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Life and Work

In 1856 Gustav Gerber became the director of the new “Realgymnasium” of the
Prussian town of Bromberg (nowadays Bydgoszcz, Poland). He had studied
Classical languages in Berlin and Leipzig, having also taken courses in geography
and history. After his retirement (1886) he devoted himself to philosophical and
religious work which, however, led to only one book on the function of human
emotion and the subjective world-view (1893). Functionalism also characterised his
earlier linguistic and philosophical work (1871-73; 1884). Gerber considered
language to be the object of aesthetics, philology, and philosophy, these three
disciplines taking the artistic, the communicative and the cognitive dimension of
language as their respective object of research. The artistic complexity of language
was exhaustively described in his book on language viewed as art (1871-73).
Speech is produced by the individual and in being uttered it becomes accessible to
other human beings; in being understood it becomes the language of the human
species. In addition to this genetic approach of language and the analysis of
language in its pictorial shape (Bild) Gerber extensively described various stylistic
aspects of language (figures of speech like metaphor, metonymy, etc.). In his
analysis of language and thinking (1884) he criticized Immanuel Kant’s Critique of
Pure Reason for not having paid enough attention to the decisive role of the

empirical or pragmatic dimension of language. In Gerber’s view it is only through
speech that people gain access to the world of objects. Gerber’s idea that the artistic
status of language, in particular of roots, originally evoked a pictorial or indirect
representation (knowledge) of the world did not make its way into linguistic circles there hardly was a German linguist who reviewed Gerber’s works. Gerber was “a
language critical thinker” in the margins of German academic linguistics and
philosophy. His writings on language and art, however, were popular, being
frequently cited in philological circles because of their clear and orderly treatment of
figures of speech. In developing the premisses of an analytical study of meaningful
language elements, questioning the Kantian transcendental project and stressing the
unity of speech and thought, Gerber’s work shows affinities with that of Lazarus
*Geiger and F. Max *Müller.
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