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 The Cult of the Genius in Germany 
and Austria at the Dawn of the 
Twentieth Century   
    Julia Barbara   K ö hne    

   In his 1918 monograph  Die Geniereligion  (“The Religion of Genius”), Edgar 
Zilsel, a philosopher of the history of science and a lecturer in adult edu-
cation in Vienna, observed the following of his Austrian and German 
contemporaries:

  [O]ur audience does not believe that there is anything wrong with admir-
ing genius, in fact it seems to them to be the obvious thing to do. We do 
not see a problem in the notion of genius, our literature and our  zeitgeist  
has completely appropriated it. There is not the slightest hint of alienation, 
let alone rejection. [ . . . ] Although we ourselves seem only partially aware 
of the extent of our admiration for genius, our notion of genius is of rel-
evance to cultural historians; the full significance of such semi-conscious 
guiding concepts will only truly come to light with the benefit of time.  1     

 Zilsel, who was sympathetic to socialism, was concerned by what he 
described as “genius enthusiasm” and the “genius enthusiasts” who preached 
it ( figure 8.1 ).    

 Part of the community of contemporary writers and intellectuals, he 
affirmed, had become willing victims of the cult of the individual personality 
and the “glory ideal,” which they peddled in their works in a far from disin-
terested way. By declaring themselves connoisseurs of “genius” and awarding 
the title to specific historical figures, these writers vaunted their own impor-
tance. Zilsel mocked the pretensions of these petty “genius priests,” who were 
in truth nothing but second-rate schoolmasters:

  Here comes the modern minister of genius, a measure of merit 
[“Wertma ß stab”] in his hands, like a schoolmaster; anyone who can “dis-
cern” is a “genius,” who gives priority to the mysteries of knowledge, a 
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 profound person [“tiefe Pers ö nlichkeit”]; in contrast the remaining think-
ers are relegated to the back seats in the philosophical classroom like medi-
ocre pupils [“Dutzendmenschen”].  2     

 Yet genius-enthusiasm was not only fodder for Zilsel’s ironic humor and an 
annoying aspect of the times, but also dangerous. The “religion-like nature”  3   of 
the cult of genius, Zilsel asserted, fostered alienation, contempt of the masses, 
and the exclusion of the “Other.”  4   Toward the end of  Die Geniereligion , Zilsel 

 Figure 8.1      “ Geistesheldenbiographien ”—list of genius biographies from 1900. 
Robert Saitchick, Genie und Charakter. Shakespeare, Lessing, Goethe, 
Schiller, Schopenhauer, Wagner (Berlin: Hofmann, 1900).  
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cautioned that “ignorance and strong prejudices” of the kind demonstrated 
by such contemporary admirers of genius as Houston Stewart Chamberlain 
would be “paid for with the happiness and blood of fellow men.”  5   The domi-
nance of the “notion of the genius personality and of profundity” indicated a 
“severe danger”  6   for the age. Indeed, the racist, antifeminist, and anti-Semitic 
tendencies of the greater part of the writings of the time dealing with the 
question of genius can be interpreted as  one  foundational component for a 
range of political programs fostering violence. Radical National Socialists, 
among others, would seize upon these tendencies and put them into effect. 

 The object of Zilsel’s critical analysis—the figure of the genius—was vir-
ulently and obsessively discussed in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries. That is the theme of this chapter, which focuses on genius 
research and literature, published in particular between 1890 and 1920, that 
conceptualized the “genius” as a controversial figure of knowledge and rep-
resentation, employing the category of genius as what Zilsel described as a 
“semiconscious guiding concept” (“halb unbewusste Leitidee”). Although 
the cultural-historical discourse of genius can be traced back much earlier, 
the “genius” was increasingly conceived as a self-conscious object of modern 
epistemic interest and cultural and scientific inquiry from the middle of the 
nineteenth century, as the well-known work of such influential writers as 
Thomas Carlyle and Ralph Waldo Emerson makes clear. Moreover, genius 
reflection and the research that blossomed around it was not cultivated as 
a single discipline, but rather found its way into diverse and quite extensive 
fields of knowledge and university departments, some of which were newly 
constituted or recently reformed at the time. These included religious studies, 
sociology, anthropology, psychology, psychoanalysis and psychobiography, 
psychiatry/neurology/pathography, philosophy, literary criticism, sexual sci-
ence, evolutionary theory, phrenology, craniometry, biology, and race-theory 
(including eugenics). In this chapter, the following questions will be traced 
from a constructivist and interdisciplinary perspective: what was “genius” 
and who earned this ennobling distinction? how was the “genius,” who was 
most often investigated only  post mortem , conceptualized, represented, and 
interpreted? which strategic and political functions did this legitimizing 
heroic figure serve? and what role did the concept play with regard to the con-
ditions of possibility and the self-image of the authors, literatures, cultures, 
and disciplines that negotiated its characteristics with such passion? 

