deepening of previous tendencies. 

However, in Jakob von Gunten, the shift becomes more pronounced, 

consequential and appears on a particular level which extends to the novel 

text. Here, Jakob actively pursues the change within the dream by chasing 

after Benjamenta, and eventually – after the dream – decides to leave with 

him. This level of engagement and determination is significantly different 

when compared to the dreams in Geschwister Tanner. Moreover, dream and 

novel indicate – at least at first sight – a direction which Jakob’s life is about 

to take. It alludes to the entering of the linearity of history and suggests the 

exit of a Dream consciousness. In addition, the place which becomes the 

ultimate destination is the desert. The desert – signifying extremely hot and 

barren land – offers associations with fire and sun which must be seen as the 

opposites to water and therefore symbolises the male in opposition to the 

female.  

The decision to follow Benjamenta, on a symbolic level invites the 

conclusion that Jakob is finally separating from the female and the mother 

and accepting the Law of the father. This displacement, which is subject to 

symbolic and metaphoric treatment in the dream, is already indicated within 

the novel text. As Dagmar Grenz observes: “Fräulein Benjamenta schwindet 

in demselben Maße dahin, wie ihr Bruder zum Leben erwacht.”430 

Considering Jakob von Gunten as part of a Berlin trilogy, there appears to 

be a progression for the universal protagonist after all. However, it would be 

a mistake to understand such change of direction – as mentioned above – as 
                                                
430 Grenz, 1974, 150. 
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a character development of the protagonist – or even Walser – in the sense 

of the various Bildungsroman models. The change in his position and 

perspective towards the gender constellation does not change the fact that 

the protagonist does not comply with any societal norms and that he remain 

in fact the same, as Angerer and Hong have identified. Jakob principally 

changes his environment, i.e. the institution par excellence, not the other 

way round. His, individuation is entirely unique. 

 

The Issue of ‘Becoming’ 

One particular aspect regarding consciousness processes should be 

addressed in this context. The dichotic treatment of Dream within this study 

understands the designed literary dream forms as enveloped by the 

Dreamlikeness – expression of the reverie mode of writing – which has been 

established in Part I. Walser’s conceptual dream texts in allegorical form as 

acts of volitional creations in particular seem to be in contrast to the 

underlying Dreamlikenss. The wilful, rational intent seems to belong to the 

male sphere, if the Dream, as shown above, belongs to the female. However, 

since even the denoted dream text is conceived within the oneiric process of 

writing, the wilful nature of the ‘statement’ dream may be somewhat 

modified. It may be suggested that the discussed aspects relating to the 

male, the corporeal and by extension the ontic, are in fact transcended by the 

creative Dream consciousness. The examined movement inherent in the 

dream and in the later part of the novel Jakob von Gunten, for example, 

should rather be understood as the expression of a dynamic process which 

encompasses an interplay of the different consciousness modes contained in 

the reverie of writing.  

To reiterate: A progression of sorts is evident in the novel. However, as the 

ending and last dream reveal, this does not belong to the development – 

personal or social – of a Bildungsroman-hero. Walser creates his own 

unique outcome which remains undeterminable and accounts for the variety 

of contradicting evaluations by secondary literature.  
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Dream and Novel 

The direct and unmediated way in which the dream is imbedded into the 

reality of the novel is unusual and at the same time establishes its close 

relationship with it. It is placed at a stage where Jakob would be expected to 

consider the proposal made to him by Benjamenta, which ordinarily would 

suggest a rational and systematic evaluation of the advantages and 

disadvantages. The replacement of such a logical mental process with a 

dream is interesting and telling at the same time. Why does Jakob need to 

experience a dream before making a life-changing decision? It suggests 

Walser’s awareness of the significance and nature of Dream and 

furthermore reveals an understanding of the function of literary dreams. In 

this particular instance the dream also converges with the other statements 

by Jakob which declare the rejection of the world of thinking as a whole.  

 

The dream must now be placed into context with the novel itself. As 

addressed earlier, the Dreamlikeness of the novel and the allusion to the 

experience of the institute as Dream itself calls for the examination of the 

role of the denoted dream texts and in particular the last dream.  

The dream-within-the-dream phenomenon in this instance does not result in 

a deepening of Dream. The last dream may be a catalyst as it lays the 

foundation for Jakob’s subsequent path of action. It has therefore a 

traditional literary function. It does not, however, continue the process of 

dissolution into Dream, which is the main characteristic of Dream according 

to the previous expositions. This dream, like most of the dreams in Jakob 

von Gunten, protrudes – like an island – from the fabric of the Dreamlike 

novel text. This is not simply a structural characteristic but has wider 

implications relating to the narrative but also to Dream itself. 

