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This essay focuses on a tiny piece of the large 
and rather complicated jigsaw puzzle of the 
German-Danish author Friederike Brun's 
(1765-1835) published writings, namely her 
writings on the Colli Albani, on the lakes of Al-
bano and Nemi, on the prehistory of and the 
ruins in this area. I shall argue how her appar-
ently naturalistic and concrete descriptions of 
her travels should be read cum grano salis: only 
an allegorical reading opens up the text and 
demonstrates its multileveled meanings, al-
ways incorporating the span of time from (uto-
pian) Roman antiquity to (dystopian) modern 
times in learned intertextual references to earli-
er literature and ancient history. Friede-
rike Brun's writings are not only - as she her-
self would like us to believe - the spontaneous-
ly written outpourings of a female genius, they 
are also elaborately and consciously rewritten 
demonstrations of the literary skills and ambi-
tions of a well-educated European woman, 
raised within the conceptual framework of 
German Enlightenment and pietism. The dif-
ferences between the hand-written diaries, the 
manuscripts and the printed works show her 
literary ambitions and the care and conscious 
effort she devoted to her own writings. 

Coming from a background in comparative 
literature, literary history and cultural studies, 
my own work on Friederike Brun (Povlsen 
1992, 1993, 1995, 1996, 1998a, c), on whom I 
am in the process of completing a monograph, 
is literary rather than biographical. It is almost 
exclusively focused on the published part of her 
writing - all in all around 30 volumes of short 
prose (letters of travel, travel diaries, a few 
idylls) and poems; almost all were also pub-
lished separately in Danish and German peri-
odicals. Historians like Louis Bobé and others

have read her works and her unpublished dia-
ries as documents of their time, as eye-witness 
testimonies of important European personal-
ities; they have also used her voluminous wri-
tings to document the personal biography of 
Friederike Brun. My focus, instead, is, on her 
writing as literary art, though of course inter-
preted with her biography as a kind of reflexive 
mirror behind it. Such a reading has only been 
attempted once before, namely in 1932 by Rosa 
Olbrich, who made an excellent analysis of the 
poetical works but who wrote only very briefly 
on the short prose, probably considering the 
many volumes of letters of travel a 'minor' liter-
ary genre. The story of Friederike Brun's excep-
tional life, and of her many European connec-
tions and relations, seems to have been so 
fascinating that the biography has drawn atten-
tion away from what actually remains of her: 
her published writings and her unpublished 
manuscripts and travel diaries. 

This has - as I already hinted - to do with the 
genres preferred by Friederike Brun. She wrote 
many poems - five collections of Gedichte, one 
of them in four different editions - from the 
first in 1781, when she was only sixteen, to the 
last in 1824. 

Many of these poems were set to music by 
composers like J. A. P. Schulz (1747-1800) and 
C. E. F. Weyse (1774-1842). They were popular 
in their time, but are now forgotten and not 
available on CD. A performance of Lieder based 
on her lyrics on Sophienholm in 1996 demon-
strated that some of them are still singable and 
good. Many of the poems, however, are not of 
this kind; they are what we would now term oc-
casional poems (Gelegenheitsdichtung): poems 
for friends, for weddings, for anniversaries and 
for funerals.