 In responding to these questions, I will develop the thesis that invoking 
the abstract notion of genius had a twofold discursive and strategic func-
tion, serving the interests of those scholars and scientists who undertook 
genius research, while at the same time impacting the wider political and cul-
tural sphere. On the one hand, there was a group of genius researchers who 
believed in the “genius” as a godlike savior, a redeemer of society, and a crea-
tor of culture. They included, among others, Hans Bl ü her, Houston Stewart 
Chamberlain, Ernst Kretschmer, and Otto Weininger, and they imagined the 
genius invariably as white, male, and of European descent—singular, origi-
nal, creative, inventive, self-taught as well as self-generating, autonomous, 
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and either inspired by the divine or godlike creatures themselves. Despite—or 
perhaps precisely because of—secularization, these authors believed in the 
“genius” as a redeemer and liberator of society, as Edgar Zilsel observed. Yet 
the characteristics attributed to genius reveal more about the visions of the 
authors themselves than about their putative topic of inquiry. The “genius” 
was imagined not just as the subject of inventive creativity—a view already 
common in various aesthetic perspectives around 1800—but the genius 
researcher now tried to figuratively blend or “bleed” into his research object.  7   
In some of the texts, the genius figure helped fragile and newly constituted 
or reformed academic disciplines construct their professional identity, legiti-
mize their (often cross-disciplinary) methodologies, and reassure themselves 
of their own rational, intellectual, and creative powers by association with the 
qualities of so-called “great men of history” (“gro ß e M ä nner der Geschichte”), 
“eminences” (“Eminenzen”), “superlatives of mankind” (“Superlative der 
Menschheit”), “exceptional individuals” (“Ausnahmemenschen”), “intellec-
tual leaders” (“geistige F ü hrer”), “male heroes” (“M ä nnerhelden”), and the 
like. 

 This is especially interesting because the “genius,” long seen as a cultic, 
mythic, and quasi-religious figure, had been demystified and debased in 
certain respects in the course of the nineteenth century by writers such as 
Moreau de Tours or Cesare Lombroso,  8   who, in the light of the new medical 
and psychological sciences, had associated “genius” with mental instability, 
unworldliness, loneliness, melancholy, degeneration, and insanity. Some of 
the latter characteristics had, on a structural-symbolic level, a de-potenti-
ating or feminizing effect on the imagined male gender of the “genius,” as 
manliness traditionally had been associated with intelligence and thereby 
mental stability, independence, assertiveness, and virility. The genius litera-
ture around 1900 ran counter to those sources that feminized the “genius” 
by combining it with degenerative decline. Instead, it re-masculinized the 
“genius” and reinvigorated its discursive potency as a leading figure. 

 On the other hand, a handful of thinkers, including Walter Benjamin, 
Jakob Wassermann, and Edgar Zilsel—all, not coincidentally, of Jewish her-
itage—described and criticized the “genius” in the context of wider socio-
cultural problems, insecurities, and utopian beliefs. In their eyes, the genius 
knowledge of the time and the artificial “geniusification” of individuals were 
connected to mechanisms of exclusion and extremist ideologies of race and 
gender. Contemporary writing on genius, these authors observed, expounded 
antifeminist and anti-Semitic tendencies that from the 1900s onward merged 
more and more with ideologies of “Aryan” heredity and “racial hygiene” 
(“Rassenhygiene,” “Volkshygiene”)—for example, in the writings of Houston 
Stewart Chamberlain, Ottokar Matura, Alfred Rosenberg, and Richard 
Wagner—and became increasingly entangled with intelligence research and 
fantasies of human breeding of the “highly gifted” of the “German Empire.” 
By the turn of the century, women and Jews were considered to be the 
“Others” in the prevailing Western genius formula, which emphasized the 
inherent superiority of white males. 
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 Yet, on the whole, authors such as Benjamin, Zilsel, and Wassermann were a 
distinct minority. It was much more common to idolize and adore “geniuses” 
than to critically evaluate the rhetorical and biographical narratives related 
to them or to deconstruct the phenomenon of genius-admiration. Indeed, 
the overall atmosphere of the times was thick with “genius-fever,” which was 
fed by competition between multiple disciplines of knowledge, with each 
attempting to describe, define, interpret, and instrumentalize this miraculous 
figure as precisely as they could. At the same time, hundreds of biographies of 
“geniuses,” and high-circulation science publications on the problem of “gen-
ius,” impressed themselves on large sections of society.  9   Most of these texts 
only dealt with surface matters—matters of biography and personality and  not  
the genius’ achievements, artefacts, or writings. And while they alternatively 
admired and idealized, mystified and pathologized—resulting in varied, and 
sometimes contradictory, ascriptions—the overall effect of this diverse body 
of writing was to enhance the aura of genius and the genius figure.  

  The problem that the genius transcended 

 Apart from its specific role within the academic and intellectual constella-
tion, the cult of the genius was a response to dramatic and wide-ranging his-
torical changes and urgent sociocultural problems evident at the turn of the 
century. These included secularization and the corresponding tendency of re-
sacralization amidst specters of social decline; democratization and the weak-
ening of aristocracy; the impact of Darwinian and social Darwinian thought; 
the rise of male associations (“M ä nnerb ü nde”);  10   the so-called  Frauenfrage , the 
first wave of the women’s movement and the erosion of gender as a cate-
gory of knowledge; anti-Semitism; and the nationalistic question of breeding 
excellent offspring.  11   The genius figure provided a way to overcome or tran-
scend these problems by means of what has been described as a “god-trick.”  12   
That is, the genius was imagined and instrumentalized by genius-enthusiasts 
as a being in possession of infinite vision and omniscient perspective—a 
being objective and transcendent, patriarchal and authoritarian, like god. 
Associated symbolically with the rational, objective, neutral, and “asexual” 
(“Geschlechtslosigkeit”),  13   and imagined as pure, superior, transcendent, and 
divine, the “genius” transcended social fissures and problems. This was true 
regardless of whether the genius was conceived as a self-generating hyper-
individual ( sui generis  and self-made) initiating a line of descent of his own; 
as the “Aryan” new “son of humanity” (“Menschensohn”)  14   who negates eve-
rything considered “Jewish and feminine”; a quasi-god who, by his creative 
work and his intelligence, surpassed corporeality and mortality; or as a model 
for an imagined “Aryan-Christian” charismatic leader. The “genius” in all 
these conceptions could be hailed as a being who towered above social prob-
lems, and who was said to be capable alone of providing blueprints for a better 
future. The genius figure, in short, operated conceptually as an invulnerable 
and transcendent player, who symbolized the desire to gain control of the tra-
jectory of an increasingly complex society. As such, it was a secular substitute 