If the novel Jakob von Gunten itself is the product of Dream consciousness, 

derived from the process of reverie inscription, then the denoted dream texts 

are spaces where other consciousness processes – closer to rational wake 

state – dominate. At its most exponential, directional intentions proclaim 

thought-driven statements. These spaces thus defy Dream nature, despite 

their labels and structures. The Desert dream is the culmination of this 

process and its epitome. It thereby betrays the appearance of a coincidental 
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precursor to the novel ending, but conveys deeper projections which have, 

for the most part, been overlooked. 

 

Secondary Sources – Concluded 

Returning now to the assessments by secondary literature in view of the 

ending, it can be said that the results of these assessments rely heavily on 

the various authors’ understanding of Dream and its aspects. This includes 

ideas of reality. 

Cardinal recognises the dissolution inherent to Dream but does neither 

consider the gendered aspects nor discuss the other elements in the dream 

text that are proof of a dynamic which would contradict her statement 

regarding the ‘deadlike condition’ and ‘abandonment of orientation’ for 

Jakob.  

 

Auf der Reise nach diesem schon beinahe todesähnlichen 
Zustande begibt sich Jakob, zusammen mit seinem 
enigmatischen Mentor Benjamenta, zu den Nomaden in 
die Wüste. Er hat sich von der gedeuteten Welt ganz 
einfach abgewendet, und von nun an wird sein Leben, als 
ein einziger, langer Ausflug, zum einfachen Spaziergang 
durch eine Wildnis werden, in der es keiner Orientierung 
mehr bedarf.431   

 

Angerer also sees ‘pure Being’ as the outcome of the journey but does not 

attend to the actual phenomenological content and richness of signification 

in the dream. The manifestations of the male and the acceptance of its status 

– even if represented in a subservient role for Jakob – are not identified:  

 

Jakobs Ritt in die Wüste ist der Ausbruch aus den 
Interaktionsformen, die Walser in vielen Kurztexten der 
Berliner Zeit beschreibt. Mit diesem Roman kündigt sich 
eine gegen das soziale Rollenspiel gerichtete Wendung 
von der ‘Darstellung’ zum ‘Wesen an’ [..]432  

 

The ‘negative’ voices amongst the analytical studies deny the vision within 

the dream its reality and believe the narrative to remain a phantasy. Similar 

                                                
431 Cardinal, 1991, 75. 
432 Angerer, 1995, 154. 
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to Andres above, Dagmar Grenz identifies the struggle with loss of ‘reality’ 

in Walser’s novels, which she claims is exemplified in the dreams. She 

writes the following about Geschwister Tanner, but in its essence it mirrors 

the approach toward Jakob von Gunten:  

 

Der Mensch ist ‘wie durch eine leichte, aber 
undurchsichtige Scheidewand vom Leben getrennt’. 
Dieses Abseitsstehen kann er nur durch neue Träume 
aushalten, in denen er die Realität um das ergänzt, was 
ihm aufgrund seiner utopischen Ausrichtung  versagt 
bleiben muß – Träume, die ihn aber letztlich noch weiter 
von der Realität hinwegführen.433  

 

This statement demonstrates a judgemental attitude which sees Dream as a 

form of escapism and hence as a deficient form. This approach does neither 

appreciate the significance of Dream as experience in its own right, nor does 

it see the importance of the function provided in literary dreams. The dream 

content seems to be regarded as a hermetic and isolated text with no impact 

on the surrounding novel text. This opinion is found again in Naguib’s 

treatment of the last dream in Jakob von Gunten: 

 

Zwar wird am Ende des Romans die Unmittelbarkeit des 
Lebens in ihrer elementarsten Form bejaht, aber gerade 
diese Unmittelbarkeit gehört einer irrealen Vorzeit an, 
kann nicht als ein konkretes Tun verstanden, sondern 
lediglich gedacht werden. Streng gesehen tritt an die Stelle 
des Gedankenlebens, das Jakob am Ende abstreift, 
paradoxerweise ein gedachtes Leben in Abenteuern. Was 
sich als die Aufhebung der europäischen Kultur gibt, 
bleibt im Grunde ein Rückzug in die subjektive 
Phantasie.434  

 

For Naguib, the vision dream at the end describes the travels as Jakob’s 

attempted journey to himself.435 However, Naguib understands this only as a 

potentiality without any realisation, a wish that is not going to be 

fulfilled.436 Thus, if Dream is understood as deficient and impotent 

                                                
433 Grenz, 1974, 68. 
434 Naguib, 1970, 118-119. 
435 Naguib, 1970, 117-118. 
436 Naguib, 1970, 119. 
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compared to everyday reality, then the journey experienced in the dream 

will remain impossible. 

