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Karoline von Gunderrode was born in Karlsruhe in 1780 and died in Winkel am Rhein in
1806. She grew up in a literary household - both parents were writers - which employed a
tutor for GUnderrode and her siblings; as an adult she continued to read widely on
philosophy and world religions and taught herself Greek and Latin.

The word “life” (Leben) and its cognates is the most frequently used word overall in
Gunderrode’s writings, with more instances than “love” (lieben) or “death” and “die” (Tod,
sterben) (Samtliche Werke 111:391). However, while most secondary texts on Glnderrode
note the importance and interconnection of love and death in her work, there is little
literature on Ginderrode’s concept of life.

Gunderrode is relatively explicit about what she means by “life.” In “Letters of Two
Friends,” she introduces her most sustained discussion of the concept (reworking her
account in “Idea of the Earth”) by asking “what is it, then, life? [...] What does it mean,
that from the All of nature a being cuts itself loose with such consciousness, and feels torn
off from it?” As this query indicates, Gunderrode understands life as a state characterising
individual entities that have emerged from a greater whole, which she describes as an
unending, immortal “life-principle” (Lebensprinzip) or “life-material” (Lebensstoff),
identified with nature.

On Gunderrode’s account, the world is comprised of a set of imperishable elements, also
called “life-elements” (Lebenselemente), which join, separate and rejoin in different
combinations to create individual life-forms (Lebensformen). Strictly speaking, then, life is
a property of these elements, rather than of individual living entities. An important
consequence Gunderrode draws from this is that death is not a termination of life, but only
a transition from one form of life to another.

One further complexity is that Gunderrode claims that the life of the elements is enhanced
and increased through their time as part of an organism, meaning that individuals
contribute to a livelier or more animated whole: “the All comes to life through the downfall
of the particular, and the particular survives immortally in the All whose life it developed
while alive” (“ldea of the Earth”).
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