Chaplin_Book.indb   119Chaplin_Book.indb   119 9/21/2015   7:46:15 PM9/21/2015   7:46:15 PM



120 Julia Barbara Köhne

for suppressed religious feelings and a collective fantasy of the possibility of 
overcoming and finding solutions to contemporary problems through crea-
tive and intellectual vision. “Genius,” in this context, incarnated the possi-
bility of salvation, and the very word possessed a kind of mystical attraction. 
It served as what the philosopher of science and physician Ludwik Fleck 
described in the 1930s as a “thought-charm” (“eigent ü mlicher Denkzauber”), 
charged with sacramental power.  15   

 “Genius,” as a scientific and literary-philosophical term, could not be con-
tained by its rational-logical explanations, for the word and concept served 
a further symbolic function, suggesting an imagined ideal image of intel-
lectual authority and at the same time of magic. Members of the scientific 
community and literary scene identified with and mirrored themselves in its 
self-made characteristics. The genius-word-charm (“Wortzauber”) helped, in 
this way, to constitute what Fleck described as a confined “thought-collec-
tive” (“Denkkollektiv”), which united participants in a particular “thought-
style” (“Denkstil”), based on shared education, training, and traditions. Such 
thought-collectives were the product of “the circulation of ideas and social 
practices,” and rested on a certain unconscious conditioning of the scientists’ 
style of perception, thinking, and acting.  16   In contrast to other “thought-
collectives,”  17   which had their own criteria to detect what counted as true 
knowledge or an exceptional idea, the genius thought-collective imagined 
itself as excellent, exclusive, and brilliant by virtue of its recognition of and 
participation in “genius.” Because the quasi-magical genius knowledge tran-
scended disciplinary boundaries, it united theories of science, literature, and 
culture and bridged the gaps between different forms of knowledge. Those 
who succumbed to the “thought-charm” of the genius-notion were unified 
by a “collective mood”  18   (“Kollektivstimmung,” “Stimmungskameradschaft”) 
that created a certain “intra-group mental solidarity” and helped to enhance 
the cohesion and promote the professionalization of research institutions. 
With Fleck, it is possible to appreciate the unconscious, subliminal messages 
guiding humanistic and literary practices. And this, in turn, allows us to better 
observe the cultish tendencies, the self-idealization, and limitations of those 
scholars and scientists participating in the study and worship of genius. 

 By referring to the “great men of history,” researchers tended to view them-
selves as ingenious. This was due to a process of “coloring” and transference 
of feelings (“Abf ä rben der Gef ü hle”)  19   that had long been a part of the his-
tory of constructing the genius ideal, as Zilsel observed in 1918. Something 
of the “genius” seemed to rub off on those who studied and at the same 
time admired “genius,” taking on the shape of psychological or religious feel-
ings like fear, respect, and awe. This phenomenon reached into the deepest 
layers of consciousness, manifesting itself in a particular kind of suggestive 
mood (“suggestive Stimmung”) that Zilsel compared invidiously to reason-
able thinking:  20    

  Nothing is more opposed to this fuzzy transfer of feelings [“unscharfe 
Gef ü hls ü bertragung”] than reason, which has its goals in precision, and 
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in the clear separation of everything that does not belong together. The 
“Abf ä rben” of feelings must thus disappear the more admiration is ration-
alized and replaced by value judgments. When we now want to start exam-
ining the genius ideal, we cannot allow ourselves an admiration that can 
“abf ä rben,” but will have to talk about values, that are no longer permitted 
to “abf ä rben,” and for which the artist and his work, enthusiasm and its 
goal are distinguished carefully from each other.  21     

 As the passage intimates, those who in their own estimation best understood 
what “genius” was about—revealing its secrets and identifying its formulas—
made pretensions to similar qualities themselves in what may be described as 
a process of self-invention or “self-geniusification.” In this way, researchers in 
the many disciplines that studied genius presented themselves as at once tra-
ditional and serious, innovative and original, free and independent, universal 
and at the same time compatible with particular social norms. They became 
“free riders” on the successful bandwagon of the “genius.” The coupling with 
the genius concept, in short, accelerated the social acceptance of research in 
the disciplines that studied it, which, in turn, gave greater credence to the 
political implications that attended the genius discourse.  

  Stellar genius: Natural metaphors 

 In his seminal 1957 essay, “Licht als Metapher der Wahrheit” (“Light as a 
Metaphor for Truth”),  22   Hans Blumenberg pointed to the nexus between light 
metaphors and the semantics of truth in Christian and Gnostic knowledge. 
According to Blumenberg, the metaphor helped to give form to understand-
ing, recasting what were originally aesthetic-sensuous perceptions as theolog-
ical propositions. The move, which transformed nonconceptual (“absolute”) 
metaphors into consolidating  termini technici , entailed a considerable loss of 
complexity, clearness, and substance. This is exactly what happened to the 
language of genius. The notion of genius took on a particular semantic “color-
ing” that opened up discursive perspectives and spaces, shedding former lay-
ers of meaning while retaining and adopting others.  23   