The considerations discussed so far regarding this last dream also highlight 

the neglect of the symbolism provided in the text which would allow a 

phenomenological reading. Equally, other theoretical approaches, such as a 

psychoanalytical reading, are widely absent within the visited analyses.  

 

Therefore, both the reading of the dream itself and the impact on the novel 

depend on the understanding of Dream. Only if Dream is understood in its 

fullest meaning, and literary dreams as derivations of Dream with all the 

implications, will the pure potentiality inherent in this particular dream text 

be accessible and become significant in the context of the novel. Hence, not 

only its content but the dream as Dream itself becomes the key to the 

ending. This aspect adds a new dimension to the engagement with Dream.  
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IV. Summary and Conclusion 

 

 

The discussions around the last dream in Jakob von Gunten demonstrate the 

importance of understanding Dream in its complexity and its relationship 

with the literary dream forms. When single dreams are mentioned or 

examined in reviews and analyses, it is not to be taken for granted that the 

Dream forms, Dream history and Dream theories have been considered. The 

fundamental knowledge of a Dream discourse with all its aspects can have a 

crucial impact on the reading and understanding of the relevant texts.  

The novel Jakob von Gunten is particularly fruitful for making this point, as 

further examples in this respect are provided by the two soldier dream texts. 

In order to summarise the discussion regarding the use of different dream 

forms (nightdream/daydream) in a literary context, these last two texts are 

most relevant. The following has been shown during this study: 

It has always been noticed that Jakob’s ego oscillates between megalomania 

and subservient sacrifice, an observation of a paradox which seems 

irreconcilable or is attributed to Jakob’s identity crisis for example.437 This 

dichotomy is highlighted by the two soldier dreams in their portrayals. To 

reiterate: In the first dream as a soldier, he displays the hubris of an all-

powerful figure and revels in the description of it. This prototype of an 

extremely objectionable character has already been thoroughly illustrated in 

various other dreams. A closer look shows that this particular character 

model and its behaviour are exclusively displayed in nightdream forms. In 

Jakob von Gunten, there is also the dream about his mother and the 

allegorical dream about morality. (Even in Geschwister Tanner, a novel 

with qualitatively different dreams, this character side is associated with the 

unconscious of the nightdream. This is particularly evident in the 

appearance of the girl in the second Boat dream.) 

Though the Officer dream may appear as a daydream phantasy at first 

glance, the introduction modifies this significantly. According to Jakob, he 

had ‘found himself ‘in that phantasy, ostensibly without his doing or 

                                                
437 see Angerer, 1995, 136. 
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without him being able to prevent it. This dissociating introduction as part 

of the dream report has become a standard procedure employed by Walser 

for this kind of dream. The subsequent rejection of any responsibility, the 

implication of outside powers and the association with absurdity – therefore 

any outside realness – put this dream firmly in the nightdream category. 

The second soldier dream, however, is a text in which Jakob engages his 

imagination but which remains nevertheless a conscious construct for its 

best part. The distance to the imagined experience itself while telling it – 

this is different to the distancing position in a subsequent dream report – and 

consistent subjunctive tense offers the text up as a consideration: ‘imagine I 

were a soldier’. The significance of the difference between the two dreams 

thus lies in the categorisation: The ‘evil’ side that Jakob entertains from 

time to time appears exclusively in a nightdream. The considerate soldier 

and altruistic wealthy man, on the other hand, are to be found in the 

daydream phantasies. By recalling the definitions of these two dream forms 

as determined in Part I of this dissertation, two divided spheres emerge. The 

daydreams as a whole harbour morally desirable intents, whereas the 

nightdream form is utilised for indulging in unacceptable and provocative 

social behaviour. This confirms the daydream form as a space where mental 

control of the consciousness ensures that the ego is delivering acceptable 

content. The nightdream, on the other hand, provides the unfettered freedom 

for the unconsciousness to delve into a moral abyss. 

