
IN
AU

G
U

R
AL

LEC
TU

R
E

Professor
Jürgen

Barkhoff

Tuesday, 17th January 2017
Trinity Long Room Hub



Biography

Jürgen Barkhoff is Professor of German (1776) at the
Department of Germanic Studies and Head of School of the
School of Languages, Literatures and Cultural Studies. A native
of Essen in Northrhine-Westphalia/Germany he studied German,
History and Pedagogics at the Universities of Tübingen,
Hamburg and Dublin. He holds a Staatsexamen and doctorate
from Hamburg University. He was DAAD-Lektor in Trinity College
from 1988-1991, was appointed in 1995 to a lectureship in
German and European Studies and was elected to Fellowship in
2000. From 2002-2005 he was Director of the Centre for
European Studies, from 2007-2011 Registrar of the University
and from 2012-2015 Director of the Trinity Long Room Hub Arts
& Humanities Research Institute.

Between 2006 and 2011 he was Chair of the Culture, Arts and Humanities Task Force of the
Coimbra Group Network of European Universities. He has served as a member of the
Coimbra Group Executive Board since 2012 and is currently its Vice-Chair. He is a member of
the Board of the Irish Humanities Alliance, of the Science Gallery Dublin and of the Strategic
Advisory Board of the School of Advanced Studies at the University of London. 

His main research areas are literature and medicine, science and psychology around 1800,
eco-literature, the networking of literature and culture in Europe, questions of identity in the
German speaking world and Europe as reflected in literature and culture and Swiss
literature. He has published widely on these topics, especially on the relationship between
anthropology and literature in the late Enlightenment, Classicism and Romanticism, on
identity discourses and on contemporary Swiss literature. In his research he explores
interdisciplinary perspectives and how the past and its interpretations influence the present
day. He is convenor of the College wide research-theme ‘Identities in Transformation’. 



Abstract

The lecture discusses the role of the imagination and its relationship to an entrepreneurial
spirit in four canonical, highly influential and bestselling German merchant novels of the long
nineteenth century, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (1796),
Gustav Freytag’s Debit and Credit (1855), Gottfried Keller’s Martin Salander (1886) and
Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks (1901). Against the background of the dominant German
tradition of the Bildungsroman or novel of self-cultivation, these texts not only portray, but
through this portrayal also influence and shape the formation of German merchant identities
during the bourgeois age. They thematise the interrelationships between the business world
with the spheres of culture, society and politics and are complex explorations of dispositions,
attitudes, values and behaviours of their time. The lecture will investigate its theme both at
the level of plot and character, and also structurally and aesthetically. These texts posit
imagination as a unique and indispensable, but also problematic tool for vision and
ambition, identification and critique, self-awareness and civic responsibility. What lessons, if
any, can be drawn from these literary explorations across cultures and epochs for
educational and entrepreneurial aspirations today? The lecture will conclude with some
reflections on the specific contribution literature has to make to our efforts to make sense of
the world and position ourselves in it. 

‘Between boom, bust and Bildung.
Entrepreneurship and imagination in the German Merchant Novel’.



The Department of
Germanic Studies

The teaching of modern European languages in Trinity College goes back to 1776 and the Chair
of German (1776) is the oldest chair of German in the world. Today the Department of Germanic
Studies is a leading German department on these islands. It enjoys a high international
reputation in its teaching and research and attracts highly qualified and motivated students
from Ireland and abroad to its undergraduate programmes in German (TSM), European Studies,
Business Studies and German, Law and German and Computer Science and German. It also
contributes to the School’s postgraduate courses, especially in Comparative Literature and
European Studies. It has Erasmus links with over 25 German and Austrian universities. It has a
vibrant community of doctoral students and its graduates currently hold academic posts in
German Departments in Oxford, Cambridge, Durham, St. Andrews, Warwick, Leeds, Bath,TCD,

UCD, DCU, DIT, Maynooth, Limerick, Galway and Cork.

The department is part of the School of Languages, Literatures and Cultural Studies (SLLCS),
one of the largest of the twelve Schools in the Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences. It
is made up of the Departments of French, Germanic Studies, Hispanic Studies, Italian, Irish and
Celtic Studies, Near and Middle Eastern Studies, Russian and Slavonic Studies, the Centre for
European Studies, the Centre for Medieval and Renaissance Studies and the Centre for Literary
Translation. Currently, well over a thousand undergraduate students take one of 21
undergraduate and seven postgraduate degree programmes which the School offers or in
which it participates. It has a vibrant research culture and its members contribute prominently
to the universities five Arts & Humanities led research themes, especially the Identities in
Transformation theme.  Since their inception it has consistently been ranked in the top 50
Modern Languages Schools in the QS subject rankings. It is currently ranked 39th in the world.