 The transformation of the concept of genius around the end of the sev-
enteenth century, from a quality that one possessed to something one was, 
marked the historical turning point at which human beings began to see 
themselves as self-luminous, possessing a luminosity of the mind that radiated 
charisma and impact in the world: “[Man] becomes, himself, the principle of a 
structural formation that emanates from within him,” Blumenberg observed. 
“And by realizing himself as  sapiens , he gains that emanative and world-mov-
ing force: self-realization becomes a condition for world-realization.”  24   In sci-
entific and literary narratives from around 1900, the “genius” was associated 
repeatedly with metaphors from the realm of nature and cosmic space. This 
had the effect of naturalizing, essentializing, and ontologically verifying the 
particular content that the object of research, the “genius,” was supposed to 
embody. The “genius”  was  like a volcano that erupted at irregular intervals 
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or continually spewed forth. As the psychologist Johannes G. Th ö ne pointed 
out in the 1920s:

  Geniuses can be compared to volcanoes. Just as some volcanoes are “burnt 
out” after one single eruption,  some geniuses also suffer a similar “burnout” 
after one singular achievement . [ . . . ] Other geniuses, like more active volca-
noes, continue to produce results for a second or third time, and there are 
even a few (such as Goethe, Beethoven, Bismarck) who  continue producing 
great results for most of their lives .  25     

 The image of the volcano combines the two elements, fire and earth. 
Through the use of this metaphor, certain periods of achievement in the life 
of a “genius” and corresponding age-groups of “geniuses” can be determined 
and explained. Just as volcanos become inactive, geniuses can “burn out” 
(“vergl ü hen”).  26   By orienting “geniuses” rhetorically with nature, authors 
insisted on the naturalness of their power without feeling the need to expli-
cate this proposition in further detail. The “soft” semiotics of genius meta-
phors and their openness to interpretation could thus be transformed into 
“hard” stable knowledge about the “genius” and his specific characteristics. 

 The amalgamation of the “genius” with unspoiled nature was further 
reinforced via astral metaphors, along with metaphors of light and fire. In 
the metaphorology of genius research, the “genius” was often a figure who 
revealed human longing for transcendence and who initiated a rhetorical con-
nection to the stars. In numerous texts, the “genius” was imagined as global 
and universal and providing sunlight and the light of stars to humankind. 
Via metaphorization, the “genius” opened up an infinite and inapprehensible 
stellar “potential space.” The Germanophile racist writer Chamberlain pic-
tured the “genius” as a “personality in its highest potentiality.”  27   Elsewhere, 
he employed the Promothean metaphor of a torch:

  In recent years it has been discovered that in the depths of the ocean, to 
which the sunlight does not penetrate, there are fishes which light up this 
world of darkness electrically; even thus is the dark night of human knowl-
edge lighted up by the torch of genius. Goethe lit a torch with his  Faust , Kant 
another with his conception of the transcendental ideality of time and space: 
both were creators of great imaginative power, both were men of genius.  28     

 Similarly, from the time of the foundation of the “Reich” ( Reichsgr ü ndung ) 
and well into the twentieth century, Otto von Bismarck was celebrated in the 
German-speaking world as the “lodestar” or “guiding star” (“Leitstern”).  29   
The association of light and “genius” was ubiquitous and long-lived. In a text 
from 1927, for example, the Austrian author Stefan Zweig employed astral 
metaphors in connection with his “heroic” view of history: 

 But if a genius arises in art, he outlives his times; if such a critical moment 
occurs in the world, it is decisive for decades and centuries. Just as the 
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 electricity of the whole atmosphere is concentrated in the tip of a light-
ning rod, an immeasurable number of events then come together in the 
narrowest span of time (“Sternstunde der Menschheit”). 

 Such dramatically concentrated, such fateful moments, in which a deci-
sion that transcends its own time is compressed into a single date, a single 
hour, and often only a minute, are rare in the life of an individual, and 
rare in the course of history. I have attempted here to call to mind a few 
such starry moments—I have called them that because, like glowing and 
immutable stars, they shine through the night of transitoriness—from the 
most diverse times and places.  30     

 The “genius” represented a light source and a source of illumination, who 
made visible the hidden and unseen, while simultaneously, as Thomas 
Macho explains, laying claim to metaphysical enlightenment himself.  31   Or, 
to invoke the work of Mitchell Ash, one can speak of the genius concept 
as a “metaphorical sealant” (“metaphorischer Kitt”), a kind of cement that 
ensures all knowledge connected and bound to him is verified, naturalized, 
and displayed as “uniquely thinkable” (“einzig denkm ö glich”).  32    

  Sexualized genius: Reproductive and familial metaphors 

 One of the core aspects of genius discourse was the rhetorical dimension of 
gender and sexualization. With deep roots in the history of the genius con-
cept, which from Classical times had been associated with notions of male 
begetting and birth (the very word “genius” derives from the Latin  gignere, 
generare  or  genere , meaning to father, beget, or give birth), this dimension was 
closely connected to ideas of male procreation, “spiritual begetting” (“geis-
tiges Zeugen”),  33   and the strength to engender philosophical thoughts.  34   
Rudolf Steiner wrote in 1900: “Genius is all about creating, producing and 
propagating . . . In essence, ingenuity is intellectual procreation.”  35   “The art-
ist’s works are his children; they preserve his place in posterity,” another 
author observed typically, presenting the “genius” as simultaneously barren 
and fecund.  36   In her 1939 doctoral thesis  Wahrsinn oder Wahnsinn des Genius? , 
the medical scientist and cultural anthropologist, Helga Baisch, struck a 
similar note: “Ingenuity is paid for with vitality. Nature wants works from 
geniuses and not children . . . Extraordinary people . . . cannot produce both 
children and masterpieces.”  37   