Hence, it has been shown that understanding and considering the nature and 

characteristics of dream forms contributes to gaining new perspectives on 

the dream texts themselves, but moreover to understanding Walser’s novels 

more comprehensively. 

In addition, the pattern that has thus emerged from the use of dream forms 

suggests that Walser did indeed have an understanding of Dream and its 

forms.  

 

Similar insights can be derived from comparing and contrasting the two 

novels and their dream texts. The Berlin novels need to be considered as a 

sequence. It has been shown in the respective sections above that the dreams 

in Geschwister Tanner are more inventive and imaginative in terms of use 
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of dream forms and consciousness states. They are by and large also more 

playful, visually rich and from a poetological viewpoint more satisfying 

than the dreams in Jakob von Gunten. In Geschwister Tanner, the dreams 

are evidently not just embedded texts but bleed into the novel text and vice 

versa. They seem part of the overall reverie which is the process underlying 

the novel. One could say that the dreams in Geschwister Tanner are dreamt. 

In contrast, the individual dreams in Jakob von Gunten are thought.  

It appears that the transfer to the male sphere and the shift to the Law of the 

father in Jakob von Gunten, as demonstrated by the content and the 

poetological values, goes hand in hand with a more formal, compacted and 

lucid construction of the dreams. Indeed, the dreams in Jakob von Gunten 

have taken the form of deliberate text insertions which seem to be in the 

service of asserting a wilful and premeditating consciousness. Therefore, the 

dreams in this novel – an exception being the first dream about his mother 

which allows for a psychological reading and by extension for a personal 

association with Walser – may be understood as signifiers of a male 

consciousness which usurps Dream as the traditional space of the female.  

 

However, despite the abandonment of the pure Dream form of fluid 

consciousness in Jakob von Gunten, the characteristic elements of 

dissolution are nevertheless applied in order to achieve the appearance of 

Dream, as is to be expected of good literary dream constructs. Especially the 

variations of “I” dissolution is remarkable. But not all characteristics may be 

attributed to an all and out expression of the prosaic or male sphere. It must 

not be forgotten that these dreams are also dreams within a form of reverie, 

i.e. dreams within a dream. Thus, the creative force of the unconscious to 

some degree also infiltrates these separate text parts. Therefore there exists a 

dynamic relationship between the dreams and the Dreamlikeness of the 

overall novel text which serves to inform each other’s meaning reciprocally. 

This is of course the case in both novels. The character of the dreams in 

Jakob von Gunten are nevertheless of a different quality and character, 

contributing to the progression described earlier which after all suggests a 

departure from the history-less and time-less pure Dream consciousness. 
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This makes the dreams in Jakob von Gunten stand out in the strictest sense. 

Lenk has written the following in a different context about Lewis Carrol. 

However, her assessment can also be applied to this scenario. By observing 

the dreams within a dream she discovers the following: 

“Wie der Traum im Traume nach Stekel die unträumbare Realität enthält, so 

findet gerade in der geträumtesten dieser Welten Carrolls 

Auseinandersetzung mit der Wirklichkeit statt.”438  

 

Based on previous research, it is the dominant opinion that the concern with 

the female has its root in a fundamental but flawed mother-son relationship 

which invites the psychoanalytical investigation. Taking this understanding 

as a starting point, the female/male relationship, as symbolised by the 

imagery in the dreams, sees a change in its constellation and the focus 

switching from one sphere to the other over the span of the two novels. The 

existence of a general kind of change which becomes apparent in the later 

Berlin novels has been hinted at by Angerer. As the source for such variance 

he suspects the influence of life in Berlin which may have shaped the 

different conceptualisations mirrored in the treatment of the dreams. “Für 

Walser scheinen sich in dere Künstlerrolle Ende der Berliner Zeit beide 

Erfahrungen, jene Joseph Martis und jene Jakobs von Gunten, radikalisert 

zu haben: Stigmatisierung durch andere und Hunger nach dem eigenen 

Wesen.”439 This suggestion must remain unanswered in this context but 

offers scope for further research. 