 Even though in most contexts of the period around 1900, “genius” implied 
biological maleness by definition, “geniuses” could incarnate aspects of a 
mixed gender identity. Hence, “genius” seemed to provide a solution for the 
male crisis caused by eroding gender boundaries in the context of first-wave 
feminism: it was simultaneously hyper-male  and  a sexual hybrid. Thus, in a 
number of genius narratives concerning the question of gender—for example, 
in writings by Helga Baisch, Johannes Barolin, Johann Wilhelm Ritter, Jakob 
Wassermann, and Otto Weininger  38  —the self-procreating, and at the same 
time anti-familial, “genius” was depicted on a structural level as androgynous. 
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In this way, “genius” was represented as an autonomous vanishing point, 
which transgressed and unified the binary gender poles. Frequently, “genius” 
was associated with such contrasting features and characteristics as “hyste-
ria,” hermaphroditism, frigidity, hyper-virility, and impotence within the 
same narrative context. 

 Nevertheless, in numerous texts, the genius formula was constructed as 
purely male, in contrast to the idea of a blending of masculine and feminine 
parts in the single person of the “genius.” Precisely because the nexus with 
femininity challenged the purely masculine position of the “genius” in the 
two-sex model and made its gender-specific classification porous, in paral-
lel, it was reinforced even more resolutely. (The male-formula was the basis 
for its separation from the “feminine” and the “Jewish,” aiming at a socio-
political exclusion of real persons, women and Jews, from the community 
of potential “geniuses” and broader intellectual circles.) Symptomatic of the 
conceptual and political exclusion of the “feminine” was a rhetoric laden 
with reproductive and familial metaphors. Authors invoked intellectual (in-)
fertility,  39   “mental pregnancy,” “spiritual creation,” and “spiritual children” 
while writing of men as “pregnant with knowledge.”  40   Walter Benjamin diag-
nosed these gendering metaphors as a sexualization and eroticization of the 
spiritual (Vergeschlechtlichung des Geistigen). Ironically, the excluded “femi-
nine” enabled the “resur-/erection” of ingenuity and intellectual powers. The 
semantics of genius adhered to a rhetorical—and in the bisexualization of the 
“genius,” to some extent also a conceptual—inclusion, but a factual exclu-
sion of the “feminine” and those associated with it. In his early writings, 
Benjamin acknowledged that the excluded “female,” whose very existence as 
a discursive marker embodying sexuality, materiality, and finiteness, served 
as a guarantor for the “asexuality of the spiritual” (“Geschlechtslosigkeit des 
Geistigen”).  41   

 The symptomatic manifestation of the excluded “feminine” in language 
must be seen in the context of a much older repression. The etymological ori-
gins of the word  genius , to repeat, are sexually coded, deriving from a family 
of words that refer to sexual or phylogenetic procreation, production, genera-
tion, creation, and the act of giving birth. The semantic connection between 
genus, genealogy, genesis, and genius, not surprisingly, manifests itself in 
gendering metaphors. In his 1916 essay “Sokrates,” Benjamin criticized this 
phenomenon in the course of his reinterpretation of the monologues of the 
Platonic Socrates in terms of the “terrible domination of sexual views in 
the spiritual.”  42   Benjamin read Socrates against the grain and emphasized—
instead of the maieutic talents that were traditionally associated with this 
character—his male “know-it-all” attitude that, according to Benjamin, pre-
sented itself as an “erection of knowledge”  43   (“Erektion des Wissens”) and left 
no space for spiritual “conception” (geistiges “Empfangen”). Benjamin used 
the “genius” as a figure in order to criticize gendered discourse and culture 
more broadly. He reformulated the commonly male-coded concept of genius 
(associated with penetration, procreation, and power) by stressing its femi-
nine reproductive attributes such as receptivity, passivity, and silence. “Just 
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as immaculate conception is for the woman, the rapturous notion of purity, 
so conception without pregnancy is most profoundly the spiritual mark of 
the male genius.”  44   Even if Benjamin substituted one gesture of sexualiza-
tion with another—by speaking of an “erection of knowledge” in reference to 
Socrates’ methods of interrogating his partners in dialogue—he succeeded in 
rewriting the former genius conception by feminizing it and repressing the 
male dogma.  

  The religion of genius 

 With Friedrich Nietzsche, Blumenberg, and Ren é  Girard, one can argue that 
the gradual disappearance of god and the divine in a secularized moder-
nity prompted, in turn, a heightened need for religion.  45   In Blumenberg’s 
eyes, secularization meant a “ reassignment  ( Umbesetzung ) of a position that 
had become vacant, but could not be eliminated as such.”  46   Sacred elements 
in a community that now understood itself as secularized were no longer 
interpreted as signs of continuity and certainty but were given “reassigned 
functions” in a system of meaning (“umbesetzte Systemfunktionen”) in the 
“process of epochal change” (“Proze ß  des Epochenwandels”).  47   At the same 
time, allegedly secular discussions still often referred to Christian or other 
religious concepts, such as angels, demigods, and religiously inspired leaders. 
And so the already well-established symbolic and rhetorical linkage of the 
concept of genius to religious metaphor and imagery was revitalized and given 
new energy. The genius figure was described in a range of metaphors that 
touched on different aspects of the divine, ranging from images of Biblical 
salvation to visions of apocalypse. Scientific, belletristic, and biographical 
writings adopted the rhetoric of the sacred; and in an era of apparent godless-
ness, exceptional historical personalities were re-sacralized as secular apos-
tles, prophets, and saints. 

 Part of the religious potential of the “genius,” as one could derive from 
Blumenberg, is to aggrandize the re-sacralization of the profane. Secular reli-
gions practiced in scientific and literary arenas—such as the religion of gen-
ius—borrowed and transmuted central elements of monotheistic religions of 
the book, such as the longing for salvation and redemption, and the desire 
for life after death. The “genius” was addressed as a godlike being, a demiurge, 
or Christlike figure who, at the same time, labored in the pursuit of modern 
science and knowledge. 

 The creation of new gods to serve as descendants of more traditional gods 
and religious figures, or as replacements for aristocratic leaders, was criti-
cized by Hirsch and Zilsel in their respective publications,  Die Genesis des 
Ruhmes  (1914) and  Die Geniereligion  (1918), which appeared one after the 
other immediately before and after World War I.  48   They are two of the most 
sensitive, skeptical, and critical responses to the exclusive notion of “gen-
ius” and genius-admiration written in the early twentieth century. With 
slightly differing tools and terms, their analyses referred to the sociologi-
cal, empirical, and cultural-historical aspects of the cult of personality, for 
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which Zilsel coined the term “Geniereligion.”  49   Allegedly scholarly exami-
nations and biographical descriptions of the “genius,” he argued, explic-
itly and implicitly referred to religious and metaphysical categories. For 
example, the genius literature repeatedly alluded to the fraternization of 
dead “geniuses,” who in the afterlife met in a celestial community,  50   linked 
only by the posthumously conferred identification of “genius.” Frequently, 
these were men who had gone unrecognized and underappreciated in life, 
working in loneliness and sacrifice, yet who served in death as paragons of 
earthly existence. “After all,” Zilsel declared, “posterity does not recognize 
an already existing significance but first  creates  it itself.”  51   He added that “[t]
here is a certain connection between the irrational genius-cult’s belief in 
posterity and the rational and enlightened idea of progress: both interpret 
progress in time as an increase in value; one has the impression that the pas-
sage of time enriches the culture and amends the verdict on the deceased.”  52   
And he was insightful about the process by which fame—a sort of secular 
canonization—was manufactured retrospectively to serve the uses of the 
present:

  In the genesis of posthumous fame [ . . . ] numerous, totally accidental 
circumstances play a significant role, including serendipity, influential 
benefactors and enthusiastic disciples. [ . . . ] The personal idiosyncrasies, 
artistic and philosophical qualities of the famous and influential dead are 
the focus of posterity; they are mentioned in numerous texts, yet at the 
same time transformed and reinterpreted or distorted depending on the 
disposition of posterity.  53     

 According to Zilsel, the discursive existence of the “genius” functioned on the 
basis of religious-dogmatic conditions and the postulated belief, admiration, 
and enthusiasm of the idolizing group. Zilsel described the “Geniereligion” 
as a response to de-sacralizing trends, as at once a conscious and unconscious 
(textual-)strategy, created mostly by male scholars and researchers, to justify 
anti-egalitarian politics and metaphysics. Zilsel was opposed to the latter, 
favoring principles of rationality, practicality, and objectivity. Yet in some 
ways these same principles prevented him from grasping the typical charac-
teristics of the cult of the genius: its sentimentality and subjectivity as well as 
the need of its followers to evaluate (and give value to) the surrounding world 
(“ Wertungsbed ü rfnis ”).  54   

 Hirsch and Zilsel, just like successors such as Wilhelm Lange-Eichbaum 
and Axel Gehring, treated the deification of historical personalities as a seri-
ous sociocultural and pedagogical problem of great political relevance. The 
cultural, political, and literary instrumentalization of the cult of genius, they 
believed, was irrational and dangerous. In their opinion, human beings relin-
quished their agency in surrendering themselves to genius admiration, low-
ered their self-esteem, and relegated themselves to serving as mere reflections 
of the genius’ glory.  
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  Collective genius: Race and gender 

 Increasingly in the 1920s and 1930s, certain aspects of the genius formula 
merged with the racist and bio-political imperatives of social exclusion 
and control, including demarcations based on classification and typifica-
tion. In the first part of his 1903 monograph  Geschlecht und Charakter  ( Sex 
and Character: An Investigation of Fundamental Principles ),  55   Otto Weininger 
assumed that every human being, male or female, was born as a “bisexual” 
(potentially with parts from both sexes). In this way did he seem to sof-
ten the strictly polar biological matrix of the two-sex model and transform 
it into a model of “intermediate forms” (“Zwischenformen”). However, he 
cast the “feminine” and the “masculine” into the “corset” of ideal principles 
(via abstraction, he immunized himself against objections in terms of the 
real-politic “game of the sexes”), and only the “male” was granted a positive 
image. In the second part of his book, moreover, Weininger revised his only 
ostensibly progressive idea on the bisexual nature of the sexes, referring to 
psychological and characterological criteria in order to determine who was 
“male” and who was “female.” In his misogynistic investigation, the “femi-
nine” merged on the symbolic level with the “Jewish” and both were harshly 
discredited. 

 Weininger’s cult of the (male) genius was born on the back of others, 
namely, women and Jews, whom he deemed representative of the whole 
“irreligious saeculum” and charged with a deficit in belief. Both were placed 
at the bottom of Weininger’s schematic pyramid that was built to give ori-
entation regarding superiors and inferiors in society. At its top, Weininger 
located Jesus of Nazareth, who in narrative terms had been depicted as a 
“genius” in numerous biographies of the time.  56   Weininger saw in Jesus 
an ideal individual, who had progressed several steps up the pyramid scale 
and who succeeded in overcoming his own Jewishness in order to become 
the independent founder of a religion (“Religionsstifter”). “Metaphysically, 
the only purpose of the Jewish character is to serve as a pedestal for the 
founder of a religion.”  57   The latter represented a special kind of being who, in 
Weininger’s genius-metaphysics, even transcended the category of the ordi-
nary “genius.”  