 

However, it has been shown that the shift, which is signified by the move 

from the female to the male, plays a role in another context. It has been 

argued that understanding the progression into the ‘new’ sphere, which 

culminated in Jakob’s travel into the world in the Desert dream, as the 

journey of the classic, or indeed any other hero of the Bildungsroman is 

problematic. Jakob knows that it is Kraus that really personifies the idea of 

Bildung and Bildungsroman through the latter’s self-absorption into 

thinking. “Kraus kennt wenig, aber er ist nie, nie gedankenlos, er unterwirft 
                                                
438 Lenk, 1983, 268. 
439 Angerer, 1995, 195. 
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sich immer gewissen selbstgestellten Geboten, und das nenne ich Bildung. 

Was an einem Menschen liebevoll und gedankenvoll ist, das ist Bildung.”440 

Thus, with the refusal of the world of thinking, which Jakob expresses at the 

end of his last dream, he also refuses the world of Bildung. He emphasis this 

in another way when he utters: 

 

[..] denn die Erfolge haben nur die Zerfahrenheit und 
einige billige Weltanschauungen zur unabstreifbaren 
Begleitschaft. Man spürt es sofort, wenn Menschen 
Erfolge und Anerkennung aufzuweisen haben, sie werden 
quasi dick von sättigender Selbstzufriedenheit [..]441  

 

As shown in the previous section, while the last dream does create a unique 

atmosphere and ambivalence, as the variety of interpretations vouch for,  it 

also shows that Jakob’s new sphere, the anticipated ‘new world’, is not that 

of adapting or conforming to a bourgeois society and its ideals. It remains 

unclear if Jakob ends up in the world of physicality beyond either thinking 

or indeed dreaming, into nothingness, or seeks “Zerstörung der 

Signifikanz”;442 however, the new world seems entirely Jakob’s own. 

Jakob’s travels can certainly be understood as the journey away from the 

mother443 and to himself.444  

 

Conclusion 

This study has established the importance and significance of Dream for the 

understanding of the novels and the dream texts alike. This dissertation has 

also shown that rich literary and intertextual sources can equally be 

recognised as contributing to the creation of the dream texts as does the 

psychoanalytical material which can be inferred as mirroring Walser’s own 

personal concerns around the female/male constellation deriving from 

oedipal issues and a complicated relationship with his mother.  

                                                
440 GW VI, 80. 
441 GW VI, 82. 
442 “Mit dem Signifikanten “Wüste” wird geradezu ein Land hinter der Signifikanz 
gesucht.” Hiebel, 1978, 327. 
443 For aspects on the conflict with the mother and search for autonomy, which is 
inferred from Walser’s won life, see Angerer, 1995. 
444 “Symbolisch steht diese Reise zu sich selbst [..]”: Naguib, 1970, 117-118. 
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Both psychoanalytical and intertextual aspects are grounded in modernism – 

the common denominator – and provide the foundation for the poetological 

investigation. They have thus been used as tools in the analysis of the 

content and functions of the dream texts. The investigation has subsequently 

shown patterns that suggest that Walser had an understanding of Dream and 

its forms which motivated their literary employ.  

The dreams relate to and are embedded in the Dreamlikeness of the overall 

writing. Both are equally products of the Dream consciousness which is in 

fact underlying the writing process. 

In order to establish Dream as a viable complex, the engagement with it has 

been positioned in a wider context. It has been argued that Dream and its 

dynamic processes also belong to the poetic consciousness – as do the arts 

in general – which is essentially linked to the striving for subjectivity, the 

aspiration to pull back from falleness and to achieve authenticity of Being in 

Heidegger’s sense. It has also been argued that it is this striving which 

motivated Walser’s writing in the same way as it directed his course of life. 

Even the denoted dream texts, though literary constructs, are nevertheless 

congruent with this overall view due to the link with the writing process and 

the understanding of dynamic Dream processes. Furthermore, some 

particular nightdream texts form deliberate statements which constitute an 

inversion of the expected nature of Dream. This supports the thesis of 

Walser’s understanding of Dream and dream forms. The analyses of the 

dreams and their relationship to the novel text reveals an inherent treatment 

of the gender issue, and also discloses a development which is in agreement 

with Lacan’s progression to the Law of the father, or the Symbolic order. It 

shall, however, not be confused with the ‘becoming’, which defines a form 

of Bildungsroman.  

To conclude: In order to investigate the relevant texts and to create a 

meaningful context, this study has employed a comprehensive range of 

aspects with the aim to conceive a multifaceted complex of Dream to further 

its understanding in literary use. 

.Further research may investigate the chronological aspect of Dream and use 

of dream texts by Walser. In particular the later years should provide ample 
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material for the examination of Dream in view of Walser’s retreat during the 

last years of his life. 
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