  [ T ] he founder of a religion is the greatest genius . He has achieved what the 
most profound thinkers of humankind have only presented as a possibil-
ity, with hesitation, in order to preserve their ethical outlook and to avoid 
having to abandon the  freedom of choice :  the complete rebirth of the human 
being , his “regeneration,” the total reversal of the will.  58     

 Elsewhere, Weininger employs a light metaphor in reference to the “founder 
of a religion”: “He ascends from the night to the light, and his most 
ghastly horror is that of the night in which he has so far lived blindly and 
comfortably.”  59   
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 In addition, Weininger projected the genius-figure onto a collective image 
of a “new humankind” (“neue Menschheit”) of defeminized, desexualized, 
and disembodied men, in which not only the individual but also the whole 
nation should evolve into an extraordinary collective subject, a great collec-
tive “genius.” Similarly, in the wider political arena, the vision of the male 
“Aryan-Christian” genius was not limited to single individuals. From at 
least the time of the publication of Chamberlain’s 1898/99 monograph  Die 
Grundlagen des 19. Jahrhunderts  ( The Foundation of the Nineteenth Century ) and 
Weininger’s  Geschlecht und Charakter  (1903), genius discourse was bound up 
with fantasies of human breeding, which became more and more relevant for 
the conceptualization of the German collective body. Even though this ran 
contrary to its popular contemporary encoding, the genius formula, origi-
nally based on singularity, rarity, and exclusiveness, was gradually applied to 
the ideal of an “Aryan” body of the German people (“Volksk ö rper”) that, in 
turn, ought to be held up by singular “geniuses.” According to Chamberlain, 
the “right” race, namely the “Aryan,” could transform a “man of pure origin” 
(“edelgez ü chteter Mensch”) into a “genius” who surmounted the whole of 
humankind:  60    

  Race lifts a man above himself: it endows him with extraordinary—I 
might almost say supernatural—powers, so entirely does it distinguish 
him from the individual who springs from the chaotic jumble of peoples 
drawn from all parts of the world: and should this man of pure origin 
be perchance gifted above his fellows, then the fact of Race strengthens 
and elevates him on every hand, and he becomes a genius towering over 
the rest of mankind, [ . . . ] because he soars heavenward like some strong 
and stately tree, nourished by thousands and thousands of roots—no soli-
tary individual, but the living sum of untold souls striving for the same 
goal.  61     

 The chemist and Nobel laureate Wilhelm Ostwald discussed the problem 
of scientific creativity in his 1909 study of geniuses in the sciences,  Gro ß e 
M ä nner . He asked how “geniuses” could be bred and cultivated, and how par-
ents could be preconditioned to be able “to procreate a genius.” Universities 
should serve as “breeding institutions” (“Z ü chtungsanstalten”) for geniuses 
to come.  62   

 Such literature urged that particularly valuable individuals—those with a 
potential for “genius”—should be invested in for the benefit of the commu-
nity. The idea of promoting highly talented German offspring, by means of 
selecting gifted young people to breed “geniuses,” found its expression in 
texts like Albert Reibmayr’s  Die Entwicklungsgeschichte des Talentes und Genies  
(1908), Fl ü gge’s  Rassenhygiene und Sexualethik  (1924), Kretschmer’s  Geniale 
Menschen  (1929), and Matura’s  Das Deutsche Genie  (1941).  63   Invoking the 
intellectual potency or capacity of unborn children would protect society 
from the decay it feared. Evident in this literature was a major fear of patho-
logical anomalies and concerns about the extinction of “German geniuses.”  64   
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Theorists were fascinated by the prospect of racial- and social-hygienic pro-
gramming, which culminated in the chimera of a race of genius, predicated 
on the demographic control of “racial mixing.” And though some authors 
continued to subscribe to the nineteenth-century view that individual genius 
was a form of pathology—a view evident in Fl ü gge’s writings, among oth-
ers—the “genius” could also represent the idea of a healthy, “Aryan” creative 
German people (“Volk”). The “genius” descended from its pantheon to serve, 
in German educational establishments, as a model of normality. The spiritual 
fertility that was named “genius” would protect the German nation from dis-
ease and any other dysfunction. 

 This newly inflamed striving for genius and ingenuity lent itself well to 
a fascist human armaments program that was optimized in terms of racial 
heredity (“Reinrassigkeit”). In alignment with National Socialism, moreo-
ver, genius discourse fused with the  F ü hrer -principle, criticized so incisively 
by Max Weber in his writings on “charismatic authority” (“charismatische 
Herrschaft”). The sociologist Theodor Geiger analyzed this emphatic genius 
discourse in his “F ü hrer und Genie” (“F ü hrer and Genius”) of 1926–1927 as 
a response to the scientific objectivation of the world.  65   The public cherished 
personalities whose history and achievements were structured by popular 
myths and legends, not reason and science. They did not want to be led  by  the 
great man but  to  the great man.  66   Genius concepts in the Weimar Republic 
were conducive to the pursuit of “self-incapacitation,”  67   ceding power to 
political authorities and “genius leaders.” 

 At the same time that the exceptional “genius” was exalted, the so-called 
normal humans (“Normalmenschen,” “Menschen der Mitte”) were deval-
ued.  68   The categories of the “Jewish” and “feminine” counted as “non-gen-
ius,” and the genius discourse helped to present this as a natural fact. Alfred 
Rosenberg, who adopted Chamberlain’s concept of the dominance of the 
“Nordic-Atlantic race” over the “Jewish-Semitic” peoples, was convinced that 
Jews were not able to create valuable artistic artefacts or to found a state. He 
was interested in creating a “pure race” (“reine Rasse”) that would be superior, 
“folkish” (“v ö lkisch”), healthy, and culturally pristine. Rosenberg associated 
the idea of a genius German people with the support of talents and “great 
men,” while extinguishing everything identifiable as “Jewish.” The NSDAP-
party platform, published in 1920, was edited and introduced by Rosenberg 
in this 1943 version:

  Great men are the most valuable asset of the “Volk” or nation. When such 
talents are unable to flourish, it shows that conditions are extremely unfa-
vorable [volksfeindlichsten] (unless the nation is totally incapable of pro-
ducing great men). No nation can do without its leading minds [f ü hrende 
v ö lkische Intelligenz] without ceasing to exist as a “Volk.” Such men are 
the bloom of the nation, the [ . . . ] embodiment of what is called the soul 
of the people. Nurturing this mental power [geistigen Energien] should be 
a self-evident duty of the state. [H]owever, certain conditions need to be 
in place to make this development possible. After the termination of the 
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domestic political battle, the complete elimination of the Jewish elements 
in all cultural institutions, schools, universities, academies etc. needs to be 
demanded. [ . . . ] The German state will support the advancement of intel-
lectual powers and character attributes in every way possible [ . . . ] insofar 
as they are healthy.  69     

 Under National Socialism, talent could only be located in “non-Jewish” males, 
who should strive to become “great men” or “geniuses” if possible, furthering 
folkish intelligence (“v ö lkische Intelligenz”) and the “German renaissance” 
(“deutsche Wiedergeburt”).  70    

  Conclusion 

 As a project of knowledge and object of inquiry around the turn of the twen-
tieth century, the “genius” was impossible to complete, for the category was 
not bounded by its own characteristics; the “genius” was never a discrete fig-
ure. Rather, “genius” inserted itself into the formation of late modernity as a 
complex phenomenon of overlapping processes, such as the differentiation 
and profiling of academic disciplines, and the interdependence of (pseudo-) 
religion, culture, science, power, and politics. This chapter has focused on 
the question of why researchers from various disciplinary perspectives, as 
well as nonacademic researchers, writers, and, intellectuals of the period, 
debated the question of genius in long and elaborate texts. Why, in short, 
was “genius” a favorite theme? The answer is as broad as it is intricate. The 
“genius” was an important figure of reference not only on the sociocultural 
level but also on the scientific level. Genius served to legitimize the thought, 
intelligence, and  esprit  of authors who gave it scholarly and scientific signifi-
cance, while helping to build up certain academic disciplines and research 
institutions in the way that a figurehead does. Those undertaking new forms 
of research and investigation employed genius discourse as a means to reas-
sure themselves of their own intellectual prowess and creative capacities. 
The genius figure was a device used to guard against institutional insecu-
rities that accompanied disciplines and their researchers in the process of 
self-construction. 

 The epistemological characteristic of the genius theme was that the “gen-
ius” as an object of empirical research could not be accessed directly, but 
only in terms of the genius’   œ uvre , (auto-) biographies, letters and personal 
testimonies, photographs, and the like. This was due to the fact that, in most 
cases, fame was a  posthumous  phenomenon and the incidence of “genius” 
only occurred rarely. Therefore, genius research worked most often with 
dead “geniuses,” who had lived their lives in the past. Individual research-
ers worshipped their own favorite “ensemble of geniuses.” “Genius” was an 
abstract term, a virtual and theoretical invention, whose existence, charac-
teristics, and behavior were assumed hypothetically in order to explain cer-
tain extraordinary empirical observations or to indulge wishful thinking. In 
other words, the “genius” was resurrected and brought back to life in the 
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cultural-historical present, created or revitalized by writing and talking about 
him. Dead “geniuses” were animated, for example, through multiple biogra-
phies, which transformed them into living memories promising revelation 
and truth. 

 The genius figure occupied what was virtually a magic or cultic point in a 
relationship of tension between modernization, secularization, formal ration-
alization, cultural differentiation, and humanistic and literary profiling. 
Each new context of knowledge or appropriation of genius discourse resulted 
in another metamorphosis of the genius figure, who could appear as a dig-
nified, celebrated, glorified, and admired super-individual, but who could 
also go unrecognized, misjudged, or despised. As a bisexual or pathological 
figure, the “genius” embodied the “Other” of science, while simultaneously 
confirming its maleness, objectivity, independence, purity, asexuality, and 
transcendence. Wishes, myths, and ideals, along with fantasies and fears were 
anthropomorphized in the “genius.” 

 The popularization and legitimation of the genius formula had powerful 
political effects, serving to justify and facilitate strategies of exclusion aimed 
particularly at women and Jews, while enhancing the prospect of rule by 
extraordinary or charismatic authority. As such, the genius discourse of the 
early twentieth century must be analyzed as a manipulative and ideological 
tool of power and a catalyst for growing racial-political power structures in 
the context of German and Austrian fascist tendencies. It simultaneously 
reflected the frictions between an older literary-aesthetic (romantic) dis-
course of genius, national myths, fantasies of universalization, the consti-
tution of new scientific and cultural knowledge, and the attempt to guide 
the “higher” development of human civilization through population policy. 
This may have increased the production of knowledge around the question 
of genius and enabled intellectual and cultural self-affirmation, but it also 
raised the danger of hubris, political asymmetries, and hastened what Zilsel 
described 96 years ago as society’s “delivery” or “discharge into inhumanity” 
(Entladung in “Unmenschlichkeit”).  71    
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